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      The New Hero and the Forgotten Fortress

    

  

  
    
      Prologue — Cackling Through the Deserted Forest


      I had come to the border of monster and human territory, a place the humans called the Forest of Dusk. Despite the sunlight, the trees drowned the underbrush in gloom as I strolled through them.


      The monsters that would usually be roaming around were nowhere to be seen, probably cowed by my mana. What a feeling.


      A short ways further, I saw something that brought my mood to its peak—a jet-black helmet. It had been placed among the roots of one of the trees, almost like a grave marker.


      Actually, it didn’t just seem that way; it really was...


      “To think you were defeated,” I murmured, keeping my high-pitched voice as quiet as possible.


      The dark dress I was wearing—so out of place in the forest—and the golden hair cascading down my back both fluttered as I strode up to the helmet in front of the tree. Then...


      Thunk.


      I kicked the helmet with my dainty foot.


      “Look at where all that lording over us went. Heh heh heh... That’s what you get.”


      I was ecstatic.


      Ibe, the fiend general known as the Tempest, had been laid low. That human hero—the one who’d barely even been chosen—must have run circles around him. I could think of no greater joy.


      I lifted my foot from the spot on the helmet where I’d let it rest...and stamped down hard.


      Crunch.


      My petite foot crushed the helmet, along with the ground surrounding it. Armor of the same design peeked out from the broken earth.


      “Watch from the earth until you’re finished regenerating. I will deal with the hero in your place. Heh heh. Heh heh heh!”


      In the dark forest, teeming with monsters, the only sound was the echo of my laughter.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 1 — Nightmare


      Red. The whole left side of my vision was tinged red. It was a side effect of when I woke Klyk and let my fiend side free.


      Klyk—a black gauntlet on my left arm—was making grinding noises as it swelled and swallowed my left hand, becoming one with it. At the same time, my left eye reddened, and even parts of my hair began to turn the same color.


      I readied the dagger in my right hand along with my warped left hand, hunching my small body in even tighter. In front of me were four humans: a male swordsman, wearing light armor and carrying a longsword; a cleric in her vestments, bare fists at the ready; a female mage in robes and a hat, lifting her staff; and finally...an enraged man, white-knuckling the divine blade—the hero.


      “You... You’re a fiend?!”


      The hero glared hatefully at me as I revealed my demifiend form. He immediately charged for me. Afraid of his threatening look, I reflexively spun a missile from my mana and launched it at him. A single slash of the divine blade dispersed it. He kept going, putting all of his energy into trying to kill me.


      I hardened some of my spare mana right away, making a shield...but it broke like it was nothing, blasting me backward into a tree.


      “Agh!”


      The blow to my back knocked my breath from me, and my vision began to fade. The only thing I could make out was the hero approaching, still roaring.


      “Monsters! Fiends! I’ll wipe them all out!”


      I was scared. Terrified. I was about to be killed!


      As afraid as I was—full to bursting with it, really—I felt shock, disappointment, and anger at the hero fill my heart at the same time.


      Mom, I’m scared. This... This is supposed to be a hero? He’s nothing like my picture book. Is it because I’m a demifiend? Is that why he’s so angry?


      The divine blade, Parvenir, had the power to dispel evil; it was the crystallization of the last of the goddess’s power in this world. It was made to kill the archfiend. A demifiend like me wouldn’t get off lightly if I was cut with it. My body wouldn’t move, though. My eyes were getting heavier, and my consciousness was fading too...


      The blade came down. I could do nothing but wait as—


      ＊＊＊


      I leaped up.


      Now that I was awake, I warily looked around and checked myself over.


      My hair was short and curly; my body was slender but still had womanly curves, and I’d gone to sleep dressed in light, white armor. Only the gauntlet on my left arm was black.


      It was rough, readjusting to my adult point of view. Everything was smaller, more underfoot. No sign of the hero anywhere—the last hero. Obviously. I’d been dreaming, after all.


      Still, I took a bit before I let my guard down. I hadn’t had that dream in a while. My pulse still hadn’t calmed down.


      “Araignée? Is something wrong?” the cleric girl on watch called out to me, sounding worried and surprised at my sudden awakening.


      Her shoulder-length chestnut hair was covered by a white veil, and the rest of her body was draped in holy vestments. She was my partner on this journey of mine.


      “Rhuys...”


      As soon as I saw her—Rhuys—I couldn’t help but relax. She alone had somewhat eased me out of my lingering panic.


      Before I knew it, I was next to her, pulling her close.


      “U-Uh? Araignée?”


      “Sorry. Just...let me stay like this for a while. Ahhh, that’s better.”


      I clung to her, feeling her warmth with my whole body. My heart steadied, bit by bit. Until the beating calmed, I stayed like that, holding her in my arms.


      ＊＊＊


      Rhuys’s eye could “see the flow of things”—an ability called Streamsight.


      It sometimes allowed her to see the life and death of a person, and it had clued us in that the newly chosen hero had been marked for death by a formidable enemy in the form of a fiend general. After a lot of effort, we successfully defeated the fiend general—Ibe the Tempest—and saved the hero from the shadows.


      We returned to our hometown, the capital of the Kingdom of Partir, and our separate lives. Until...


      The hero and her group had returned at the same time. Rhuys had seen them from a distance and her Streamsight had stirred again, exposing a new risk to the hero’s life. It would all go down in the Kingdom of Luna, to the north of Partir. Specifically in a fortress located in its far northeast: Armatura.


      For some reason, though, she had no idea how it was going to happen this time. If the hero had been attacked by someone, her assailant hadn’t been visible, and all she knew was where she would die.


      Was it another fiend?


      I’d have liked to think it couldn’t be another fiend general, but we didn’t have enough information to make any judgments like that. Either way, we’d have to investigate when we got there, so we saddled up and put the capital behind us again.


      One day, we’d camped at the side of the road, and I’d left Rhuys to the first watch, and then I’d had the dream.


      I hadn’t dreamed about that for a while, though... I thought.


      Maybe it was some kind of omen.


      I was uneasy as I took my turn on watch after Rhuys, and I kept my watch up until morning.


      ＊＊＊


      “Rhuys... Rhuuuuuyyyyssss.”


      “Phwah?”


      She sleepily looked my way as I called her name. Another day, another cute Rhuys. Just seeing her made me feel like I could forget last night’s dream.


      I’d have loved to keep watching her face, awake or asleep, but unfortunately we had to get going. I’d cleaned up while she was sleeping, so all I had to do was wait for her to be ready.


      While I did, I checked our heading using the sun’s position. Then I looked around to see if anything was out of place. We’d only just started our journey, so I doubted there would be anything, but just in case...


      Hm?


      I thought I heard something. I crouched down and put my hands to the ground. The vibrations I could feel weren’t the clamor of horses and carriages—probably just several people on foot, most likely in armor given how heavy their tread was.


      We were right by the main road, so it wasn’t that strange that other travelers would be heading this way. But just like our last journey, there was also the chance this was a group here to attack us. We’d be best off staying wary.


      I raced up a nearby tree and peeked through the leaves. As I did, I saw several figures approaching us from the capital. From how they were dressed, they were the same as me—adventurers. One of them looked to be a warrior with a spear, and there was another that must have been a cleric. Then there was a mage-looking guy in a pointed hat, and...


      “Rhuys,” I called down, not waiting for a reply. “Sorry, but I’m going on ahead!”


      “Huh? Araignée?!”


      I left behind her confused cry and bounced through the trees, rushing ahead.

    

  

  
    
      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      The Previous Hero


      A human youth chosen by the divine blade to eliminate the archfiend a decade ago.


      He lost his hometown to monsters, and ever since then he was consumed with hatred for all things fiendish, losing himself in their presence.


      When a young Araignée revealed her demifiend form, he flew into a rage and tried to kill her where she stood, traumatizing her.


      Because hatred is a wicked emotion and the divine blade answers more strongly to those with righteous emotions, he was unable to draw out its true strength and could only partially defeat the archfiend. Due to his wounds, he passed away immediately after returning to human territory.


      Klyk


      An artifact in the form of a black gauntlet that keeps Araignée’s demifiend side in check, and maintains her human form. While it cannot be removed, it adjusts itself in shape along with Araignée’s growth.


      Its normal gauntlet form is its sleeping state, and it eats Araignée’s overflowing mana as it slumbers, keeping the transition to her demifiend state in check (along with emptying her body of mana). A specific chant in Araignée’s voice acts as a key, allowing it to be awakened.


      When awakened, it covers Araignée’s left arm—which grows enormously due to the transformation—and changes into a set of massive black claws, but stops the transformation from progressing any further. It also allows her to perform two types of magic: mana absorption and mana manipulation.


      Streamsight


      A blessing of the eye Rhuys received from the Goddess of Rivers, Katharos, allowing one to “see the flow of things.” The power dwells within her right eye, and when it is active, her eye glows with a blue light that ripples like water.


      The flow of strength through a body, and the flow of mana—things that usually cannot be seen—are visible with Streamsight. By reading where those flows lead, she can have pseudo-visions of the future. Usually it shows things within what Rhuys can see and she can use it at will. However, sometimes it activates unbidden and shows much greater flows beyond her normal vision, revealing people’s lives, natural disasters, and other such flows.


      The Kingdom of Luna


      A country to the north of the Kingdom of Partir. With its many picturesque locations, it flourishes through tourism.


      Fort Armatura


      A forgotten fortress in the far northeast of the Kingdom of Luna. A tract of forest was cleared for it, and the compound is enclosed by ramparts to defend against monster incursions.


      It was one of the front lines in the war with monsters, but those lines were pushed back and it lost its utility. It now lies abandoned.


      The new flow revealed by Streamsight indicates the hero will lose her life there, but unlike the last journey, the culprit is not clear.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 2 — The New Hero


      Thunk!


      I leaped from tree to tree, drawing near to the adventuring group I’d been aiming for; I made my approach audible toward the last leg and dropped down in front of them. The whole group was immediately wary at the sudden intrusion.


      All of them were younger than me. The redheaded female warrior had a slender body and was wearing armor, with a spear longer than she was tall at the ready. The blonde-haired, blue-eyed cleric’s fine features were twisted in suspicion. She was wearing a white veil and vestments. The mage had a pointed hat and robes, and was looking warily at me.


      Then there was the last of the group. She was slight, wearing armor, and had her orange hair up in a ponytail. Despite her short stature, she had two longswords sheathed and strapped to her back.


      One was an ordinary looking blade. The other, though, was of plainly arcane and totally unmistakable make. I’d even seen it last night, in my dreams. It was the same sword the previous hero had meant to skewer me on—the divine blade.


      So, who was this girl with it to hand? There was only one answer to that. Besides, I’d seen her face before back when I’d snuck into the upper level. The hero was—


      One of her companions, the spearwoman, spoke up after peering at my face.


      “Araignée, is that you?”


      “Huh...? Sierra?”


      I’d thought I’d never met any of them before, but wonders never ceased.


      “Oh, thank goodness. It is you. I almost thought you were a bandit or something,” Sierra said politely, easing her wariness. She was earnest like that with everyone.


      “You know her?” the hero asked.


      “I do. She’s a more experienced adventurer,” Sierra answered, visibly more relaxed.


      I remembered her too. I’d joined up with her on some commissions I’d taken from the middle level to beef up my resumé. As for why I’d teamed up with her? She was cute.


      Apparently, she came from a family of famed warriors, so she’d been trained fairly harshly to be the same. She’d just been starting out back then, but it looked like she’d managed to rack up the experience to properly stand on her own feet. Still, I hadn’t expected her to end up a guardian—one of the hero’s chosen escorts.


      “Oh, you two are acquainted. That’s okay, then.”


      What was okay?


      The hero relaxed completely, holding out her right hand as she introduced herself.


      “I’m Amelina Astasia. Call me Lina. I’m the hero, more or less.”


      “Ah, right...”


      Meanwhile, I hesitated before accepting the handshake. After all, this was the hero I’d wanted to meet so badly. My meeting—or more like encounter—with the previous hero had been enough to alter my entire life. It had been traumatic.


      I was both hopeful and wary to find out what kind of person this hero was. It seemed only natural that I couldn’t just accept her hand straight off. Still, even if you ignored me being overly wary, surely she wasn’t being wary enough? It felt like she was too open for meeting an acquaintance of an acquaintance.


      After a moment of fierce inner debate, I somewhat clumsily returned the handshake.


      “I’m Araignée Les. Nice to meet you.”
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      “Nice to meet you too!” she replied, a carefree smile on her face as she gripped my hand back.


      Ow?


      She had more grip strength than I expected, and I yelped mentally. I thought she might have been feigning innocence and trying to provoke me, but...


      She was just giving me a cute smile. Nothing about her seemed like she was trying to pick a fight. Maybe she was just naturally strong.


      Besides the strength of her handshake, everything else about her seemed exactly as she looked—either a novice, or just beyond that.


      Still, though...


      I released her hand and looked her over again. Her expression was still just as open. The more I looked, the less I could see that hero in her.


      I’d thought I’d just wanted to meet the new hero and see what she was like. Was she obsessed with vengeance against evil like the last one? What would she think of someone like me? I’d wanted to meet her and find out. Now that I had met her, though, she was far too different in looks, vibes, ability—everything. I was honestly almost lost.


      While I’d wanted to know what kind of hero she was, you could say I still didn’t know what kind of hero she’d become. How could she look so innocent, even after having wielded the divine blade this long? She seemed to have even less experience, physically and mentally, than Rhuys, and Rhuys had been sheltered.


      No wonder we needed to keep the fiend generals off her back; she wasn’t going to fend them off herself like this. All of a sudden, I felt worried.


      “So, what are you doing here?” Sierra asked. “Are you on some commission?”


      “Me? I’m...”


      Well, I could hardly tell her that my commission was to save the hero standing nonchalantly at her side. What could I do?


      I’d made contact without thinking about it, and not given any thought to what would happen after. I’d just seen someone that looked like the hero and impulsively come this far. Plus, like I said, it seemed like it was too soon to take her measure.


      Besides, we had to get to the place Streamsight had shown us before they did. I’d have loved to delay them in some way like on our last journey.


      I fretted, parts of my brain I usually didn’t use much humming away... Then, inspiration struck. I’d thought of something that might delay them.


      “I came to see you. I wondered what kind of people the hero and her group were. It’s a bit of a disappointment to see, though.”


      “Wha...”


      “You don’t have enough skill or experience. Never mind the archfiend or fiend generals; can you lot even handle the monsters?”


      “Why, you— How dare you speak to our Lady Hero like that!” the cleric shouted, breaking the silent watch she’d kept so far. Right, she was that priest’s apprentice, wasn’t she?


      “Why would you...?” Sierra started uneasily as well. I just let it all flow past, though, adding a challenging air to my usual smile.


      The mage was next to complain.


      “We don’t have to put up with this from someone just appearing out of nowhere. Are you saying we’re weak?”


      “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” I replied with a smile. His glare got even sharper.


      “I...no, we will definitely save the world,” the hero said last, quietly, but still firmly. “We might be inexperienced now, but someday, I’ll be strong enough to defeat the archfiend with my own hands!”


      “Someday...when?”


      “Uh...”


      “I suppose you might get enough strength if you keep traveling the way you are. I won’t deny that. Do you think the monsters will just wait, though?”


      “Well...”


      “Could you say the same thing if a fiend general attacked you here and now?”


      She made a soft noise.


      Then...


      “Araignée! Hahh hahh. I finally...caught up...”


      “Oh, Rhuys.”


      Apparently she’d just about caught up from where I’d left her. She had my things on her back as well as her own.


      “Why did you suddenly rush off... W-Wait, the hero’s here?!”


      She noticed the hero’s presence halfway through her questioning and let out a real yelp. Then, she must have noticed that the group were giving me rather ominous looks.


      “Um...I almost don’t want to ask... What’s going on here?”


      “I’m picking a fight with the hero,” I answered easily.


      “Why?!” she demanded, then carried on in a much quieter voice. “What are you doing?! We’re supposed to be helping her, not fighting her!”


      “Ahh, well, there’s a few reasons. Just calm down a bit,” I responded in kind.


      “I can’t!”


      Well, that just made sense, really. I didn’t exactly expect her to pipe down and roll with it. She seemed ready to keep protesting, but before she could, the other cleric spoke up quizzically.


      “Rhuys? Why are you here...?”


      “Oh...Agnes...”


      Apparently they knew each other as well.


      Rhuys was a cleric from the Grand Temple, the most influential of the temples, and the vestments she was wearing were specially made, unlike those of other temples.


      Now that I took a closer look, I could see the other cleric was wearing the same clothing. Plus I’d assumed she was that other priest’s apprentice. That would mean that she was part of the Grand Temple as well. So the two of them must have been housed together. But...


      “What are you doing here? Do you know this rude woman?”


      “Well, I, um, I’m sorry...”


      The girl calling herself Agnes seemed far too harsh for them to just be dormmates. Rhuys’s response was inarticulate and essentially meaningless, bringing me no closer to a clearer picture.


      The secrecy we were working under meant we couldn’t tell them our mission or about Streamsight...but it seemed like Rhuys didn’t get on with her personally either. Actually, Rhuys had said she felt like she didn’t belong at the Grand Temple before, which meant this girl wasn’t just a dormmate—she was potentially one of the reasons behind all that alienation.


      The hero spoke up, not exactly to help Rhuys out, but it cut across the conversation either way.


      “I can’t accept that. You haven’t even seen our skills! How could you know we can’t cut it?”


      Got you, I crowed internally, keeping my smile in place as I offered her a challenge.


      “How about a spar, then?”


      “Are you suggesting a duel?”


      “Nope. Me against all of you.”


      “Huh?”


      “I won’t use weapons either. You lot can all feel free to, though.”


      After a moment of looking shocked, the hero’s face gradually got unhappier. The two behind her had even stronger reactions.


      “So you’re just here to mock us!”


      “I have never seen such a disgrace!”


      The mage and cleric practically had veins bulging on their temples as they glared angrily at me, raring for a fight. Apparently they had even shorter fuses than I thought. The hero reached for her sword too—not the divine blade, but the other longsword—drawing it and quietly dropping into a ready stance.


      Sierra had been fidgeting, but seeing how things were going, she let out a sigh and spoke up.


      “I don’t know what you’re planning, but you’re taking this seriously, aren’t you?”


      “Yup, I am.”


      “Very well then,” she said, plainly exasperated and unslinging her spear.

    

  

  
    
      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Guardians


      Elites gathered to escort the hero. Candidates are chosen when the divine blade Parvenir manifests, so they are often from within Partir.


      Successfully eliminating the archfiend earns the group vast wealth and renown, positions as nobility, and so on. Those rewards led to a hidden political slant to the position, so in many cases the nominations are limited to those with noble lineage or backing. The combination of the long journey ending in infiltrating the archfiend’s castle and the reward being limited means that there are usually no more than three to four guardians.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 3 — A Battle of One vs Many


      “Araignée...” Rhuys fretted.


      I plonked my hand on her shoulder.


      “It’ll be fine; just give us some space. Don’t worry about it, I won’t get hurt.”


      “Well, that would be a concern...but if I had to say, I’m more worried about you seriously hurting the hero.”


      “You don’t need to worry about that either,” I said, then paused. “Probably.”


      “Probably?!”


      “It’ll be fiiine. It’s just a bit of an object lesson; I’m not trying to seriously hurt her. Just watch. I’ll beat ’em down in a way you can’t complain about.”


      She still didn’t look entirely satisfied, but still backed off to watch.


      Right then. After all that boasting, I do actually need to win in a way that won’t worry her. I got myself warmed up, sizing up the four in front of me.


      They had the hero and Sierra up front, with the cleric and mage bringing up the rear—just the sort of formation you’d expect.


      Speaking of Sierra, she looked worriedly at her neighbor and gave a warning.


      “Be careful, Lina. She might be unarmed, but I don’t know if we can beat her even all together. Let’s—”


      Before Sierra could finish, the hero dashed forward.


      “Hahhhh!” she yelled as she swept the sword into a wide slash. The massive longsword didn’t seem to fit her dainty frame, but she was swinging it like it weighed nothing.


      Before the blow even got close, it was obvious where she was aiming... It was a sharper slash than I was expecting, though, and it plowed into the earth, blasting dust into the air.


      I jolted. I knew she was strong from that handshake, but I couldn’t help but be shocked at the even greater force as I squinted through the haze.


      How was she bringing out all this strength when she was even smaller than Rhuys? She might have even been about as strong as that big swordsman guy. What was his name, again? So was this why he thought she was “interesting”?


      She followed up with a second and third slash, but I easily turned them aside. While the force behind them was shocking, everything else was as I’d expected. She didn’t have enough technique, experience, or weight to her approach.


      She seemed to lose her temper at the lack of any contact however much she swung, because she pressed even further forward than she had so far, swinging horizontally. I relaxed, letting gravity pull my body down as the slash passed above me before rolling around her and kicking at her legs.


      Slam!


      “Wha?!”


      She spun into the air and fell. For a second, even she probably didn’t know what happened.


      Then I came charging out from behind the fallen hero like a beast, hungry for my next opponent—Sierra. She was probably on guard to begin with, because she immediately thrust her spear out to meet me.


      She must have ingrained the movement over her usual training. There was no wasted motion to the thrust as it shot out at me. I leaped over it, clear over her head. She must have expected that, though, because she instantly pulled the spear back, whipping it over her head—and right toward my position above her.


      As the spear came for me I kicked it just under its tip, blocking the attack and using it as a foothold to carry me even further.


      “Wha?!” I heard Sierra cry out in surprise as I flew forward.


      In front of me was the mage, chanting a spell. I adjusted my position in the air, winding up to kick at him while he was defenseless.


      “Guh!”


      He noticed me, though, and abandoned his chant to cross his arms and block my kick.


      He defended?


      I’d expected a mage to be inexperienced in close-quarters combat, figuring he couldn’t even react, let alone block... I guessed he had some martial arts training.


      Either way, I used his block as another foothold to reorient myself and pivot into a kick at his face with my free foot.


      “Gah?!”


      I sprang off and landed in front of the cleric, bringing a finger to her forehead.


      “Ugh...”


      “Annnd, we’re done.”


      “Ahh!”


      I flicked her on the forehead, and she fell onto her backside. I looked around. Sierra was the only one properly standing.


      “What do you say? Second round?” I asked.


      “No,” she said after a moment. “I surrender.”


      With that, she relaxed, letting herself crumple in exhaustion where she stood.


      ────


      “So, do you get it now? You don’t have nearly enough skill. If you can’t win against a single adventurer like me, how do you expect to beat a fiend general, let alone the archfiend?” I pressed as they slumped after the fight. “At this rate, you’ll just throw away your lives. Maybe you should train somewhere for a while first?”


      The more insightful among you might have noticed, but this was my dastardly scheme in action.


      If I could make them realize their lack of skill and prompt them to train, it would delay them and shore up their chances of survival...possibly.


      I only remembered that interfering in the hero’s journey could earn capital punishment after the fight was over. After all, it was something I’d thought up in a hurry. If worse came to worst, we could just run.


      “I’m the hero, though. I need to go and help people... I need to defeat the archfiend...”


      So apparently she was really kind and earnest. That’s why she was a bit reckless, wanting to get out and help people as quickly as she could, to fulfill the duty she’d been given. I couldn’t help but like her attitude; it reminded me of the hero from my picture book.


      “And if you die, we won’t have any way of killing the archfiend, will we? The blade on your back is the only one that can do it.”


      “Urk...”


      The divine blade was the only way of defeating the archfiend. If its wielder lost their life, humanity would have no way to fight back until they found a new wielder. That was why the monster side of the conflict constantly targeted the hero.


      She clenched her fists in frustration as she spoke, still downcast.


      “I get what you’re trying to say. I need more skill to carry on and fulfill my duty. I’ve known that for a while.”


      That was good; she had some self-awareness. I didn’t let it show on my face, but that was a relief.


      It could have been that there was just no one to properly point it out to her and stop her. There was also the chance that if it wasn’t for some ridiculous opponent like a fiend general attacking them, their pace wouldn’t have caused any issues.


      “I want to save people that are suffering, and I want to defeat the archfiend as quickly as I can. So...”


      As she spoke, she raised her head, a sense of conviction on her face as she looked at me. Then, she gave a plea.


      “So I want you to teach me how to fight, Araignée. No, Teacher!”


      “Uh... Pardon?”

    

  

  
    
      Verse 4 — First Teacher 1


      When dad took me to live in Partir’s capital, I’d asked him—the legendary Sword Emperor, now hidden away—to teach me. Just like always, he was a man of few words while we trained, and he usually preferred speaking with his sword. Brief bits of advice and almost real fights were the cycle of my training. I picked up little wounds on the daily, and it often felt like I nearly died.


      I never hated the time I spent with my dad, though.


      Dad had never taught anyone before, and he learned how to do so as he taught me... I never would have thought I’d be doing the same thing to the hero ten years down the line.


      ＊＊＊


      “Just so you know, I’ve never taught anyone before, so I can’t guarantee you’ll get much out of it. Do you still want to go ahead?”


      “Yes! I do!”


      The hero—Lina—and I were facing each other holding wooden practice swords. Around us were the rest of our group and Rhuys, watching us from a distance.


      I’d initially turned her down, since traveling together would cause problems—the last thing I wanted was to get snarled up in the rules around spoils of war and official rewards for guardians. She’d kept it up, though, saying that it just had to happen on and off as we crossed paths, and that she’d even pay for the privilege. She wore me down with her enthusiasm, and I ended up agreeing.


      There was still the issue that we had to arrive at our destination first, but thinking about it, as long as we were traveling together, at least they couldn’t get there first either. Besides, I was even more interested in how she was willing to call someone that had just defeated her “teacher” without any qualms. Well, maybe with some qualms.


      “Right, let’s start things off slow,” I warned before taking a light step toward her and swinging the wooden sword in a reverse grip.


      “Huh? Ow?!”


      “Ah! How dare you!” the cleric complained behind her, but I just ignored her.


      The hero hadn’t been able to really react, and the attack had hit her on the forehead.


      “Try and block or dodge,” I said.


      “What?!” she yelped, as if I’d said something unfair as she pressed on her forehead.


      “Um, well... I was hoping to go over more of the fundamentals rather than going straight into a spar...” she added.


      “The fundamentals?”


      “Why was that a question?!”


      Hmm, the fundamentals... How do you teach them? I pretty much just had fights with dad.


      “It’s quicker to learn through actual fights, though,” I said for now.


      “Well, it might be...but I don’t know what I’m supposed to be learning.”


      “Who’s taught you what you already know?”


      “No one. I just swung a sword by myself.”


      “Hm...”


      What to do, then.


      In my case, I’d learned stuff in the forest after mom died. That was probably why I’d managed to pick things up even from training with dad.


      Dad had taught me—or been able to teach me—mainly two things: how to cut and how to defend. That was through a steady stream of essentially outright fights, though. It took a long time for my body to learn it, and wasn’t something I could really verbalize.


      Even if I could, Lina had a different build and gait than mine, so I wasn’t sure I could just teach her the same.


      Ack...she’s starting to look unsure.


      That was bad. I might have been reluctant about it, but I’d agreed to be her teacher. Having your student uneasy about your teaching was a bad thing.


      I’ll get her to show me how she uses it first, and then think about how to teach her... Actually, dad watched how I moved first and then went on to training... Yeah, let’s do that.


      “Umm...okay, you attack first this time.”


      “Right!”


      She got back up and readied her wooden sword with an energetic yell. I watched as she did. She was in as natural a stance as possible, her sword at middling height. While she was overdoing it a bit, her positioning itself seemed fine.


      “Hah!”


      With that cry, she attacked. Just like in our earlier fight, she was going at full strength. To be less kind about it, she was just relying on her strength. The slash was more of a hack, using her inhuman muscle power and the sword’s weight to attack. If it hit, it would be rather effective.


      Though that was just it. If it hit.


      Her full force, completely committed strikes were all heavy and too straightforward. Frankly, it was obvious where they were going to go.


      The excessive amount of strength she was putting in made the movements stiff and heavy. That was why you could read them and they’d never hit. She was putting too much into attacks that would never strike home and unbalancing herself in the process. That made it even less likely she’d hit and turned things into a vicious cycle.


      I dodged or parried the strikes several times, and then eventually struck at her defenseless neck... Well, I pulled the blow just before it hit.


      “Urk!” she grunted as the tip pressed against her throat.


      Whoops, whoops. I nearly went and actually hit her. I shook myself off mentally and pulled the sword back. As for the girl herself, she must have been overly tense, because she fell down to sit right where she stood.


      “Yup, I think I’ve pretty much got it.”


      “What...did you think?” she asked, looking uneasily up at me.


      I gave my little apprentice my honest evaluation.


      “You’ve got a decent core. Considering you taught yourself, even more so.”


      “Really?”


      “Yup. Your strength was the biggest surprise. I’d say you’re like twice my strength.”


      “R-Right, I’m confident in that, at least.”


      “It’s odd, though. You don’t look like you should be that strong.”


      “According to Agnes, it’s a blessing. It’s from the god of war and victory, and it’s called Mighty Arm.”


      “Huh?”


      I’d been wondering where she got it from; a blessing made sense.


      The gods sometimes felt like giving gifts to people. Those gifts, known as blessings, were powers beyond human reason, things that couldn’t be replicated with magic or liturgies. Rhuys’s eye, “Streamsight” was one that let her “see the flow of things.” Apparently, this girl had possessed absurd strength since she was young.


      “Our hero has three blessings: Mighty Arm, which grants her superhuman strength; Everlasting, which gives her immense stamina; and Holy Gaze, which breaks and defends against all kinds of curses,” the cleric explained, seeming rather proud as she puffed herself up.


      “One person has three blessings?”


      “Wonderful, is it not? This is truly proof that she was chosen by the divine blade and—”


      Considering one blessing was already seen as an incredible gift, one person having three might well make them cut out for hero status. I could also understand wanting to boast about those abilities.


      “You can have all the strength you like. It doesn’t matter if you don’t hit.”


      “That’s right,” Lina agreed after a moment, visibly drooping. She really was incredibly earnest.


      “Just saying, but if you want to use all that strength, you could use a club or something. They’re easier to use than a sword, and if you just want to get more effective so you can speed your journey up—”


      “No. I can’t use other weapons. I need to learn how to use a sword.”


      “Huh? Why? Do you like them?”


      “No. Because I’m the hero. I need to be able to use a sword eventually—the divine blade.”


      “Oh. Right.”


      Well, with the divine blade being a sword, it made sense to learn how to use one.


      “Guess you’ll just have to put the effort in to learn, then. By the way, what do you think your main issue is?”


      “The difference of ability... Well, maybe not?”


      “I guess if you want to sum it up in a single phrase, it is,” I said with reluctant amusement. “Your biggest problem is that the signs of your attacks are too blatant.”


      “The signs? What do you mean?”


      “Yup. For example...”


      As I spoke, I regripped the blade in my right hand the other way round from normal. Then I lifted it above my head, stepped forward and brought it down lightly, but widely, toward where Lina was sitting.


      Fwish.


      “Wha?!”


      She instantly pulled her wooden sword up to block it, and there was a clunk as the two pieces of wood met.


      “Wh-what was that all about?!” She complained about the sudden attack. I spoke over her, though, asking a question.


      “Could you see how I moved just then?”


      “Huh? Y-Yeah.”


      “When did you notice?”


      “Umm... I guess you’re talking about when you raised it, or when you stepped forward? Oh...”


      As she spoke, it looked like she’d realized what I meant.


      “Right. When your opponent attacks, it isn’t just their weapon that moves, it’s the hand and arm holding it that move first. Going back even further, it’s the elbow or shoulder, the torso supporting it all, the legs... An attack relies on the whole body acting in concert.”


      I pulled the sword back and put some distance between us.


      “In other words, the signs of an attack are the movements the body makes as it starts and prepares to attack. The bigger those movements are, the easier it is for an opponent to see them and counterattack. Earlier, how widely and heavily you were swinging made your movements stiff, so it was even worse.”


      “Right. So that’s why you could...”


      I nodded in reply.


      “Even if you don’t use anywhere near as much force or movements as wide, I think you’d be way more likely to hit.”


      “But if I use less force, I can’t cut the things I want to.”


      “That’s probably because you’re only using your arm to swing.”


      “Well, it’s not like I could use anything else to do it, right?”


      “That’s not what I mean,” I replied, unable to resist a smile as she looked puzzled at me.


      I took a few steps back, actually showing her the movements as I explained.


      “If you do it like this, you’re not just using your arm, you’re using your whole body. When you use just your arm’s strength to swing, it’s easy for your blade path to go off course, and you can only put in ki from your arms too, so—”


      “Blade path? Ki?”


      She looked blankly at me. Right, if she’d been teaching herself, she wouldn’t have had a chance to learn about that.


      “The blade path is the angle your sword follows while you cut. Anything with a blade won’t cut right unless it strikes at the right angle. Though if you’re using them as blunt weapons, it doesn’t exactly matter.”


      “The angle... I get it.”


      She spun the wooden sword around in her hand, looking at its shape before nodding in understanding.


      “As for ki, that’s the power you make when you move your body...or something like that. You could call it stamina or life force if you wanted to. We all unconsciously use it as we live. Even just waving your hand around.”


      “Unconsciously...?”


      Lina’s gaze followed my hand as I waved it in demonstration.


      “When it’s done unconsciously, the ki disperses immediately after it’s used. If you do it consciously, though, gathering it and converting it into greater strength, it’s called imbuing your ki, or refining it. Fighting in that way is a technique for sword fighters and martial artists.”


      “Hahhh...” Lina sighed in admiration. Or maybe in a lack of understanding.


      “A sword is a tool to cut. There’s a right and wrong way to use a tool. If you work on the blade path and using ki, you’ll start to cut correctly, so—”


      “A sword...is a tool to cut. I guess so.”


      “Hm?”

    

  

  
    
      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      The Sword Emperor


      Ein Wisteria, a swordsman chosen a decade ago as a guardian and sent off to defeat the archfiend.


      His feats with just a sword earned him the moniker Sword Emperor, and he even drew the king’s eye with his skills, allowing him the rare distinction of becoming a guardian without noble backing.


      He abandoned that honor, however, protecting Araignée when the previous hero attempted to kill her, and leaving the hero’s party with her—cited as the cause of the previous hero’s death. Afterward, he hid himself away and was pursued as a criminal. He now uses the pseudonym Orphelin Ordinaire to obscure his identity and lives with Araignée as the proprietor of the Sword’s Succession.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 5 — First Teacher 2


      There was a frown on her face as she fell into silence, but she soon jolted and gave me an explanation.


      “Oh, right... Someone told me something similar a while ago. He said ‘a sword is just a device for turning live folk you don’t like into corpses.’” Her head dropped as she spoke, as if saying it made her sad. “He was this huge, jacked guy. Apparently he just spends all his time looking for tough characters to throw down with. He kept saying stuff like ‘If you want to get stronger in real combat, then you need to put yourself through real combat. Repeatedly.’”


      I wonder who told her that.


      “I wield my sword to help people, to protect them. I thought of it as a symbol of protection... But in the end, a sword exists to hurt people. It can’t protect them...” she murmured with a brooding expression. It must have been really important to her.


      I looked her straight in the eyes and spoke bluntly.


      “Nope, that’s a completely different thing.”


      She let out an odd noise. The answer was probably far from what she was expecting.


      I carried on regardless.


      “A sword is a tool for killing, but if you want to use it to protect someone, that’s fine. It’s you that chooses whether to kill or not.”


      She let out a strangled noise.


      “But however you use it, if you can’t use it properly, then there’s no point to it, is there?”


      “Oh...”


      “So I’ll teach you exactly how to use your body—your sword. What you do with the knowledge is up to you.”


      “Right... Right!”


      She looked between the wooden sword in her hand and me, then nodded several times. I wasn’t entirely sure what she was thinking, but she seemed really happy.


      “Earlier, I was talking about your whole body working together. Because your body’s connected, you can push the force of your legs through your body to your arms.”


      “Okay...”


      “So, the important thing with ki is using your core strength.”


      “Your core?” she asked.


      “Umm, well, with your body, it’s easier to use energy from closer to your center rather than your extremities.”


      All I was doing here was echoing stuff my dad had told me.


      “You can get more force from your wrist than your fingers. More from your arm than your wrist. Then your shoulders, spine, abs... Using energy from your core, closer to your center, lets you bring out more energy than just your arms. It makes you sharper.”


      “Your center...”


      Lina pressed her hand to her stomach. It was cute, but I was pretty sure she didn’t really get it.


      “Eh, um, how do I put it... Okay, so putting it simply, if you try to swing your sword with just your wrist, you won’t get as much force behind it as you would with your whole arm, right? If you use your shoulder too, you get even more. Think about getting closer and closer to your center. Ideally, you swing your sword with your whole body, but keep the motion as small as possible.”


      It was hard to put something I always just did by feel into words—but I think she was getting it?


      “Your core...ki...the blade path...using your whole body...small movements.”


      Ah, crap. I’d given her all that information at once, so Lina’s eyes were spinning and steam billowed from her head. (Figuratively.)


      Maybe a demonstration would have been better than just telling her everything verbally...


      With that in mind, I stood and made my way into the trees at the roadside. Then I picked up a fallen branch and headed back.


      “Watch this.”


      I tossed the branch up and readied my wooden sword in my usual reverse grip. Then...


      “Hff!”


      I magnified the force from my pivot foot with my hips, let it travel along my back and shoulders, and guided the ki into the wooden sword, aiming at the falling branch as I let out the sharp breath.


      The wooden sword had no edge, and the branch in the air had no support. Normally, it would be smacked through the air, or maybe broken apart.


      Instead, though, my strike cleanly severed—not broke, but severed—the branch into two, and the two pieces rolled on the floor.


      Lina’s eyes sparkled as she saw the whole thing. What a cutie-pie.


      “That’s how you cut using ki. Even with a wooden sword, if you let your ki flow with it and have the right blade path, you can do that.”


      “So...I’ll be able to do that too?!”


      “If you train hard, probably. Let’s get to it, then.”


      At least she was motivated now. If I could just get her to learn the motions that suited her properly...


      “Oh, right. Lina, don’t start off keeping your movements small. Move the same way as you usually do, and then gradually make them smaller and smaller. It’ll feel less off that way.”


      “Make my normal movements smaller and smaller... I’ll give it a try!”


      She did exactly what I’d said, holding her sword up high and bringing it down in a massive slash. Then she gradually shrank the movement.


      It was difficult at first; the noises were such that it felt like even we were going to get buffeted by the waves of pressure trailing from her strikes...but gradually, they got smaller, and the noises grew sharper.


      With an example in front of her, or maybe because she was working out how to refine her form, but there seemed to be less hesitation to her movements now. And as they repeated, over and over...


      Fsh!


      “Oh, that was pretty good,” I said.


      “Really?!”


      Then after she’d found that, she kept repeating it, remembering the movements with her body. We’d finally found her first step to perfect form.


      “Yup. They’re much less obvious. If you can get it down right, your attacks’ll be much more effective than they have been, and I think they’ll be harder to avoid.”


      “Right. I can feel it too... I’ll keep up the practice!”


      Despite the faint signs of exertion, there was hope in her smile. I smiled back at her in turn.


      “Okay then, shall we try it out?”


      “Huh?” she replied after a pause.


      “That guy you were talking about said all that stuff about putting yourself through combat, right? And, y’know, ‘strike while the iron is hot’ and all that. So let’s have a bit of a proper spar.”


      Lina’s smile seemed to twitch a bit at that. Even so...


      “Let’s!” she replied eventually.


      She’d either resigned herself or found her second wind. She adjusted her grip on her practice sword, the motion faintly brittle with desperation.


      ＊＊＊


      “Thank...you...” Lina gasped out.


      “Yup, good work,” I said lightly as she panted for breath.


      She might have had more stamina and strength than a normal person, but even so, she’d clearly found her limit, keeping the effort up for so long. Mind you, I’d also left her covered in little nicks and scrapes, which I imagine had something to do with it.


      “I guess we’ll leave it here for today, then.” Before we knew it, the sun had passed its zenith. I wanted to get going while it was still bright and find somewhere to camp. “I’ve taught you what I can for today, but make sure you keep up the practice.”


      “Right...”


      She was gasping from both exhaustion and injury, but she still managed to answer. At her side, the cleric from her group was treating her, and Sierra joined in with their conversation.


      “Right then. We should head off,” I said.


      “Huh? Already?”


      “Yup. We are technically on a commission. We can’t delay too long.”


      That said, we’d be fine until they got to that fortress, so we did have some leeway for now.


      I happened to see the mage watching the group from a ways out. I headed over to him and struck up a conversation.


      “You’re not teaching her?”


      “Teaching her what?”


      “How to fight. You learned martial arts from somewhere, right?”


      There was a pause in our conversation.


      “What are you talking about? I’m just a mage. There’s nothing I can teach her.”


      “Hmm?”


      That didn’t seem quite right from what I’d seen earlier. Well, if he wanted to hide it, it’d be rude to question him more.


      “Besides, I’m not like them,” he said, squinting slightly as if he were looking at something bright, but he never let the girls out of his sight.


      Actually, rather than the girls in general, it was more that he was looking at Lina alone. Then it all made sense.


      “Hey, are you after Lina, by any chance?”


      He jolted, pretty much leaping away from me with a harsh glare on his face.


      “What do you know?!”


      “Huh? Uhmm...”


      It wasn’t exactly rare for romance to develop between adventurers, and with his focus on Lina this whole time, I figured he was better off admitting it.


      “What’s up, Écarle?” Lina asked.


      “It’s nothing,” he answered after a moment, coming back to himself. Then he looked back at me before he walked off.


      I was curious about the reaction, but it wasn’t great to pry into people’s private matters. I had major secrets of my own, after all.


      “Right then. Lina, Sierra, keep it up, but don’t kill yourselves.”


      “Right. Thank you so much!” Lina managed, getting up on unsteady feet.


      “You take care too,” Sierra added, supporting her.


      I lifted a hand in a casual wave as Rhuys and I headed off. It was an odd feeling. I’d meant to leave right after I’d defeated them, but I’d ended up actually teaching the hero how to use a sword.


      We continued along the road in silence for a while. Once we were far enough away that the other group was completely indiscernible, I suddenly wrapped Rhuys in a hug.


      “Whoa?! A-Araignée?!”


      “I’m so tired,” I complained. “I’ve never taught anyone how to use a sword before...”


      I’d kept it hidden in front of Lina, but teaching someone was far more tiring and stressful than I’d expected. I had no idea how to do anything right or how to pace myself, which made it even more exhausting. I wanted to hold Rhuys and soothe myself for a while. Just her warmth would give me energy.


      “Well done,” she said after a bit, looking worried, but still smiling as she accepted the hug. “Did you get an answer?”


      She knew how complicated my feelings were toward the hero as a concept.


      “I’m not sure,” I answered with a vague smile.


      I didn’t know if Lina had completely dissolved my doubts. I hadn’t seen for sure how she’d react to monsters or fiends. At the very least, I was sure that she was altogether different from the previous hero. He was just terrifying; the fact that she could be cute was definitely some kind of step up.


      How would she grow as a hero, though? My feelings were liable to change depending on how it shook out. I had a hard time explaining it, but I was looking forward to finding out and, all at once, deathly afraid of it.


      “Well, that aside, Araignée—would you kindly explain exactly why and how you decided to just fly off and get into a fight with the hero?”


      “Ah... Um... I’m sorry.”


      “I asked for an explanation, not an apology.”


      And the conversation went on from there.

    

  

  
    
      Intermission 1 — A Hero and Cleric’s Private Talk


      “Hff! Hff! Hah!”


      After they had left, we decided to camp where we were and each set about our preparations. But with that said, I’d been selfish and put myself off to the side to practice with my sword on my own. Not that I would have been much help making camp in the first place; I was never terribly outdoorsy.


      “Hff! Hah! Hah! Hff!”


      While I still remember what it felt like...!


      The ideal blade path Teacher had shown me during our short training was my clue. I was repeating it while I still remembered what it felt like, letting it soak into my body, forgetting my exhaustion. But then...


      “You are working hard, Lady Hero.”


      “Hahhh... Hahhh... Agnes?” I gasped. It was one of my companions, a cleric with beautiful blonde hair. She was approaching with measured steps. I let my sword drop for now, getting my breathing under control as I faced her. “What is it? Are we all set to camp?”


      “No, not completely, but I was asked to call you over soon. It’s certainly nothing to do with my not knowing remotely what I’m doing and the others sending me aw—”


      “So you’re not used to traveling either, huh?”


      “I, well... No.”


      Born to an influential noble family and part of the highest ranking temple on the continent, Agnes was the quintessential sheltered young lady. She wouldn’t be used to traveling of any kind, nor to having to make all her own preparations. She was prideful, though, so it seemed she struggled to actually admit as much.


      “Lady Hero, have you been practicing this whole time?” she asked.


      “Yup. I’m not the cleverest, so I decided to try and learn it physically.”


      “That’s not tr... Actually, more importantly, do you not think you have been doing so for too long? With how harsh her instruction was, perhaps you should rest for a while first...”


      “I’ll be okay. You know I have Everlasting, so I have more stamina. I can still move, and if I don’t get all the experience I can, I’ll never catch up.”


      To be fair to her, the training had been enough to exhaust me, blessing or no, and I’d been barely upright by the end of it.


      “But,” she began, before trailing off.


      “Plus, thanks to Teacher, I know that I’m not good enough, and what I need to do to become good enough now. I have my goal and a path to it all at the same time. I can’t just ignore it.”


      “I don’t know how to deal with her,” Agnes admitted. “She was rude and unreserved, and who knows what she was thinking behind that smile of hers... And above all else, she treated you like that!”


      The initial challenge and the whupping we’d taken must have still been bothering her. I couldn’t resist a reluctant smile.


      “Well yeah, I’m not happy about getting beaten down either. But the rest made me even happier.”


      “Happier?” she asked after a pause.


      I nodded at the questioning look on her face and smiled as I answered.


      “I’ve found someone way ahead of me on the path of the sword I want to take. She might be far beyond my reach for now, but if I keep up the training she showed me, I might get closer some day. Plus...”


      “Plus?”


      “She dispelled the worries I had about my sword like it was nothing. I couldn’t be happier.”


      That was why I wanted to learn from her and no one else. I was somehow sure that was the best way for me to get stronger.


      “I’m jealous now. She already has so much of your heart.”


      “Huh?”


      “It’s nothing. If what she’s done has banished the hesitation from your heart, then it is a thing to be celebrated indeed.”


      “Hesitation... Yeah. I guess I did feel lost. But now I feel like my vision is clear, like I can just charge straight ahead.”


      Which was why I wanted to keep swinging my sword.


      The conversation petered out for a moment there. Agnes turned to me and then looked away several times. It looked like she was hesitating about something.


      “What is it?” I asked.


      She still seemed unsure of herself, but eventually made her mind up and spoke.


      “Lady Hero, are you aware of the situation with my mentor, Priest Violet?”


      “Huh? Oh, yeah, I remember. It only just happened. She hired adventurers and sent them after the other candidate’s apprentice, right?”


      “She did.”


      I could completely understand why she was hesitant to talk about it. It was a hard topic to bring up. It was one I took a moment before speaking of as well.


      Agnes’s mentor, Priest Violet Alesia, had a much lower rating in the coming cardinal elections within the Grand Temple than her opponent, Priest Clarté Wisteria—also known as the Holy Fist. The other priest was one of the previous hero’s guardians, and generally incredible, and Priest Violet had plotted to send assassins after her apprentice to overcome the disadvantage. She was currently imprisoned.


      We had accompanied Agnes—who had been worried about her mentor—to find out the details from the priest herself and others familiar with the situation, putting our journey to eliminate the archfiend on hold to return to Partir’s capital. Agnes had known nothing about it before it had happened, and it had deeply shocked and hurt her.


      Why was she bringing it up now, though?


      “Um, there was a cleric girl accompanying that Araignée person, wasn’t there?”


      “Huh? Oh, yeah. I didn’t get the chance to talk to her, though.”


      Because of that, she honestly hadn’t left much of an impression on me.


      “It was her.”


      “Uh? What was her?” I asked, not understanding.


      It didn’t seem to bother Agnes, and she reworded it for me.


      “She’s Rhuys Ferme, the target of the scheme. Priest Clarté’s apprentice.”


      I paused for a long moment.


      “What?!”


      I couldn’t help but look in the direction they’d left. Obviously, no one was there, but my mind conjured the image of the two of them leaving. I saw the dainty cleric at my teacher’s side...


      “Um, she didn’t look much different in age from me, and seemed really quiet, so why...? Surely she wouldn’t have had any impact on a power struggle in the temple?”


      “It seems strange to me as well. She is just a single apprentice of Priest Clarté, the Holy Fist. Otherwise, there is nothing special about her; she is an ordinary cleric. Why Priest Violet would target her is...”


      “Would a priest lose their composure if something bad happened to one of their apprentices out of the blue?”


      “I considered that as well. But for a cleric, or someone with the rank of priest, plotting the demise of another cleric is forbidden both by law and faith. She would have known that. Yet she still attempted to take the life of a cleric, and I don’t grasp why. How was she worth it? Honestly...”


      “It doesn’t make sense?”


      “I don’t think it does. But perhaps Priest Violet knew something we don’t which made her target Rhuys. Well, even so, attempting it was unforgivable for a cleric, and it’s far from fair to Rhuys herself.”


      As she spoke, Agnes’s gaze dropped. Perhaps she’d been worrying about it this whole time since meeting Rhuys again.


      I asked her a question in turn.


      “It seemed like you weren’t too friendly with her?”


      “Argh, don’t say that,” she replied, covering her face as her cheeks flushed. It looked like she was embarrassed at the memory. “I don’t understand it myself either. Whenever I see her, I just can’t stay calm. Besides, I never expected to meet her here, so I couldn’t prepare myself.”


      And that was her immediate reaction? That seems like a problem, I mused to myself.


      “It isn’t just this time either. It’s always like this. She always seems so gloomy and frightened, and I can’t help but get worked up seeing her like that. Despite her position as the Holy Fist’s apprentice, she has no real accomplishments to her name—so every time I see her, I end up scolding her in some way, and...”


      “Hmm?”


      It sounded like she was unhappy with Rhuys’s state, but also worried about her, and that had driven her to being harsh with her. It felt like for better or worse, she was going to be thinking about the other cleric. Well, either way...


      “So I guess it’s a question of what you want to do?”


      “What I want to do?”


      I nodded, and said exactly what I was thinking.


      “You regret how coldly you’ve acted with her. You can’t do anything about what’s happened before, but what do you want to do next time?”


      At the question, she fell into thought before slowly, yet firmly, giving her answer.


      “I want to apologize for what’s happened, for My Priest’s crime. She doesn’t need to forgive me, but I want to offer my sincere apology. That’s what I want right now, and what I feel is my duty as her apprentice.”


      She had a serious look in her eyes, and her tone was earnest. I gave her a smile as I nodded.


      “So let’s make that your current goal.”


      “Right. If I can. I feel like I will find myself being harsh with her as soon as I see her again, though.”


      “Well, just do your best. If you keep it in mind, you might be able to react differently next time.”


      “Right. I’ll try. You’ve given me so much encouragement, so I need to answer in kind.”


      There was finally a hint of a smile on her face. She turned back the way she’d come.


      “Shall we head back, then? The others will be tired of waiting before too long.”


      “Yeah, let’s. I’m starving,” I replied.


      As I followed her, I felt a pang of regret in my chest, since I’d had to miss out on training to give her all that advice. The full-body itch of impatience running through me had grown. Still, helping my companions with their problems was just as important to me as my training, so I couldn’t neglect it.


      I mentally pledged to resume my training after dinner as I headed over to the campsite.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 6 — The Sunlit Lake


      “Hss!”


      Schrk!


      My sword lopped off one of the goblins’ heads; it dropped to the floor as they attacked in the darkness. The body dropped lifelessly to the ground, blood gushing from the wound.


      The other goblins soon yelled, readying their weapons as they trampled over their fellow’s corpse. I took down one with the return stroke of my blade, caved another’s face in with a kick...and just calmly carried on dealing with them.


      We were in the trees at the side of the road. The two of us had started to set up camp, and despite the fire we had burning, we’d encountered a group of goblins. My best guess was that their advantage in numbers had left them confident they could handle a couple of humans.


      Four, five...six.


      I counted in my head as I dealt with all the monsters attacking me—or more accurately, that I’d rushed as they gathered—and then looked toward my partner in our travels. From what I’d seen out of the corner of my eye, two of them had gone for her.


      I’d yelled her way before things started, telling her to just focus on protecting herself. If she managed to bring her strength to bear, she could have easily dealt with them. But...


      “P-Protection!”


      She used the fragmentary miracles clerics were permitted—liturgies—to cover her hands with shields of light and block the stone axe closing in on her.


      “Gahhhhh!”


      “Ah?!”


      She might have been overwhelmed because of the clear menace—different from human and beast alike—because she lost her footing and fell. Of course, the monster attacked.


      “Hah!”


      With that breath, I launched a dagger at its head, finishing it off before I leaped toward the last one and cut it down. Rhuys just watched it happen in a daze.


      That was the entire group that had attacked us dealt with. There were no signs of anything else waiting in the dark. We could relax for now. I sheathed my sword and extended a hand to Rhuys, who was still kneeling in a defensive pose.


      “Are you okay?” I asked.


      “Oh...”


      She’d just stared at my hand for a moment, but then quickly dismissed her shields and grabbed hold of it. I lifted her up by our joined hands, pulling her to her feet.


      “S-Sorry, and thank you.”


      “Are you hurt?”


      “No, thanks to you... I’m sorry I had to rely on you again.”


      “You’re not used to dealing with monsters yet. It’s not your fault. It’s the first time you’ve been attacked while we’ve been camping too.”


      “But I’ve caused you trouble on both journeys now.”


      “Well, that time you couldn’t even move. This time you could protect yourself, so it’s still real progress, right?”


      “Is it?” she murmured, her eyes downcast.


      I knew it was hard to notice your own growth, and it was probably difficult to have confidence when she’d literally just been saved. That said, there was something more important to do. I decided to change the tone of the conversation.


      “Right then, we’ve dealt with them, so now we need to deal with the corruption. I’ll gather the corpses, so can you use one of the liturgies from the Chapter of Flame to burn them?”


      “Ah, y-yes. Right. I can do that much, at least!”


      With renewed energy, she moved to try and deal with the bodies around us. It looked more like she was overcompensating to cover for a failure, though. Maybe we needed something to distract her.


      “Well, the toxicity’ll drop with time anyway, and the wind will just blow it away. We don’t have the numbers to really purify them either, so I feel like we can just leave them.”


      She must have had her pride as a cleric that didn’t let her ignore that, because she turned to scold me.


      “We’re right by the road, though. If someone gets caught in it before it fades, it could make them sick. It could even pollute the whole area. We need to do a proper job of cleaning up after ourselves. Besides, it’s a bad idea to ignore any corruption, even the day-to-day stuff. It’s an invisible poison that encroaches on the peace of the world. If it gets into the body, you can’t avoid the negative effects, so—”


      “So Asterianism sees hygiene as very important. Pure water to clean the body is vital, and that cleanliness is another weapon in the fight against evil. I know, I just felt like saying it.”


      “Then that’s fine, I suppose.”


      The two of us focused quietly on gathering the corpses. I felt like I’d managed to tease her enough to shift her attention, but she occasionally had a sad look in her eyes and let her motions hitch.


      Part of it was probably the corpses in front of her. She was far more sensitive than most to people dying, and even monsters’ deaths pained her. That wasn’t the only reason, though...


      It’s got to be bothering her that she didn’t manage on her own. She probably feels bad, or maybe even useless.


      Her expression was dark, supporting my theory. She hadn’t fought much against monsters, so how she’d coped made sense—but that wasn’t enough for her.


      I want to cheer her up somehow, I thought.


      I also wanted to pay her back for accepting me even after she found out everything. I always did. As we dealt with the bodies, I ruminated on what I could do for her.


      ＊＊＊


      “A lake?” Rhuys asked.


      “Yup. I just remembered there’s a spot called Lake Alba close by. It’s pretty famous for sightseeing, so I thought we could check it out while we’re in the area.”


      It wasn’t even noon yet when I made the suggestion to Rhuys as we carried on down the road.


      “Famous for sightseeing...” There was a hint of interest in her expression, but she soon shook it away. “W-We’re in a hurry, though, aren’t we? We need to get to the fortress before Lina and investigate...”


      “Yeah, but Lina said she’d be training hard, didn’t she? She seems pretty earnest, so she’s probably doing exactly that right now. We can afford a little detour.”


      “Urk. But, going sightseeing while I’m supposed to be working would...”


      Well, that was a perfectly sensible reason for her to refuse.


      “Rhuys, you’re normally shut away in the Grand Temple to keep your eye—Streamsight—hidden, aren’t you? Sure, you might be out as an exception to the usual rules, but now that you’re here, the gods won’t punish you for letting your hair down a little.”


      Rhuys’s eye let her see the future sometimes, and if Streamsight was widely known about, it could attract people intent on misusing it. Her neighbors, even her own parents, had exploited her blessing for money. To avoid repeating that, the Grand Temple had taken her under its protection, hiding her away, but because of that, she’d been brought up barely knowing anything about the outside world. She’d been shocked just at seeing a crowded town during our last journey, assuming it was a festival. And with all that said, I—


      Suddenly, Rhuys’s expression darkened.


      “Is this because I was sad last night?” she asked.


      “I don’t know what you mean, but I’m sure I’d have invited you even if that hadn’t happened,” I said with a smile. “We need to get there in time for our commission, so it’s just a little detour. I want you to have all sorts of experiences you’ve missed out on so far, and I want to be right there to see how cute you look when you have those experiences.”


      “Uh... Er... Um...”


      Telling her my feelings like that made her go red and seem worried; then she reluctantly—but still somewhat happily—spoke up.


      “Just a little detour.”


      ＊＊＊


      “Wow!” Rhuys cried out at the scene that greeted us a little way into the trees by the side of the road.


      There in front of us was, as I’d told her earlier, a lake. The water was crystal clear and sparkled in the sunlight, making it look almost fantastical.


      “It’s so beautiful, Araignée! I saw the sea in Clan, but this is different! So much water this far in from the coast...”


      Even as I found her getting so excited fairly charming, I was taken in by the scenery as well.


      “It’s the second time I’ve seen it, but yeah, it’s beautiful. Probably more than the last time too...”


      I didn’t think it had hit home in quite the same way when I was traveling on my own. I looked at the clear difference from then—the girl with shining eyes at my side—and had a feeling I knew why. Maybe I felt more at ease now that someone had accepted me.


      “Its name, ‘Alba,’ apparently means sunrise in this country’s language. The Kingdom of Luna’s, I mean.”


      “Sunrise?”


      “Yup, they called it that because of how beautiful the sun reflecting in the lake at dawn is.”


      “Oh! I’d love to see that, but...”


      “Well, staying the night just to see that would be a bit much.”


      “I guess so...”


      She slumped slightly. Even doing that, she looked adorable.


      “It really is beautiful, though.” she said. “The mountain shades some of it too, and it makes it look almost mystical.”


      As she said, there were small mountains surrounding the lake, and they partially blocked the sun, forming shadows on the lake’s surface. It wasn’t used as a water source because of the terrain, and you needed to avoid the forest around the road because of the risk of monsters, so it had become a picturesque spot for adventurers capable of dealing with the dangers.


      Wait, is that someone there?


      I’d been focused on the scenery and Rhuys enjoying said scenery, so it had taken me a while to notice, but there was someone on the lakeshore other than us.


      It was a human man, probably about the same age as us. He had roughly cut brown hair and was wearing armor—but only a simple breastplate and shoulder pads—with a short sword at his waist. He was probably an adventurer here for the view, just like us.


      As I made that guess, I watched the man look vacantly into the lake’s water before he suddenly stripped out of his armor and then made a start toward the lake before faltering, going back and forth. He wasn’t looking at the surface, but toward the lake bed.


      “No! You can’t do that!” Rhuys cried, noticing the man as well—maybe even by following my own gaze. Then she ran for him, tackling him away from the water’s edge.


      “Whoa?! What the— Who are you?!” he yelled.


      “Don’t be hasty!”


      “What are you talking about?!”


      It could have looked like he was trying to drown himself, and then that had set off her instinct to preserve life. Her holding on to him was making me a little jeal—no, never mind that. I watched Rhuys try and pull him even farther back as I came up to her and spoke.


      “Rhuys, I don’t think he’s trying to drown himself.”


      “Just get away from the wat— Huh?” Rhuys said, only hearing what I’d said partway through her own outcry. She turned to me, and then looked up blankly at the man.


      “What’s with the two of you?” the man muttered in confusion as he looked between us both.


      “How about we all introduce ourselves?” I suggested as I put on my usual smile.


      ────


      “I’m Araignée, an adventurer. The cute girl that tried to stop you going into the water earlier is Rhuys,” I said.


      “I’m sorry for the confusion,” Rhuys apologized, red-faced because of the misunderstanding, and maybe even more so because I called her cute. It was a shame.


      “Eh, it’s my fault too for acting like that. It definitely could look like I was going to throw myself in. Sorry for worrying you, Miss Cleric.”


      “I’m just glad it was a misunderstanding,” Rhuys said, raising her head with a look of relief. He smiled back at her.


      “I’m Zack. I’m registered as an adventurer, but I’m really a treasure hunter.”


      “A treasure hunter... So someone that looks for hidden fortunes and high-quality artifacts?”


      “Oh, I’m surprised you know. Most people haven’t heard the term before.”


      That was generally something adventurers did as well, so there weren’t many people that made the distinction. In my case, though...


      “Someone I knew in the past called themselves one,” I told him.


      “Huh, that’s a coincidence.”


      To be clear, when I say “someone I knew” I mean “my father by blood.” Just hearing the words “treasure hunter” aloud was a real blast from the past.


      “So are you here to see the lake?” he asked.


      “Yup, we were passing by on a trip, so I figured we may as well. What about you, then? It didn’t look like you were sightseeing.”


      “Ah, well...” At the question, the man—Zack—seemed to hesitate before lowering his voice. “Can the two of you keep a secret?”


      “Oooh, what’s this?” I asked, leaning forward. “Some moneymaking scheme you don’t want people to hear about? I like that kind of thing. I’m pretty sure I can keep a secret too. After all, I’m right in the middle of a commission I need to keep secret.”


      Rhuys shot me a look, as if to say, Can you say you’re keeping secrets if you tell him that? I chose to ignore it.


      “Ha ha, that’s good to hear.”


      He didn’t seem to think much of it, probably assuming I was joking.


      “Well...I’ll probably need help either way, and travelers like you are probably less likely to cause problems down the line than anyone local.”


      It sounded mostly like he was trying to convince himself, and then he turned to look at the water before speaking up again.


      “There’s treasure hidden in the lake.”

    

  

  
    
      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Lake Alba


      A lake near the border between the kingdoms of Partir and Luna, surrounded by small mountains.


      It’s famed for the scenery, and particularly known for its beauty at dawn. There is no maintained path to it, though, and reaching it means traversing a forest teeming with monsters, so its visitors are largely adventurers capable of handling such dangers alone.


      There is also said to be a great relic sleeping in its depths.


      Treasure Hunter


      A person that focuses on finding hidden riches and high-quality artifacts. Adventurers also fulfill the role, but the term is more often used by people who aim to specialize in ferreting out such treasures.


      It is not a generally acknowledged term, so many people are unfamiliar with it, but Araignée heard from her mother that her late father had called himself a treasure hunter.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 7 — Cervello’s Legacy


      “Treasure? In the lake?” I repeated, gazing at the sunlight sparkling on the surface of the water. Rhuys had her mouth agape at my side.


      “Aye. The weather’s good today, and the water’s clear. You should be able to see from here. The lake bed, I mean.”


      With that, I turned my gaze to within the water along with Rhuys, and...


      “Oh!” Rhuys exclaimed, a mix of surprise and wonder in her voice. While I didn’t say anything, I was rather surprised as well.


      At the bottom of the lake were several buildings.


      Some looked like houses of various sizes, but only the basic structure remained beneath the water. There was even a grand building that looked like it might have been a temple. They must have all been made of stone, since they hadn’t rotted away in all their time submerged.


      The sunlight shining through the water made them clearly visible even from the shore. Occasionally the wind blew across the lake’s surface, making the image warp and waver.


      “There used to be a village here,” Zack explained from behind us while we were captivated.


      “And that’s what we’re looking at now?”


      “Aye. I’ve heard a bunch of explanations. Volcanic eruptions, landslides, burst rivers. I don’t know what actually happened, but the village ended up underwater, and now there’s this lake.”


      Rhuys fell silent, her breath caught in her throat. She seemed unable to tear her eyes away from the sight of it all.


      I looked away and started questioning the man. I didn’t like people hanging around where my back was turned at the best of times; I had enough reasons not to trust people to behave themselves around any such show of vulnerability.


      “So the treasure is in one of those buildings?” I asked.


      “Right. There was apparently some artificer that lived in the village. I heard tell that the artifacts he made are still down there—and that came straight from the mouth of a dwarf who used to live there, so you know it’s legit.”


      “Artifact” was a general term for items that allowed you to approximate the effects of certain spells under certain conditions, or items that supported casting magic more broadly. There were those among the peoples and the fiends that could create them.


      The gauntlet around my left hand, Klyk, was one of them. It was made by a fiend, my late mother. She was particularly skilled at making them, enough that even humankind had heard of her, despite the animosity. That’s a whole other story, though.


      Dwarves were apparently particularly skilled at artifice when it came to the peoples. They were short and stout, and lived longer than humans. Their nimble fingers meant that many of them enjoyed making weapons and tools. There was actually a dwarf who was lodging at my place, making a living as a blacksmith.


      “And was that artificer a dwarf too?”


      “Nope. Human, apparently. Skilled enough for a dwarf to speak well of him, though.”


      “Huh. So you want to strike it big as a treasure hunter by finding his workshop or warehouse or wherever he was keeping the good stuff?”


      There was a brief pause.


      “When I first heard the rumors, yeah.”


      I looked at him quizzically.


      His voice dropped, and he slumped slightly before continuing. Rhuys finally pulled her gaze away from the water, her expression full of questions as she watched him.


      “The artificer—Cervello—worked all the way into the grave, but one of his creations was even more impressive than the rest. He put his heart and soul into it as his life came to an end... An artifact that allowed you to call and speak with the dead.”


      “Call and speak...”


      “...with the dead?!”


      Rhuys and I both spoke up in shock.


      “Hard to believe, isn’t it? I’ve not heard of any other artifact that does the same. There’s a similar one that lets the user hear the voices of their memories, but Cervello’s device is on another level. After all, it lets you actually summon the dead. He put everything into creating it, solely so he could speak with his late wife.”


      I had no response.


      “I want to find his legacy. Even if I find nothing else, I want to find that one thing.”


      There was a passion in his eyes—not mere greed, but...maybe obsession? I couldn’t help but ask.


      “So if you want to find it... You’re the same?”


      “My little sister, a year ago.”


      “I...” Rhuys began, not seeming sure what to say, and eventually giving up on finding words for him.


      “She was frail to begin with, but she went downhill so fast. I didn’t get to say a proper goodbye, so...”


      Neither of us replied.


      “I guess that’s not something a cleric can condone, is it?”


      He snorted derisively at himself as Rhuys directed a conflicted look his way.


      “I...suppose not. The dead are supposed to cross the Bridge of the Selector with their good deeds and be greeted by Asteria before moving on to their next life. If that artifact is truly able to do what it is rumored to, then it would be pulling back the deceased’s soul from the bridge and...”


      “Yeah, a cleric I partied up with gave me an earful about all of that business. She said it was unnatural—that it contravened the rule of heaven. She told me to reconsider.”


      Right, I thought, so that’s why he was hesitant to ask for help. He’d already had his idea slapped down before.


      “Personally, I have to agree. If you drag her back, she might not be able to return to the natural flow afterward. Are you still...?”


      “Aye, my mind’s made up. Besides, we’re poor. We were never going to be able to make what the temple said we needed to for the bridge crossing. If she might not have been able to cross it anyway, surely she wouldn’t mind being pulled back?”


      Rhuys said nothing.


      The Bridge of the Selector was said to weigh the good deeds in someone’s life. Donations to the temple were supposed to count toward that—at least, that was the prevailing line of thought. It had been the convention for a long time, and many of the poor that couldn’t gather the necessary funds gave up on any hope of an afterlife, or even hopes for their current life. Zack was probably one of those people.


      Rhuys’s mentor, Clarté Wisteria, was aiming to abolish the temple’s excessive monetary demands, and was promoting a revision where the measure of the worth of your soul was independent of the weight of your purse, but actually overcoming the current status quo would take a long time.


      Besides, all of this was just what the faithful claimed, and it was entirely possible it worked completely differently. It might have been that understanding that stopped Rhuys from more firmly refuting him.


      “I know that I’m risking her afterlife for my own selfish wants. But still, if I can talk to my sister—if I can talk to Nina again, I have to take that chance. Do you not have anyone like that, Miss Cleric? Someone that passed away, that you want to talk to again?”


      “I...” Rhuys began before falling silent again. It was probably only partially because her position as a cleric gave her a bias against contravening nature’s laws.


      Her family was dead, but that family...


      “I did not have a good relationship with my parents. They died in a monster attack. I could only listen to their screams from inside a closet...”


      Rhuys’s parents had abused her Streamsight for personal profit. They’d demanded she use the power and piled on abuse. Once her heart was broken, a horde of monsters attacked, and both of them died.


      “I still don’t know how I feel about them, so...”


      “O-Oh. Uh, I feel bad for asking now. I probably shouldn’t keep going, but Araignée, what about you?” he asked, a rueful smile on his face, wary of asking too demandingly.


      “I understand how you feel. There’s someone I want to see again too.”


      “Oh! So—”


      “Yeah, it sounds interesting enough to help. Not for free, though, you get that?”


      “Araignée...” Rhuys said, a hint of reproach in her voice. It was important, though. After all, adventurers wagered their lives with every job, and the pay was supposed to be proportionate. Besides, we were technically in the middle of a commission to help Lina. Spending time—and effort—hanging around any more than we already had didn’t make sense without anything in return. Emotionally, I wouldn’t mind helping for nothing, but my principles as an adventurer ran against that.


      “Well yeah. You’re an adventurer, after all. Obviously you’d want to be paid for your work. I don’t have much on me, though. Not enough to settle up what I’d owe you, anyway. Oh, actually, how about this? If things go well and we find it, I just want to use it. Anything else, you can take for yourselves.”


      “And if we don’t find anything else?”


      “Then I’ll give you what we’re looking for after I’ve used it, at least. That’s about all I can offer right now.”


      I hummed as I thought it over. It didn’t seem too bad. A high-quality artifact would sell for a decent sum. We still had the money from the Grand Temple, but our funds were still limited, and it could be worth it for the help with our traveling expenses.


      Besides, even if we only found what we were looking for, actually seeing someone summon the dead could be interesting. If we didn’t find it either—well, we’d cross that bridge when we got to it.


      “Sure. I’m in.”


      We exchanged a solid handshake as I decided to agree.


      “What about you, Rhuys?” I asked. “Are you against it as a cleric?”


      “No. I’d like to help too, if we can,” she replied, still somewhat hesitant.


      “Are you sure?” Zack asked in surprise.


      “I am. Like I said, I was not on good terms with my family, so I haven’t experienced losing someone I was close to. I can’t pretend to understand how you feel, but I can understand what you said.”


      “Oh. Thank you, Miss Cleric,” he said, seeming moved. He lifted his head up after a moment and spoke with surety in his face. “Let’s get started, then. It’s a pretty simple thing to do. We just need to head under and search. I’ve got a spot that looks promising. You see that building with the big chimney? That was apparently Cervello’s workshop.”


      In the direction he was pointing, there was indeed a building under the water with a conspicuous chimney. The water didn’t look too deep from here. Just free diving wouldn’t make scouting things out all that much harder, I decided, and then I had a sudden question.


      “If you already know all that, why do you need us? It looks like you should be able to cope on your own, and you’d get the spoils to yourself that way, right?”


      Well, there was no guarantee there wouldn’t be any other problems, so having support helped.


      “Well, about that...” he muttered, scratching his cheek with an uncomfortable look. “I can’t swim.”

    

  

  
    
      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Dwarf


      One of the races of the peoples. They are a short and solidly built race with a long lifespan. They are also particularly dexterous.


      Many leverage their sturdy builds as adventurers, or enjoy the artisan crafts. Both types tend to gravitate toward massive axes or hammers, but there are also individuals that are charmed by other weapons and tools and follow that path.


      An Artifact that Calls the Souls of the Dead


      Summons a dead soul before you and allows you to exchange words. The mana imbued into it forms an image of projected light with the appearance of the soul before it died. The image has no actual substance and as such cannot physically interact with the world; it is only able to converse.


      The artifact was made by Cervello, the famed human artificer. It is said he dedicated years to its creation, with the sole desire to speak once more with his departed wife.


      An Artifact to Hear the Voices of Memory


      Allows the user to hear the voices and sounds of a memory.


      That is the full extent of the effect, so such artifacts are not in particularly high demand. They are only purchased on rare occasions by people attempting to deal with forgetfulness, people who want to hear the voice of someone they have lost, and the like.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 8 — The Underwater Workshop


      I’d stripped down to my skivvies and stepped into the lake. I had my short sword to protect myself, just in case. The water was fairly chilly, and my footing was cold and damp.


      We’d already got a fire going on the shore to warm me up as soon as I returned. I sent a glance toward the flickering flames while also giving a warning to my commissioner, Zack.


      “Right then, I’m gonna dive down now. You’d better not do anything you shouldn’t to Rhuys, okay?”


      “I ain’t gonna. No trust these days... Well, actually, you did just meet me, so I guess that makes sense,” he said before turning to Rhuys. “Okay, Miss Cleric. Tie me up, would you? That way she can dive without worrying.”


      “What?!”


      “Oh, nice idea. You may as well use a liturgy while you’re at it. They’re harder to get out of than normal ropes.”


      “U-Uh?”


      With both Zack and I looking expectantly at her, she moved obediently—but still unsurely—in front of him.


      “Umm... If you’re sure? Well, uh, pardon me, then. Chapter of Sealing, verse two. Striated Bindings...Sacred Chain.”


      Her prayer was heard; chains of light descended from the sky and wrapped around Zack’s upper body. With his hands bound, he couldn’t exactly do much he shouldn’t. If other issues arose, then Rhuys could just release the liturgy.


      “This is good enough, right?” he asked.


      “Yup, it’s a bit better. Off I go, then.”


      I swam over to the workshop in question, took a deep breath, and started my dive.


      ────


      I pushed through the water with my feet, heading toward the lake bed.


      Even underwater, I could see pretty clearly. I could even make out the fish swimming past me plain as day. The light overhead made the world beneath the water look new and strange—it was a completely different sight compared to how it had been from above.


      I wish I could have brought Rhuys with me, I thought to myself.


      Well, there’d have been no one to watch our stuff or Zack in that case, so it wouldn’t have worked well.


      I’d only dived when I was right over the workshop, so I’d arrived straight there. It still had its overall structure, probably because it was made of stone like the other buildings, but parts of it were broken and covered in sediment. If I was unlucky, it could be the same inside.


      That might make searching difficult, I thought.


      I circled around to the entrance, where the wooden door had just about rotted away entirely. It might as well have been wide open, so I slipped inside easily.


      It was dark in there; only a small amount of light reached all the way down, and that small amount was further cut down by the roof. My eyes gradually got used to the darkness.


      The first thing I saw was a large room set aside for eating, sleeping, and the general necessities of life. There was a table and shelves—also wood and as such badly decayed—along with other furniture scattered around the room. Plants had started to grow in places. A quick look didn’t reveal anything that looked like an artifact, so I carried on.


      Farther into the room was a door leading deeper. This one was no less rotted than anything else made of wood down here, but unlike the entrance, it wasn’t especially damaged. I wasn’t sure if it was the water pressure or because it was difficult to open in the first place, but I had to use the hilt of my blade to break a hole through it.


      Guessing from the layout, this was the main workshop. I broke the door down and made my way in.


      The room had a broken wall, and earth had come in from outside, burying nearly everything. Nearly everything that had been left here was most likely beyond recovering. So much for Cervello’s legacy...


      I had a quick poke around, but didn’t really find anything. There were some things that were probably weapons, but they were all sufficiently buried that getting them out would be difficult at best. If I went too hard at it, I might not make it back up, so I reluctantly gave up. I was getting ready to ascend, when...


      Hm?


      There was something round hung on the opposite wall from the broken one. Because it had been set so high up, it wasn’t completely covered, and half of it was still visible.


      Is this it?


      I was in a building underwater, with minimal light. It was sheer luck that I’d seen it at all. I reached out for it, pulling it from the sediment.


      It was a mirror, slightly wider across than the palm of my hand, made of polished metal. I wasn’t sure what kind, but obviously one that didn’t rust easily; it looked immaculate.


      Zack had told me roughly what I was looking for before I’d come down here. He’d apparently heard the details from that dwarf. I didn’t know if this was actually the thing, but I couldn’t see anything else that looked like it might be, and I was running out of air.


      I held the mirror as I left the workshop and rose to the surface, guided by the light from above.


      ────


      “This was all I found,” I said, after telling him what was down there.


      I handed over the mirror to Zack, now released from his bindings. Fortunately nothing had happened while I was gone, and now I could warm myself by the fire. Rhuys was drying my hair and body with a cloth at my side. Ahh, the fire’s so warm. Rhuys is so cute helping me like that.


      “This what you were looking for?” I asked.


      “Aye, probably. A metal mirror big enough to show your face. It matches what I’ve heard. This is the artifact that lets you talk to the dead—Specchio.”


      Specchio... So its name was literally just mirror? Cervello clearly had no penchant for drama.


      Zack looked dazedly into the freshly dried golden mirror—I hadn’t been able to see in the dark water, but it was apparently that color—and started murmuring.


      “I really have it in my hands...”


      He probably hadn’t expected to get it so easily. I stood up and gestured at him.


      “Aren’t you going to use it? That’s why you were looking for it, right?”


      “Y-Yeah, right.”


      “Actually, do you know how? You got the activation phrase or whatever?”


      “Aye, I looked into that. So I can use it right now... You don’t mind, Miss Cleric?”


      “Of course not. Are you okay using it in front of us, though? Surely you want to speak with your sister without any strangers around?”


      Zack laughed and shook his head.


      “This is all we got, so after I’ve used it, it’s your payment. If I use it right in front of you, then I won’t need to explain how, will I? Besides, if I was on my own, I might not have the courage.”


      “Huh?” Rhuys asked, but then he lifted his face.


      “Never mind. Right, I’ll explain how to use it. Although, that said, it’s essentially the same as any artifact. You send mana into it first. That links it with the user. Then you imagine the face of who you want to talk to and speak the incantation. I’m going to say it now, so listen carefully.” Then he looked into the mirror with a grave expression, and with slightly shaking lips, he spoke. “I return thee from paradise. I rend asunder the book of death, contravening the laws of nature, that I may once more hold thy hand.”


      The mirror’s surface and its base began to glow at his words, the light gathering in the air.


      Normally, you couldn’t see mana, particularly if you were like me and your sense organ for it—your aethernode—was dulled. An ordinary person could only see mana when it was really densely concentrated, or else because it was being converted into light.


      The light gradually took a human shape, eventually forming the phosphorescent image of a girl. She had long hair the same color as Zack’s, and was wearing simple clothes. She seemed ethereal, and looked maybe fifteen or sixteen. Her eyes slowly opened.


      “Where...am I?”


      She scanned her surroundings, obviously confused. I didn’t know where she’d been until now, but it probably felt like she’d suddenly been brought somewhere else. Zack had tears in his eyes as he faced her, seeming to struggle to get words out.


      “N-Nina!”


      “Z-Zack?”

    

  

  
    
      Verse 9 — Please, Be Well


      A girl made of light had appeared from the mirror. Rhuys and I looked on in surprise.


      The treasure hunter, Zack, desperately held back tears as he looked at her.


      “Nina... Is that— Is that really you?”


      “Zack, why are you here? I collapsed that day, and... Wait, are you dead as well?”


      By all appearances, it really had called Zack’s sister—a dead soul. The older brother explained the situation to his confused sister.


      “No, I didn’t. It’s Cervello’s legacy. Remember, the treasure I told you about? The artifact that lets you summon the dead.”


      “I remember it... So you used it and called me from the Bridge of the Selector? You didn’t die?”


      “No, I’m still alive. Scraping on by since I lost you.”


      When she heard that, the girl—Nina—seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. Then she looked around.


      “So this is the outside world. I never thought I’d see it like this after I lost my life. By the way—I have a question.”


      “What is it?”


      Her eyes moved from her brother to us, looking doubtfully our way.


      “The cleric there is one thing, but what’s with that half-naked woman? Someone you’re close with? Are you eloping?”


      “Wha?! N-No!”


      “Nope, we’re not. We just met and I had to strip down for a bit.”


      “What are you saying?!” Rhuys demanded.


      “You got a passerby to strip?! I want the details!”


      “Argh?! That’s not what’s going on!” he cried out before turning to me. “And you! Stop saying things that make me look like a creep without any context!”


      Oops, he was mad. I hadn’t said anything wrong, at least...


      “These two helped me get the artifact,” he explained. “I couldn’t do it alone.”


      “Oh, I see. I had a feeling it was something like that,” she said with a slight smile. Zack gave his sister a flat look.


      “You were always hoping to see some sparks between me and somebody.”


      “It was one of the few things I could enjoy with my weakness. I always wanted to hear about your adventures,” she said. “This lake is one you talked about, isn’t it? You said it was beautiful, how you wished I could see it. That, and Cervello’s legacy being at the bottom.”


      “Yeah, I did. I didn’t get to show you while you were alive, but...”


      “Is that why you called me? You can’t swim, so you hired someone to get it for you so we could meet again and you could show me the view?”


      “Well...” Despite how light her tone was, Zack stopped moving like he’d been stabbed. Eventually he managed to force more words out. “N-No. I didn’t call you for something as nice as that. I wouldn’t have dragged you away from the bridge for that.”


      He scrubbed at his eyes, dropping to his knees.


      “I— I always regretted how harshly I treated you. Especially the day you died.”


      “Right. You were tired from work that day, but you had to look after me, and you couldn’t have a proper meal.”


      “That’s no excuse! I couldn’t keep myself under control and I...! Then your condition got worse, and you...”


      “Looking after someone isn’t just the nice things. I know I was always a burden on you. I—”


      “No! That’s not true! You were the one suffering, I know that! I always felt that way. I couldn’t help but think, though, that if you were healthy, I could do what I wanted to, and I wouldn’t have so much to struggle with. I was selfish. I cared more about my convenience than your suffering.”


      “Zack...”


      “That’s why I hit you that day. I didn’t think; I couldn’t hide how mad I was. I was just thinking about somewhere far away... I never thought you’d die.”


      She was silent.


      “I always wanted to apologize. For not paying proper attention, and for acting like that to you. For not saying a proper goodbye.”


      So that was why he was so fixated on seeing his sister again, despite his partner being against it, and despite it being against the natural order. I could finally understand what he meant about running away now. He’d been tormented by his regrets this whole year.


      “And now I’ve dragged you back here. I don’t even know if you’ll be able to make it back, and I still did it—but I...”


      He broke down into sobs, his head bowed. Nina watched him and then quietly, but firmly, started to speak.


      “Zack, I understand why you called me, and how you feel. And with that in mind, I’ll answer truthfully... I don’t forgive you.”


      He let out a strangled noise.


      “That day, I got worse all at once, and I suffered and died. Without even being able to say goodbye to you, my only family. Do you think I could forgive that?”


      “Right. Of course not...” he replied, slumping.


      “I hated my weak body. Moving just a little made it flare up. I couldn’t go outside. I couldn’t eat properly. I caused you nothing but trouble. I wanted to be able to look after myself, and there was so much I wanted to do that could only happen outside that one little room.”


      Zack couldn’t lift his head, wordlessly accepting his sister’s judgment.


      “So I was looking forward to a new life, with a healthy body where I can walk on my own two feet and experience all kinds of things. Where I could live on my own, without bothering you.”


      He remained silent.


      “So forget about me, and live happily for your own sake.”


      “Nina!” he choked, his head shooting up, finally looking his sister in the eye. She had a soft smile on her face.


      “You did make a mess of looking after me, and that made me sad, but I was always so much more grateful to you. I won’t forgive you for that day, but I want you to be happy.”


      “N-Nina, I—”


      Just as he opened his mouth to let out his overflowing feelings, her body started to break apart into the air, starting from her hands and feet. The light covering her began to drift away, and at pretty much the same time...


      Crack.


      The artifact that called the dead, Specchio, let out an ominous sound as a crack opened in its surface.


      “Nina?!”


      “It’s a shame. Looks like this is all I get.”


      Even as she watched her hand fade away, her tone was soft.


      “You mean you’re going?”


      “I am. The bridge is taking me back.”


      “You’ll get back to the bridge properly?”


      “I will. The mirror must only bring people back for a little while; now that my time’s up, it’ll be like nothing happened, right where I left off. It feels that way, at least.”


      “Right. I’m glad you’ll make it back, but will you manage to cross? I never managed to make enough for you to be able to cross...”


      The sister dispelled her brother’s worries with a quiet smile.


      “The bridge doesn’t ask for anything like that. I didn’t exactly do much good, but I didn’t have a lot of room or time to do anything bad either. I should make it to Asteria.”


      That means...


      Rhuys’s mentor—Clarté Wisteria—was right?


      I mean, whose word was going to count for more than an actual dead person’s? Who was going to believe some highfalutin cleric over that kind of primary source? It was an unexpected windfall for Rhuys, and something worth bringing back to that mentor of hers.


      “Right... You’ll make it to your next life. Then all I have to do is see you off.”


      He pushed himself up and forced a smile with what pride he could still cling to as her big brother. Tears were streaming from his eyes.


      “You just can’t help yourself, can you?” said Nina. “Will you manage on your own now?”


      “Yeah, I’ll be fine. I’ll have a happy life, so you can forget about me and go on to your new life. So...this is goodbye.”


      The border between reality and paradise—the Bridge of the Selector—separated the two of them for good. I could see more than sadness on his face, though. I could sense his worries easing off of him.


      “It is. Please, be well.”


      Nina was the same; there was a look of loneliness on her face, but still a gentle smile as she bid her brother farewell. Then she—or the light that made her up—broke apart and rose into the sky until no trace remained.


      It felt like a dream. There was no sign of her presence being there just seconds ago. We had seen someone that should be dead with our own eyes and talked with them.


      “Thank you, Nina. Thank you for not forgiving me...”


      His murmurs faded away on the wind, vanishing into the lake. He eventually rubbed away his tears before turning back to us and coming over.


      “Thank you. It’s because of you both that I could apologize to Nina and actually say goodbye.”


      “We didn’t really do much,” I protested.


      “Nah, if you hadn’t been here, I might have run away from her or not even brought myself to use it. So I need to thank you.”


      “Hm. Okay, I’ll accept your thanks, then.”


      I hadn’t been thanked so earnestly on many occasions before, so I felt a bit shy about it. Still, it didn’t seem like he’d noticed as he held out the mirror to us.


      “Yeah, take this as well. The payment I promised. It’s cracked, so it might not hold up for much longer, but it’s still a masterwork. It’d sell for a lot, and you said you had someone you wanted to see too. So, y’know, do what you like with it. This is goodbye for us as well, then.”


      “You’re already going?” Rhuys asked sadly.


      “I’ve done what I wanted here,” he said with a peaceful look. “I feel like I need to do something with myself now, so I’m going to head back to town and get a commission from the guild. Besides, if you two want to use it, I’d feel bad being in the way.”


      So he was being considerate of us. It made me feel a bit bad about seeing his reunion with his sister and all the waterworks.


      “I’m praying for your safe travels, then,” he said with a wave before heading off. I didn’t see him look back.


      On our own, I let my gaze fall to fix itself on the artifact in my hand.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 10 — I Want to See You Happy


      I looked into the mirror Zack had given me, staring steadily at my own face. There was a moment of silence.


      Specchio let you call up the dead and speak with them. I’d seen it with my own eyes just moments ago. It was without a doubt the real deal. I had someone I’d want to meet and talk with again if it was possible—the most important person in the world to me. If I used it, maybe I’d be able to meet her again.


      But...


      “Right, then. We’ve got our reward, let’s head to town and turn it into money.”


      Rhuys looked at me in surprise at that.


      “Uh. You’re not going to use it?”


      I handed the mirror over to her and got to work getting back into my clothes and armor as I made my case.


      “Well, you don’t have anyone you want to use it for, do you?”


      “No. Besides, clerics—particularly those from the Grand Temple—are forbidden from using magic and the like...”


      “Right, and I’ve got Klyk eating my mana, so I don’t normally have any. I can’t use artifacts like this that you need to put your own mana into. So selling it’s our only option.”


      I finished dressing and slung my usual sword—Arc Flash—behind me, along with Rog, and then took the mirror back from Rhuys, giving her my usual smile.


      Born to a human father and fiend mother, I was a demifiend, and usually only half my body gave away my heritage. My left hand was engorged and had massive claws, with my left eye and parts of my hair going red.


      Going around like that would leave me unable to live in human society. That’s why my mom, an artificer, made Klyk—the gauntlet even now on my left hand—which ate my fiend mana and kept me in human form.


      In other words, Klyk left me running pretty much completely on empty when it came to mana. Both the fiend mana that flowed from me by default and the natural stored mana of my body weren’t mine to use, and since I lived without it day in and day out, my aethernode was dulled.


      So I couldn’t use an artifact that needed a portion of my mana. I didn’t have any to spare.


      Rhuys eventually spoke up, though. She’d been watching me smile for a bit.


      “Are you really not going to use it? You have someone you want to meet, don’t you?”


      I was taken aback, and when I managed to get myself back under control, I smiled again and turned her down.


      “I just said, and you already know. I don’t have mana, so I can’t—”


      “Then if you wake up Klyk, you can use mana, can’t you?”


      “Huh?”


      Where’d that come from all of a sudden? I thought.


      “Uh, well, I can, but then I’ll be in my demifiend form and...”


      Klyk usually slept as it ate my mana. If I woke it up, my fiend mana would be released, warping my body back to its demifiend form.


      It would let mana flow through my body, so maybe I could use that kind of artifact. But...


      Demifiends were hated and feared by humans. If someone saw me, I’d have to deal with them. If I didn’t, the rumors would spread, and people would start looking at me like that again. Not everyone was an exception like dad or Rhuys.


      “Is there anyone nearby?”


      “Uh. Well. Nope. Zack’s already long gone, and I can’t feel anyone or anything else nearby. No sights, sounds, or smells...”


      “Then give it a go. Once you’re done, I’ll put you back to normal. If you’re still concerned, I can put up a barrier with a liturgy.”


      As she’d said, she could use a liturgy to restrain my demifiend side. She’d proven that on our last journey. But she was usually so reserved, and now she was being pretty insistent. It was putting me on the back foot.


      “Why are you so fired up about it?” I asked.


      At the question, she pulled back from where she’d been leaning forward, and then spoke quietly.


      “Well, you might not get an opportunity like this again. Zack said he’d never heard of another one, after all.”


      “Well, maybe. But as a cleric, are you okay with that? Magic originally came from the fiends, and artifacts use it, so you’re forbidden from interacting with them, aren’t you?”


      “I won’t be the one directly using it, so it’s fine.”


      She picked the weirdest times to be decisive.


      “Besides, the prohibition isn’t part of the teachings; it’s an overcorrection—just because we spurn all evil shouldn’t mean that we have to reject everything with a connection to it. So even if I did use it, it wouldn’t do any harm. Besides, if Nina was correct, things will go back to their natural flow afterward as well.”


      So it was an emotional decision. Considering Rhuys’s reaction, while she followed her faith’s custom, she didn’t feel particularly strongly about it herself.


      “I guess so...”


      I kept hesitating, and Rhuys gently, but still earnestly, spoke up again.


      “Araignée, you invited me here because you wanted to see me happy. This is the same thing. I want to do something for you, and if I can see you happy, then I’ll be happy.”


      “Rhuys...”


      I hadn’t even imagined she’d feel like that. I felt this sudden heat in my chest. But still, I’d lived my whole life trying to keep people from seeing my demifiend form, so I hadn’t even thought of using it for this.


      We were close to a settlement, and there was always a chance that someone could see. That would lead to what I’d just mentioned earlier. That was why I’d given up on using it from the start.


      I can see mom again?


      With Rhuys here, the chance I’d be seen was indeed far lower. If I could see her again, I wanted to. But at the same time...


      “Sorry, now that I think it might be possible, I’m losing my nerve.”


      She looked oddly at me.


      “Why is that?”


      “Mom wanted me to live with a smile. But right now, all I’ve got is this fake one. Thanks to you and dad, I’m smiling properly more, but not as much as I should. I don’t know if I even deserve to see her like this, or what I’d say to her...”


      I lived my life hiding any weakness from others, but that was how I truly felt. Our last journey aside, I was beginning to think my heart was more open to her than I’d realized.


      She smiled gently to wash away my worries.


      “I know it will be okay. From what you’ve said before, she doesn’t seem like the type to let that bother her. Besides, there’s no such thing as having to deserve to meet your parents.”


      The smile and words struck me in the chest, but I still couldn’t take that last step, and kept protesting.


      “It’s already been ten years. Surely I won’t be able to call her.”


      “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”


      “It’s— It’s cracked. It might not work properly.”


      “And if it doesn’t, we can give up then. Just give it a try.”


      Eventually, I was the one to give in. Her motivation and my own desire to see mom again pushed me forward.


      “Okay. I’m still not sure about this, but I’ll give it a go. If it doesn’t go well, you need to cheer me up. Also, could you make a barrier so no one can see, just in case?”


      “I can. Chapter of Sealing, verse two. Striated Bindings...Sacred Chain!”


      With a jangle, several chains of light surrounded the area, hiding us. Now even if someone visited the lake, they wouldn’t know what was happening unless they came right up to them and looked through. They might wonder what was with the chains, though.


      I got myself ready, putting my right hand on Klyk and chanting.


      “Guard of the beast’s pen. Jaws that devour the fragments. You who crush good and evil alike, turning it all to blood and flesh.”


      My voice and the chant became a key in a sealed door.


      “Awaken, Klyk.”


      Klyk answered my call. The door was opened and the mana flooded into half of my body. My left arm swelled, growing sharp claws. Klyk morphed with me to cover it, becoming one with my arm. My left eye also started glowing red, and some of my bangs were dyed red too.


      “Right. I’m ready.”


      Klyk fed on my mana in its dormant state, but now that it was awake, it could consume mana from outside my body. It could, but it didn’t have to, so I could channel mana into the artifact in my hand...


      “Here I go,” I said, telling myself more than Rhuys, as I directed mana from my monstrous left hand into the mirror. I looked into it, picturing mom’s face as I said the words Zack had shared with us.


      “I return thee from paradise. I rend asunder the book of death, contravening the laws of nature, that I may once more hold thy hand.”


      The mirror began to shine again with the chant, the light gathering in front of me in the air. Eventually, it made a humanoid shape, tracing a fiend woman in phosphorescent light. She had my curly hair, but hers was red. Her eyes were vacant, like she’d just woken up, and they were the same shade of red as her hair.


      I’d never forget her. I’d never mistake anyone else for her. This was her, face and body alike.


      “Mom,” I said, nearly breathless.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 11 — A Second Farewell


      “Mom...”


      Even as my mom looked my way at the sound of my voice, her expression was just confused. Her eyes hadn’t yet focused, and she seemed to just be looking vacantly around.


      Then, after a few moments...


      “Mmnn. Mmmg? Where am I?”


      Now that she’d finally come to, she turned back to me.


      “Who are you?”


      I felt like a hole had opened up in my chest. I stiffened.


      I was taller, and I didn’t look how I used to. Even my face might have changed. I’d known ahead of time she might not recognize me. It had been part of why I’d been hesitant to use the artifact in the first place.


      Actually hearing it from her hurt more than I’d thought, though.


      “Mom! It’s me, Araignée! Your daughter!” I forced out with a strangled voice.


      Despite all that, I pushed myself forward, taking a step closer even as my legs felt like lead.


      “My daughter. Araignée... Wait, Araignée? That’s you? I suppose you do look similar. But my Araignée was just this tall and—”


      “I’m taller now; I’m a grown-up! It’s already been a decade since you died!”


      Damn it. Why am I crying? I didn’t want to look weak in front of Rhuys, but I couldn’t stop the tears streaming down my cheeks.


      “I died. Really? Oh... Right, I did. My pursuers found me, and I tried to protect you—still not sure how I managed that—and then...”


      It seemed like her memories were coming back to her. She put a hand on her chin and thought things over.


      “Wait, a decade?! It’s been ten years?!” she exclaimed. “Hold on. You were only nine then. If it’s been ten years...”


      “Yeah. I’m nineteen. An adult woman.”


      I looked at mom even as the tears kept flowing. Finally.


      “So it’s really...”


      “Yeah. It’s really me. I lived...all this time...just like you wan... Ahhh!”


      Damn it, the tears were even stronger now. I hadn’t wanted to come across like this. Even if it had been fake, I wanted to give her a smile. All my feelings for her over the past ten years had come welling up, though, and I couldn’t manage a proper smile.


      “Ah, you were always such a crybaby, and you still are even now.”


      You’re wrong, mom... I haven’t really cried in ten years now. Even what Rhuys had seen had been years after the last time.


      Even so, though, the water pouring from my eyes showed no sign of stopping. Seeing that, mom took a step closer and started to stroke my head. Her hand was just made out of light, though, so it went right on through.


      “Oh, I can’t touch you? What’s going on here, then?”


      I wiped away my tears as I answered.


      “You got summoned by an artifact that calls the dead, or something like that. I don’t really know the details.”


      “An artifact that calls the dead? Who made that?”


      “A human artificer. He wanted to see his dead wife again or something.”


      “Oh! I’m surprised a human could make something like this. Actually, maybe he could only pull it off because he was a human.”


      “Because he was a human?”


      “Most fiends aren’t particularly cognizant of things like friends or family. Certainly not enough that they’d make something like this. It was because he was a human that he felt so strongly toward someone that had died—enough to put his life into making it.”


      She might have only been able to see that so clearly because mom herself had particularly weak instincts compared to a normal fiend. After a moment, I remembered our last journey, where I’d killed Ibe’s subordinates. Even though I’d done it right in front of him, he hadn’t seemed particularly bothered by it. Maybe that was the more “correct” reaction, from the typical fiend’s perspective.


      “But...ten years. You really are big now, Araignée. You’re almost as tall as me, and you’re wearing armor and a sword and heading off traveling.” Then she suddenly started to yell. “Argh! What a waste! I missed a whole decade of your growth! I wanted to be right there watching it!”


      The same went for me. I’d wanted her there at my side, watching over me. I’d wanted to live with her this whole time. Reality hadn’t been so obliging.


      Even this moment was like a dream. Once the artifact ran its course, just like Nina, she’d disappear again. There wouldn’t be a trace left. But...


      “But you kept going on your own and made it all this way. I’m so happy.”


      “Urk. M-Mom...”


      Even if it was a fleeting dream, though, I’d met her again and talked with her, and that wouldn’t change. Even if it didn’t leave anything physical behind, it would be carved into my memories, into my heart. I felt my chest shudder again...


      “Awww, come on, don’t cry,” she said.


      “But...”


      “Well, it has been ten years. I suppose I can’t blame you for a little. Ten years, though. It doesn’t feel like that long to me.”


      “It doesn’t?” I asked, wiping my tears.


      “Nope. Well, I guess my senses and thoughts were fairly vague. It still didn’t feel like it had been that long, though. Perhaps the afterlife—the immaterial world—has a looser sense of time and space.”


      That didn’t really help me visualize it.


      “Actually, I remember giving up my spot to soul after soul on the bridge. Maybe that’s how worried I was about you.”


      That’s how that worked? Granted, maybe that un-fiendlike attachment was why she hadn’t crossed the bridge even a decade later, and I’d been able to summon her.


      “Right then; enough of this gloominess. I want to hear how you’ve spent your life so far. Also, you need to introduce that girl over there soon.”


      At her comment, I looked back to Rhuys. If how things with Zack went were any indication, there ought to be some leeway with how long this would last. I calmed down and smiled. I could take the time to talk about her at—


      Crack.


      There was an ominous noise. One I’d heard just a while ago. It was the sound of the crack in Specchio widening. The sound kept going, the crack spreading even farther as it did.


      “Ah...”


      Light scattered from mom’s body. She was fading, starting with her hands and feet. It was much faster than it had been for Nina...


      “Mom?!”


      “Ah, I see. The artifact is almost at its limit.”


      She’d been shocked at how long had passed, but this didn’t even merit a raised eyebrow. She just calmly accepted it and turned a smile to me. I was so taken aback at the suddenness, though, that I couldn’t manage that.


      “Mom, wait! It’s too soon! I still have so much I want to talk about!”


      “So do I, but it looks like that won’t happen. So I want to tell you this, Araignée,” she said, before stopping and looking me right in the eye with a kind smile. She was giving me a second farewell. “Thank you for showing me how you’ve grown. Thank you for living. I hope you keep a smile on your face as you keep living. So next time, show me a smile.”


      “Mo...”


      There was a hissing, like sand being blown by the wind, as the light making up her body split apart. At the same time, the crack finally reached the edge of the mirror, and it split in two with a snap, the fragments falling from my hands to the ground.


      “Mom...”


      The space where she’d stood was left empty. There wasn’t a single mote of light left. It had all risen up into the sky and vanished. I looked up after them, as if chasing them with my gaze for a while.


      “Honestly... It’s not like she knows there’ll be a next time, and she goes and says that.”


      I couldn’t stop crying. It was almost funny, though; now that she’d gone, I couldn’t help but smile as the tears fell.


      “Araignée...”


      I could vaguely see Rhuys through my tears. I gave her a weak smile.


      “Sorry. Even though you gave me that push, I couldn’t smile for her.”


      Her face twisted as she barreled toward me, crashing into me, her arms wrapping around my back.


      “Rhuys?”


      “A-Ahhh!”
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      She tightened her grip, shaking slightly. I sorta remembered something similar during our last journey. Although, that time, it was when I’d given up on living.


      “C’mon... Why are you crying?”


      “Well! I forced you to use it—and then this happened!”


      “Yeah. I barely got to speak with her. But that’s not your fault. Besides...”


      With my right hand, I gently stroked her hair and then looked up at the sky again.


      “Besides, I did something I couldn’t back then. I let her see me as a grown-up. I’m really grateful to you, even if that was all that happened. So, y’know, it’s not all bad?”


      “A-Araignée!”


      This was weird. I’d meant to stop her crying, not make it worse.


      Well, whatever. We were the only two here, and there was no sign of anyone approaching. We could cry as much as we liked. Still, seeing her crying made my own tears ebb away.


      When she stopped, I’d get her to seal my demifiend side again. The release on our last journey meant that I wasn’t likely to rampage, but I couldn’t get close to a human settlement looking like this, so that was another matter.


      Next time...


      I didn’t know if that next time would ever come. But if it did, I wanted to give her a smile that time. Even if it never did, actually, I wanted to smile from my heart. I wanted to grant her second wish.


      And if I was with the girl trembling as she pressed into my chest, I felt like I could. As she held me, I looked up in the direction mom had ascended. The wind kicked up after her, setting quiet waves rippling across the lake.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 12 — Don’t You Want to Know?


      “Hup!”


      With my left foot in place, I swiftly brought my right foot back and forth against it.


      Skrsh!


      With the harsh scraping sound, the firestone and steel on the inner faces of my boots sparked, setting alight the beginnings of a fire at my feet. Blowing into that spread the flames, letting them grow into a campfire to stave off the cold of the night. I added wood to the now-lit fire, adjusting the heat of the flames.


      We were in a section of forest a little ways from the path. It was an unwritten rule of the road that you’d leave the thoroughfares clear for other travelers when it came time to make camp.


      I could see several other spots of orange glow throughout the forest, off in the distance. They were other travelers like us, heading to Porto. We’d run across a few folks from other groups looking to get acquainted and swap stories.


      Each campfire was set a fair ways apart, so I couldn’t exactly hear the words, but I could tell there were friendly chats going on. We were close to Partir, so there weren’t too many signs of monsters running amok, and that made them more relaxed. But...


      “I’m a useless partner...”


      Unlike the cheery mode of the other adventurers, my partner at my side had a gloomy, downcast look.


      “You’re still down in the dumps, Rhuys? I told you not to worry about it.”


      Yup, she was still kicking herself for how things went down at the lake.


      “But if I hadn’t interfered, you wouldn’t have looked so upset.”


      “Uh, well... I’d appreciate it if you forgot about me crying like that,” I said, waving my hand as my face flushed. I must have looked funny, because her lips lifted in a smile. As my cheeks cooled, I picked up where I left off. “I already said so, but it bears repeating: I’m grateful, Rhuys. If I was alone, I never would have been able to see mom again, or show her I’d grown up. Thank you for giving me that push.”


      “Maybe so. But you barely got to talk with her... Besides, that’s not all. When we camped the other day, I was just dead weight.”


      Ah, she’s still hung up on that?


      “You protected yourself fine, didn’t you?”


      “I didn’t! In the end, you had to save me. If you hadn’t, I’d have...”


      She slumped again. Maybe the successive failures (at least as far as she was concerned) had her in a worse mood than usual. I let out a slight sigh and sat down next to her.


      “Pretty much no one can do everything right from the beginning,” I said. “Even I started out that way.”


      “You did?”


      “Yup. I could do even less than you can now. If Klyk hadn’t saved me, I’d have died almost as soon as I left the village. Plus, if I hadn’t met dad, I’d—” I cut myself off. I’d just come up with an idea. “Say, Rhuys. You came to our place looking for the Sword Emperor originally, right?”


      “Huh? Uh, yes. Wait, how do you know that?”


      “I heard from dad before you got up when you spent the night.”


      “Oh, I see. Um, I’m sorry, did it offend you? I suppose it seemed like I was treating you as if you were his substitute, and...”


      “Nope, not at all. After all, you thought I could sub in for him, right?”


      “I did. I was sure that you could carry out that commission...”


      “Thanks. Besides, I was actually happy when I heard you were looking for him. You’d come to ask for him, even though the whole world sees him as a criminal.”


      “Well, I heard so much about My Priest’s adventurers. That made me look up to her and the Sword Emperor.”


      “Right, right. So...” I paused, leaning down to look into her downcast face with a smile. “Don’t you want to hear about how I met that person you look up to? I gave you the rough outline before, but I can give you some more detail.”


      She jolted.


      “I’d love that. But...”


      “But?”


      Her sad expression grew more pained.


      “You’re only asking to console me, aren’t you?” she asked.


      So she caught on. Guess I was too obvious.


      “Well, there’s no harm in it. I’ve actually been dreaming about back then recently. I feel like getting it off my chest, so if you’d hear me out, I’d appreciate it. For that matter, you’re the only one I can talk about it with anyway.”


      “Well, if you say so.”


      Despite the reluctant attitude in her voice, I could see a slight restlessness to her. I couldn’t help but chuckle at the sight as I started.


      “So it all started the day I jumped the hero’s party and tried to take their stuff...”

    

  

  
    
      Reminiscence — Meeting the Sword Emperor


      “Monsters! Fiends! I’ll wipe them all out!”


      I was scared. Terrified. I was about to be killed!


      Along with being full to bursting with fear, there was shock, disappointment, and anger at the hero filling my heart.


      Mom, I’m scared. This... This is supposed to be a hero? He’s nothing like my picture book. Is it because I’m a demifiend? Is that why he’s so angry?


      The divine blade, Parvenir, had the power to dispel evil; it was the crystallization of the last of the goddess’s power in this world. The blade was made to kill the archfiend. A demifiend like me wouldn’t get off lightly if I was cut with it.


      My body wouldn’t move, though. My eyelids were getting heavier, and my consciousness was fading too.


      Then the blade came down. I could do nothing but wait for—


      Clang!


      There was a crash of metal on metal, and I came slightly to.


      Someone else had come between me and the hero. All my eyes could show me as they fought to close was that person’s feet.


      “Move, Ein! Why are you getting in my way?!” the hero roared at them.


      “Calm down,” came a quiet male voice in response. “She was after our things, not us.”


      “How can I calm down?! That’s a fiend!”


      “Look closer. Outside of her left arm, she’s pretty much a human. She’s probably a demifiend.”


      “So what?! She still carries their blood!”


      “Even so, she’s still a child.”


      I struggled to make sense of it all, but my mind was failing. It sounded like someone was trying to protect me, but the hero’s friends were the only ones around. Still, someone had to be keeping me safe, since I had to assume I wasn’t dead yet.


      My consciousness was fading again, my vision going dark. The last things I remembered were snippets of conversation.


      “Child or demifiend, I don’t care—”


      “Then I’ll stop—I’ll—”


      “If we let—attacks someone—who’ll be—”


      That was the last I heard as I finally passed out.


      ────


      I could smell and hear as I gradually woke up. Straight in front of me was the light of a fire, and the darkness it was driving away. I looked dazedly into the crackling flames and eventually noticed someone sitting on the other side.


      I’d seen them before I passed out. They were a swordsman, part of the hero’s—


      I jumped to my feet, instinctively moving to ready my blade in my right hand—


      “Wha?!”


      There was nothing there to grab.


      “Looking for this?”


      I saw the swordsman holding up my weapon.


      There was already such a disparity in our strength, and to add insult to injury, he’d disarmed me. Now that I looked, my demifiend form had broken at some point as well. For a moment, I despaired... But then I remembered my mom’s last wish and shook it off. I’d make it through this, somehow. I moved to wake Klyk again and—


      The man stood silently (making me flinch) and put the sword in between the two of us before going back and sitting in his spot, calming me down.


      I had no idea what was going on. I looked back and forth between it and him.


      “I was just looking after it.”


      “Looking after it?”


      “That way you wouldn’t get cut while you were confused.”


      “Uh...”


      I tried to figure out exactly what he meant. Essentially he hadn’t taken it away from me to deal with me, but because it could be dangerous if I got confused while I was sleeping, so he’d taken it while I was out—and now that I was awake again, he’d given it back?


      With careful steps, I made my way to the sword and then back to where I’d been lying. Once I’d calmed down a bit, I tried to figure out the situation.
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      It was a little late to notice, but I wasn’t dead. The way things were going, the hero should have just cut me down. But outside of a little pain from being blasted back, I wasn’t really hurt.


      Right. Someone got in between us, and I heard them speaking while I was passing out.


      They must have protected me and managed to convince the hero. They had a quiet voice, just like the swordsman in front of me...


      “You protected me?”


      “I did,” was his only response.


      That didn’t explain why one of the hero’s guardians would save a demifiend he’d attacked, though. I had to ask.


      “Why did you help me?”


      His response, though...


      “I can’t kill a child.”


      We looked silently at each other.


      “That’s it?”


      It was too succinct. So much so, I couldn’t figure out why. Me being a child was enough to get him to turn on his friends—on the hero?


      He seemed to realize I was confused. While his expression didn’t change much, there was a hint of unease on his face as he looked up and rephrased it.


      “I was raised in an orphanage near the Battlefield. A war orphan.”


      That didn’t really help me right away. Actually, I didn’t even know what some of those words were.


      “A war or-fan?”


      “A child that lost their parents to war.”


      “Your parents... So you’re the same?”


      “I am,” he said, nodding. He mustn’t have been used to holding this long of a conversation, because his speech was halting, but I could tell he was earnestly trying to explain it to me. “Most of the children there were like me, or close enough. We lived like a family, and the Sisters cared for us as our parents would’ve. Eventually, I grew up and started to help look after my younger siblings. Then the orphanage was attacked by a bandit, a failed mercenary.”


      I looked silently at him.


      “So I picked up a sword for the first time and fought to protect my family—especially the youngest. Somehow, I managed to drive them off.”


      “You beat a grown-up the first time you picked up a sword?”


      Bringing down my first prey (a rabbit) after I’d fled the village had been really hard.


      “It was a lot of luck. I realized that day that I had no skill with the sword.”


      I had no idea about having or not having any skill, but looking at his calloused hands, I could imagine how much he’d used a sword since then.


      “I hated that weakness and threw myself into training. Even after I left the orphanage, I kept trying to get stronger. I became an adventurer and a mercenary, traveling and proving my worth, and eventually thought of nothing but the sword. Before I knew it, I’d been made one of the hero’s guardians.”


      Right. That was what I didn’t get. Surely since I’d attacked the hero, I was blatantly an enemy of the swordsman in front of me. Who was supposed to protect him?


      “But...” the man continued before I could ask the question. “When I saw you—a child—about to be cut down, I remembered why I took up the sword in the first place. Then my body just moved on its own.”


      So it was all because I was a child. Had he seen the other children from the orphanage in me?


      “So you helped me? Even though you got in the hero’s way?” I asked, but that reminded me of something very important. “Where is he?! Or the others—”


      “They’ve gone on ahead.”


      I looked blankly at that, the answer not enough.


      “Ahead? What about you?”


      “I left the party.”


      “You left? Why?”


      “He tried to kill you.”


      I jolted at the memory of his threatening expression.


      “He didn’t care if you were a child or a demifiend. He asked if I’d take responsibility if we let you go and you went on to attack someone else.”


      That seemed like something he’d say. I thought I remembered hearing something like that before I passed out.


      “So I told him I’d look after you.”


      I had so many questions.


      He’d look after me? Me? Why would he do that?


      “That was the only way we could come to an agreement. To keep you safe from him, and to keep you from attacking anyone else.”


      Well, I thought, that might make sense.


      If no one had stopped him, that hero would have never given up on killing me. And while it was annoying to agree with him, if they’d just let me go, I would have kept attacking people to keep myself alive.


      “So, you left them for that? It was my fault?”


      “I made the decision for myself. You don’t need to worry about it. Well, Clar had a lot to say about it, though.”


      “Clar?” Who was that? Another one of the group? “Well, uh, so he’s not here?”


      “He’s not.”


      With the nod from him, the tension I was carrying was suddenly released, and I fell to my knees. Then, even though the danger was already gone, I started to shake with fear. It was the first time I’d experienced someone trying to kill me out of such personal hatred. I could still remember the power of the divine blade...


      “Did he scare you?” the swordsman asked.


      “Yeah, he did. I was scared. But that wasn’t all...”


      There was a mix of emotions swirling in my chest. Fear of my imminent murder. Sadness and despair at something I admired being broken. And...


      “Were you angry? Do you hate him?”


      “Yeah,” I said eventually. “I was angry. I hate him.”


      Those were feelings I’d had, but I hadn’t recognized them in the mess of the rest.


      “He felt the same.”


      “Huh?”


      By “he,” did he mean the hero?


      “His home was destroyed by monsters.”


      “So he hates monsters and fiends? But I didn’t—”


      “No, you had nothing to do with it, and you’re not to blame. He understands that on some level, but he vowed to destroy everything related to them. All that anger and hate keeps him going. He’s listening to the demon of wrath.”


      “The demon?”


      “Evil beings that lost their physical bodies in a war with the gods. People say that when we embrace negative feelings, it’s because we listen to them. Mind, a lot of people doubt they exist, because that’s all they do.”


      “So you’re trying to say that I feel like this because of them?”


      My feelings weren’t being dragged this way and that by some weird things I—


      “I wouldn’t say that was entirely the case, but there is influence there. That wasn’t what I wanted to say, though. Just, don’t let yourself be consumed by the demon of wrath.”


      “Consumed?”


      “You’ve already seen what happens to those it gets hold of.”


      “The hero.”


      He quietly nodded in response.


      “Anger can give you strength, but it clouds your vision. Like with him.”


      I had no answer.


      “He’s normally a pleasant man, but when anything to do with monsters or fiends comes up, he gets like that. I’ve warned him over and over that it could endanger him and everything around him, but he doesn’t listen anymore.”


      I could feel something in those words.


      “Were you friends?”


      “Friends...” he said pensively. “We were. But we couldn’t understand each other.”


      His expression still barely changed, but I could see the faintest touch of loneliness to his face. I felt a little bad and forcibly changed the topic.


      “So, you said you’d look after me, but did you mean it? Also, for how long? I doubt you mean forev—”


      “Oh, right.”


      He didn’t let himself be held back by his feelings. Instead, he gave a blunt suggestion.


      “What would you say to me adopting you?”


      “Huh?”


      ＊＊＊


      “I had heard a little from My Priest, but the Sword Emperor is a plainspoken man, isn’t he?” Rhuys murmured, picking her words slowly and carefully.


      She was probably thinking back to what she’d heard from that woman and actually meeting him in the Sword’s Succession.


      “So, what did you say to his proposal?” she asked.


      “I asked him a question back. If he was really willing to take in a demifiend. Want to guess what he said? ‘But you’re a child.’”


      “He really doesn’t let things bother him.”


      “Nope.”


      I couldn’t help but laugh at her mix of exasperation and respect.


      “Dad’s more concerned with not being able to abandon a kid in front of him than what kind of thing they are. Well, considering he gave up being a guardian for it, I think he’s a bit too decisive.”


      “But because you met like that, you’re the way you are today.”


      “It really sounds like you’re talking like it’s nothing to do with you, but that goes for you too.”


      “Me?” She blinked in surprise.


      “You saved my life during our last journey. That’s not all; you accepted all of me. I don’t think you realize just how happy that made me.”


      “But I’m just...”


      I put my finger on her lips as she tried to keep putting herself down.


      “It was the same way at the lake. You seem to think you failed, but if you hadn’t been there, I never would have thought to use the mirror. I wouldn’t have been able to meet mom again.”


      She fell silent.


      “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. I appreciate it so, so much more than you think. So I wish you’d see that about yourself as well.”


      She seemed to look almost absentmindedly back at me.


      “I don’t have any confidence in myself. I’ve only had regrets before. I might not manage it right away, but I’ll try and accept myself, bit by bit. After all, you said all of that.”


      While it was still stiff, she mustered a slight smile at that.

    

  

  
    
      Intermission 2 — The Hero and The Warrior’s Family Circumstances


      The crackle of flames echoed around us.


      I’d finished my training, and now I was sitting in the light from the fire, watching the swaying flames.


      I’d made the fire today. I couldn’t just keep relying on everyone else, so I’d given it a shot—albeit while being walked through it step by step. I thought it’d gone better than I’d expected.


      It was then that a redheaded woman carrying a spear returned to the camp lit with the fruits of my labor.


      “Welcome back, Sierra. How was it?”


      “Nothing seems out of the ordinary for now. Though with that said, there are more monsters here than in Partir, so we can’t let our guard down.”


      “Got it.”


      With that warning given, she looked toward the other two in their blankets.


      “So Agnes and Écarle are asleep.”


      “Yup, they’ll be on watch later, so let’s keep our voices down.”


      “Of course,” she said before taking a seat at my side. Her fine features and close-cropped red hair stood out in the firelight. “You trained right up to your limit again, didn’t you?”


      “I want to get stronger as quickly as I can. So I can defeat the archfiend, yes, but also so Teacher approves.”


      “Hmm. Winning her praise may be the harder task,” Sierra said with a giggle. It was an odd giggle, born of equal parts worry and amusement.


      The expression prickled at my chest, and I decided to ask the question I’d been looking for a chance to for a while.


      “So, were you with her long?”


      “Not that long, I figure,” she answered. “I first met her two years ago, and only worked alongside her for about a month.”


      That was shorter than I’d expected.


      “And she’s a more experienced adventurer than you?”


      “She is. She taught me a fair bit of theory, plenty of practice, and most importantly, the frame of mind.”


      “So she was strict, right?” I asked, remembering my own instruction.


      Sierra shook her head, though.


      “Not at all. Like you saw, she greets everyone with a smile, and she’ll answer pretty much anything you ask her.”


      That was surprising—but perhaps not in the way I’d figured. When she’d been teaching me, she had a smile on her face for almost all of it, and she was fairly friendly the whole time. The mock battle afterward was just too much, though.


      “Want to hear about her?”


      “Yup. I do.” I nodded honestly.


      Sierra’s lips quirked up in a smile.


      “Okay, then. We have some time until shift change, so I guess that works great. That said, where do I even start?”


      “Maybe just before you met? I want to hear what you were like then as well.”


      I was just as curious about my comrades as my teacher. We’d been so occupied with our journey so far that I hadn’t been able to ask anything personal.


      “You want to hear about me? Well... You know my family, the Heraldinas, right?”


      I was pretty sure I’d been told about them when she’d been selected as a guardian, if I remembered right.


      “They’re a famous family of warriors, right? One of your ancestors was a guardian and became a noble that way?”


      “That’s right, this spear, the sacred spear Pleuvoir, was handed down from that ancestor; it’s almost the family’s emblem. It is proof I’m the next in line to the headship of the family,” she explained, running a hand along its shaft. “I was brought up with harsh training, and chosen from among my siblings to wield the spear. And then, to put it bluntly, I got cocky.”


      “You were cocky?”


      “I was. By Heraldina family custom, when a member turns fifteen, they spend a year roughing it, cutting their teeth on the wider world. But back then I felt like I didn’t need that experience, and that there was nothing I could learn from other adventurers, so I looked down on them. I couldn’t defy the custom, though, so I went and registered anyway, much as I resented every minute.”


      “Huh. That’s kinda surprising. You don’t come across at all that way now, after all.”


      Sierra fiddled, embarrassed, with her hair at that.


      “Well, someone came and cut me down to size.”


      Does she mean...


      “Was that Teacher?”


      I probably didn’t need to ask. Sierra didn’t confirm or deny; she just kept reminiscing.


      “I registered at an adventurer’s inn on the middle level, The Silver Wing. That’s where I met her for the first time as well. Normally she couldn’t enter, since she lives on the lower level, but she had a temporary permit and was taking commissions anywhere that would take her so she could ‘broaden herself.’”


      “So you met by chance. What was she like at first?”


      “Sleeping.”


      “Pardon?” I asked, purely on reflex.


      Sierra chuckled.


      “She was sleeping soundly at a table in the bar on the first floor. It wouldn’t have been strange on its own, but no one was sitting anywhere near her. Not just at the same table, but at any of the ones nearby either. No one was in arm’s reach.”


      “Why?” I asked after a moment.


      “I wondered the same thing, but I found out pretty quickly. Some fellow who didn’t know what he was doing went to touch her, and the next thing I knew, she’d broken his arm.”


      “Sh-She broke it?”


      “She did—and stayed asleep the whole time too. You couldn’t let an arm or finger stray too close while she was snoozing, or snap! Broken like a twig. It was like she could sense when the other adventurers had designs on her, and she slowly trained them to keep their distance. Fear kept them in line.”


      “Uhhh... Is that possible?”


      However skilled she was, that was hard to believe. Sierra just gave an easy shrug, though.


      “Well, I saw her do it, so I guess so. She’s known as the Black Arm, but she’s also got the nickname ‘Sleeping Brute-y.’ Anyway, that caught my interest, so when she finally woke up, I invited her to join up with me.”


      “And she accepted?”


      “She did. Like it was no big deal at all. Then I found a few others and made a party, and we almost immediately landed a commission to deal with a nearby monster rampage, so we said goodbye to the capital.”


      “Mm-hmm.”


      “The commission went fine. My first fight had gone smoothly, and I was full of confidence, still sure I knew how the world worked as I went off ahead. Then, I ran into someone. A man wearing beat-up armor with a drawn longsword—a manslayer.”


      “A manslayer?”


      It was an unfamiliar word. It had a creeping sense of unease to it.


      “You wouldn’t really hear it until you left the city. They sometimes crop up outside towns, though. They’re people who, either for their own practice or to prove their skill...kill others.”


      “Others... Other people?”


      Why would someone turn their weapon on their fellow man when we had monsters and fiends to deal with?


      “Monsters and fiends don’t need to make an effort to be deadly, so they don’t train their skills. They pick fights with people because they want to pit their own training against someone else’s—because they’re people. Besides, people fighting other people is by no means rare. Bandits aren’t manslayers in the strictest sense, but they’ll still kill you just the same for your money or your stuff.”


      I fell silent. I was a bit shaken by all that harsh reality at once, and I watched as sparks from the fire danced in the air. Sierra pulled herself together as well and carried on.


      “Let’s get back on topic. So, like I said: the manslayer. I’d gone on ahead, and when the man asked me if I was strong, I agreed, like a moron. I couldn’t fight back. He wiped the floor with me.”


      “You couldn’t do anything?”


      She was a more skilled warrior than me. That was why she’d been chosen as my guardian, and she’d helped me repeatedly on our journey. But she couldn’t...


      “He was far more skilled than I was at the time. I was overwhelmed; I didn’t have the skill, and I didn’t have his urge to murder. My pride had been shattered. I was all too aware I was about to die—and then she came up from behind and saved me.”


      “Teacher saved you... What then, what then?!”


      “She kicked him away and got between us. She gave him a warning first, asking him to back off. She said that if they fought, one of them would die. You can probably guess that that was exactly what he wanted, and he pointed his sword at her. Then she drew her sword for the first time.”


      Even pitted against someone like that, she’d made an effort to warn him and keep things from ending in blood. I knew there was a reason I admired her.


      “And then it all happened at once. I was far below him in skill, but she could see through his every move and slipped through his guard, cutting him down.”


      “Wow!”


      “It was a duel on a completely different level. I realized then just how small the world I’d lived in was, and just how far I had to go. At the same time, I gained a deep admiration and respect for her skill.”


      I was nodding along. I admired her now, after all, so I could understand where Sierra was coming from.


      “I treated her as a senior from then on, and I spent the next month following her around, asking her to teach me. Well, I say that, but she spent a fair bit of it dragging me into things too.”


      “Dragging you into things?”


      “She’s a free spirit, and gets into no end of arguments. She chose her daily commissions on the spur of the moment, happily leaped into bar brawls, got hassled by a constant rotation of adventurers with broken arms and nasty grudges... Oh, she even got hired by two organizations at loggerheads and ended up destroying them both.”


      “Wait, what? I really want to hear about that. Tell me mo—”


      “Ngh... Shaddup. Is it time to change shifts?”


      Écarle had woken up and was looking sleepily toward us. I’d meant to keep things down so we didn’t wake them, but I’d gotten too excited. I felt bad now. Sierra watched him and then stood, smiling quietly at me.


      “It’s a bit early, but it might be a good time to switch. Let’s wake up Agnes too. We can carry on our conversation some other time.”


      “Aw, but I’m curious.”


      “Come on. The official letter will arrive from Partir tomorrow, and we’ll be heading to Luna’s capital. We have an important job, so we need enough sleep to do it.”


      “Fiiine...”


      With her rebuke, I reluctantly settled down to sleep. It was a shame, but there wasn’t much I could do about it. I decided to just think about what we’d talked about tonight.


      Sierra had been changed by meeting Teacher, and that’s why she was the way she was now.


      I was the same. While the overwhelming defeat stung, it also made me admire her. It had made me want to learn what I lacked from her, to the point I’d insisted on becoming her apprentice.


      She left a strong impression on everyone she met, it seemed, having some influence on them. I wondered if there was anyone else she’d met like that.


      I looked forward to meeting them—and Teacher again—when I could.


      Along with Sierra, I fell asleep.

    

  

  
    
      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Manslayer


      There are sometimes those who excel in the arts of combat who either wish to flaunt their skill, or else gather experience for themselves, and do so by fighting to the death with other people. They are called manslayers.


      Many of them grow dissatisfied with the safe and regulated sparring permitted in official establishments and long to test their might in real combat with lives on the line. Murder is a grave crime in towns, with precautions taken against it, so they often target travelers with visible combat prowess, like knights or adventurers.


      Age of Majority


      Fundamentally, people are considered adults at fifteen, at which point they are permitted to marry, drink, and leave towns. However, there are special circumstances where minors are permitted to travel.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 13 — Reunion and Request


      I looked around.


      “Uh? Araignée? Is something wrong?” Rhuys asked.


      “Nope, it’s nothing for now.”


      “For now?” she said after a pause.


      I’d thought someone was looking at us, but the bustle of the town meant I couldn’t tell for sure. It persisted as no more than a feeling, so we carried on quickly, but it still seemed like an omen of some new annoyance.


      It had been a few days since we’d parted from the hero’s party—and since the events at Lake Alba—and we’d arrived at the next town, Porto. The town was close to the border between Partir and Luna. It was a major artery for people and goods passing between both countries. The two nations were on good terms, with relatively few restrictions between them, so it was easy to get specialties from both of them here, and the place was particularly well-liked by merchants.


      There were more travelers—adventurers and merchants and such—on the streets than locals, and there was a distinct energy to the place. In some ways it most resembled Clan; they were both bustling trade centers.


      There were more carts and stalls than regular stores on the street, and among them was one manned by a girl with blue hair covered by a soft hat.


      “Oh, Utile,” I said.


      “Hm? Hey, Araignée, Miss Cleric. You’re both out this way too?” Utile said, wearing her usual half-lidded gaze. Her lips quirked up into a slight smile as she raised a hand in greeting.


      Utile was an acquaintance of mine, a traveling collector and peddler. I didn’t know much about her private life. I usually only crossed paths with her in the lower level of Partir’s capital, though of course that was only because those were my favored stomping grounds.


      “It’s been a while, Utile,” Rhuys greeted politely.


      “Miss Cleric—Rhuys, if I remember right? Glad to see you’re doing well.”


      The two of them had stayed dimly acquainted since their first meeting before our prior departure from the capital. Utile had been wary of Rhuys in that first encounter, since she was a cleric from the Grand Temple. Residents of the upper level tended to look down on those from the lower level, and the priesthood was no exception. Rhuys, though, was an orphan and only stationed at the Grand Temple thanks to peculiar extenuating circumstances, so she had none of those habits. Utile had eased off quickly.


      “I’m actually impressed to see you this at ease,” Utile continued. “Spending all that time with her must have been tough, one way or another.”


      “Ah ha ha. Well...”


      Hold it, you two.


      “She’s a real misanthrope, and impulsive to boot. She doesn’t even notice breaking someone’s arm if they interrupt her sleep.”


      “It’s true. I would appreciate it if she thought a little more before she acted.”


      “I get you. Plus, she gets all moody if you insult something she likes. Like the inn, or the Sword Emperor.”


      “Ah, I know what you mean. It’s kind of cute, though.”


      There was a pregnant pause.


      “You’re real impressive,” Utile replied. “There’s not many that can call this one cute.”


      Cute. Rhuys called me cute and I’m really happy about that, I am, but it’s kinda embarrassing for her to do it in front of Utile.


      I’d never show it on my face in front of people, but mentally I was on the verge of melting through the floor. I had to stop their conversation, at least partially to hide my embarrassment.


      “C’mon, you two. If you keep teasing me while I’m right here, I’m gonna leave you crying...in bed.”


      “Sorry,” the two of them chorused, dipping their heads.
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      Once Utile lifted her face, her expression and tone hadn’t changed, but her voice was slightly quieter as she continued.


      “Well, leaving the jokes aside, I don’t know if I’m imagining it, but I’ve had an odd feeling.”


      “I don’t think you are. I’ve felt it too,” I answered, lowering my own voice.


      “Huh? Uh?”


      Rhuys didn’t realize what we were talking about.


      “Did you manage to make another enemy?”


      “Huh? I haven’t really been doing anything like that lately. Honestly, I don’t remember anything that could have done it...”


      Rhuys was giving me the side-eye. I mean, well, I did just pick a fight with the hero, but that was all friendly competition, wasn’t it?


      “Well, worrying about it won’t do anything,” Utile decided. “More importantly, are you two spending the night?”


      “Yup, that was the plan,” I answered.


      “Then how about we split a big room? It’ll be cheaper per person than separate ones.”


      “As sensible as ever,” I commented.


      I had no real objections, but shot a questioning look Rhuys’s way, just in case.


      “I don’t mind. It would be the first time I’d stayed in a big group like that, so I’d like to see what it’s like.”


      “A big group? It’s only the three of us,” Utile pointed out.


      Rhuys gave an awkward chuckle.


      “Well, that’s a big group to me. I haven’t had any opportunity like it before.”


      “Oh, really?”


      Right, Rhuys had said she never really belonged anywhere in the Grand Temple. With an individual room, she’d be alone even when she was sleeping. I could see how that’d make the loneliness and desire to sleep alongside someone even worse.


      “Let’s go with that, then,” I said, turning to Utile. “We can share a room tonight. Since you suggested it, I guess you have a place in mind?”


      “Leave it to me. I’ll show you somewhere cheap and good.”


      And at that, she packed up and struck off to show us the way. We followed obediently after her as she led us to a cozy-looking two-story building a little ways off from the main streets.


      ◇◇◇


      “Right, I’m gonna go check out the guild and get some info. Rhuys, you look after Utiiile!” Araignée said as she closed the door behind her.


      “How old do you think I am?” Utile complained, but in the end she just watched her go and listened as her footsteps echoed down the stairwell.


      Eventually, they faded away, and the room was filled with silence.


      With both of us left behind, I snuck a glance at Utile. I didn’t let myself stare, though, and then let my gaze rove over the furnishings.


      The room was big enough for four, and had that many beds, all neatly made. Everything seemed to be of good quality too. Maybe the competition between inns was particularly fierce because of the sheer number of travelers passing through at any given time.


      My roaming gaze made its way cautiously back to the other girl.


      With how shy I was, I had very little notion of how to behave around, effectively, an acquaintance’s acquaintance. Without the contact we had in common here, there was no conversation to be had, and I had no idea what to even talk about. Leaving the silence to fester wasn’t any less painful, though.


      I finally mustered the nerve to say something—


      “Hey, Rhuys. There’s something I’d like to ask you.”


      —when she spoke first. Maybe she’d found the atmosphere just as unbearable.


      “Uh, ah, okay? What is it?” I floundered.


      “I’m not some amazing actress, so I’ll just ask you straight. Do you know some secret Araignée is hiding?”


      “Gchk?!” The question was so unexpected, I practically choked. “Wh-Why would you think that?”


      “I thought it might be possible, but if you’re going to react like that, I guess you really do.”


      “Urk...”


      I wasn’t entirely happy with admitting it while the woman in question was absent, so I swallowed my words.


      “Clerics might not be allowed to lie, but they can refuse to answer, I suppose. Doing that, though—well, you know what I mean.”


      “Um...”


      “Ah, sorry about that. I’m not going to interrogate you or anything. It’s just that she usually goes it alone, and spending so long traveling with a single person is even rarer for her, so I got a little curious.”


      That fit with everything I’d heard before.


      “Do— Do you know as well?” I asked.


      I needed to know if she already understood about Klyk and what it was hiding: her demifiend nature.


      “I don’t know what she’s hiding. It’s obvious she’s hiding something, though. She had that black gauntlet since she was a kid; there’s no non-suspicious explanation for that.”


      I stayed silent.


      Klyk was a final gift from her mother—a magic artifact that she’d had ever since she was young. It was permanently bound to her arm, and it had grown along with her. Considering things more calmly, it made sense that wearing something like that her whole life would raise questions that only came with concerning answers—all the more so for the people that had known her longest.


      “I don’t know if it’s anything to do with that, or something else entirely, but she keeps everyone at a distance. Even me, after how long we’ve known each other,” Utile said with a self-deprecating snort. “And yet she seems to have let you in. Normally all her smiles look so forced, but for you, they’re real.”


      If she noticed the difference, maybe she’d realized just how much Araignée was masking.


      “And that’s why you think I know her secret?”


      “Otherwise, I don’t think she’d look like that around you. About the only other person she’s like that with is Boss Orphelin.”


      Orphelin was her adoptive father, and the owner of the Sword’s Succession, an adventurer’s inn. He was also the Sword Emperor, a legendary swordsman that had vanished a decade prior. Additionally, he’d adopted her knowing full well that she was a demifiend.


      “So if I did, what would you want from me?”


      “Mmm, right. To the heart of it, then,” she said, turning to look straight at me. “I want you to help Araignée.”


      I gave her a perplexed look. Help Araignée?


      “What do you mean?”


      If anything, she was usually the one helping me...


      “Exactly what I said. On the battlefield, in her heart, whatever. If you think she needs it, I want you to help her.”


      I stayed silent. I didn’t mind helping her, of course. I owed her more than I could ever repay, so both in terms of repaying some small part of that, and because I liked her, helping her wasn’t an issue.


      But...


      “Does it seem weird that I’d be worried about her like that?”


      I hurriedly shook my head.


      “No, that wasn’t what I—”


      I’d thought it was odd for her to ask that of someone she barely knew, and the mounting puzzlement must have shown on my face.


      “I owe her.”


      “You owe her?”


      “To put a long story short, she helped me out of a bit of a scrape with some local brats.”


      Hold on, I thought, that sounds interesting.


      “Could you tell me a little more?” I asked.


      “Huh? It really isn’t anything major. Some kid said that I’d never be a good merchant like my dad, since I came from the lower level, and that made me cry.”


      That wasn’t remotely what I’d expected. Honestly, seeing her now, I couldn’t imagine it.


      “And then...”


      “Yup, Araignée helped. We really were practically babies, so she’s probably forgotten by now. I’m still grateful, though—not that I could tell her so.”


      Her gaze grew a little distant, like she was lost in the past.


      “She can manage on her own for most things, so I’m not all that worried. But like I said, she doesn’t have many people she can rely on. Plus, the archfiend came back in only a decade, so, y’know, all bets are off about most things.”


      Araignée actually knew the reason behind that as well, but...


      Utile’s gaze dropped; she stared at her own hands.


      “I’m just a merchant. I know the bare minimum of self-defense, but I can’t fight for real, so I can’t help her directly.”


      Her eyes were even more closed than usual, and there was a slight hint of regret in them.


      “So I’m asking you, apprentice of the Holy Fist, someone that Araignée has opened her heart to—her ideal partner, really: Can you do that?”


      Despite the simple words, I could tell how strongly she felt about Araignée. Those feelings struck me in the chest, and at the same time reminded me of the events at Lake Alba.


      I couldn’t do anything then. I just felt so overwhelmed by her smile as she cried that I couldn’t help but cry myself. Utile called me her partner, but I haven’t done enough to call myself that. But...


      Even so, I wanted to be someone she could lean on the next time. Not just a burden to be protected. In the fray and in her vulnerable moments, I wanted to be on equal terms with her, fit to properly support her.


      So I looked Utile straight in the eye and answered firmly.


      “I can. For sure.”


      With that, the conversation had come to a pause, and all of a sudden—


      Thmp. Thmp. Thmp.


      Footsteps came from the stairs. Before long, Araignée let herself in.


      “I’m back,” she greeted.


      “You took longer than I thought,” Utile commented.


      “I got some shopping in while I was out. Listen to this, though Li—ahem, pardon, the hero’s party—is heading to the capital of Luna. Word on the street says they were given an official letter when they left Partir.”


      “Huh? So they’re breaking off from the shortest route north and heading west?”


      “Looks like it. Their speed dropping off’s a real help.”


      “Why does that help you?”


      Araignée froze at Utile’s question.


      “Huh? Oh. Well, the hero draws a whole lot of attention, for better or for worse, so I kinda want to keep out of it.”


      “I suppose that tracks. You really don’t like standing out too much.” Utile nodded in agreement.


      I breathed a sigh of relief at Araignée’s last-minute dodge.


      “What were the two of you talking about, then?” she asked.


      “Oh, just complaining about you behind your back.”


      “If you say it to my face, that doesn’t really count as behind my back, does it?”


      “Right. I guess I should just tell you outright, then.”


      With that, the back-and-forth I’d seen before started back up again. This was how the two of them communicated, it seemed. Even if they weren’t open about everything, the two seemed to be on the same page.


      “Well, whatever. I’m gonna work on Arc Flash and then head to sleep.”


      Arc Flash was the name of Araignée’s precious sword. Utile watched her work as she murmured.


      “You’ve looked after it for so long. You’re really diligent with it, considering how you can’t keep your room straight.”


      “Well, it’s an important sword. Dad gave it to me for my birthday, and I trust it with my life. I need to look after it properly. Besides, everything in my room is in a convenient place.”


      “That’s what they all say.”


      “Shut it. It’s not like my room causes anyone any issues.”


      “It causes Boss Orphelin issues.”


      “He doesn’t count.”


      “Why?”


      I watched their banter with a smile. It was a lively night, and not once did any loneliness or self-reproach rear its head. The three of us ate and drank our fill together, and just as I was going to go to sleep, Utile spoke up.


      “Right, Araignée, Rhuys. Do you have any slack in your schedule?”


      Araignée and I both exchanged glances at the sudden question. We had just talked about how Lina and the others weren’t taking the shortest route anymore, so...


      “A little, yeah,” Araignée answered.


      Utile smiled slightly at that.


      “Then come with me for a while tomorrow. I want you for a commission.”

    

  

  
    
      Verse 14 — A Small Unease


      Early next morning, Araignée and I—along with our commissioner, Utile—were the first to leave the gate out of Porto. There were a lot of people waiting outside. Several carriages, along with the adventurers to guard them, were lined up along the road. I couldn’t help but let out an impressed gasp.


      “Wow... So this is a caravan?! It’s even bigger than I thought!”


      Utile answered me as my eyes sparkled in excitement.


      “This is pretty average for a caravan. I guess it would seem impressive if you weren’t used to them, though.”


      This was average. Which, naturally meant there were even bigger ones. I made a note that I had to see one in person before I died.


      It strikes me that it would be better to tell you how we got to this point, and what Utile asked of us the night before.


      ＊＊＊


      “A commission? To do what?” Araignée asked.


      “Someone that I know has a caravan that periodically strikes out to gather materials to sell wholesale to curio shops, and the next trip is tomorrow. There are things I want from there, so I was planning to go with them. I want to ask you two to protect me while I do.”


      A caravan was a group of merchants that grouped up with hired protection to visit several locations to trade in goods and information. Caravans were also known as merchant companies, and the company leader would direct its general movements, along with its responses to monsters and bandits. Utile wanted to hire us to be part of that protection.


      “So an escort... You know I’m not fond of those, right?”


      Araignée had said something like that on our last journey. Considering the two of them had known each other for a while, it made sense that Utile would know that.


      “Not being fond of them doesn’t mean you can’t do them, does it?”


      “I mean, no, but I can’t say I’m eager. Why not just hire someone from the guild?”


      “I was going to, but then I ran into you two. I can count on you both more than ‘someone from the guild.’”


      That made sense for Araignée, but did that go for me too? Maybe it was just because she knew I was the Holy Fist’s apprentice, but I was still glad.


      Araignée didn’t seem to be convinced by the flattery, though.


      “Urgh, but, you know I don’t like the responsibility. I’m not gonna get hounded for compensation if something gets broken, am I?”


      “Depends what it is,” Utile answered.


      Well, that was honest.


      “Besides, if you really do want to hire us, it’s gonna cost you a fair bit, you know that?”


      “That’s fine. You’ll get what both your skills are worth. I’m paying for my life, after all.”


      “Hrmmm... Grk. Rhuys, what do you think?”


      So I could decide? Well, in that case...


      “I don’t mind,” I answered. “It’s Utile asking. And I’d enjoy seeing what a caravan is actually like up close.”


      I’d only heard about them, and I couldn’t help but fidget as I thought of getting the chance to finally see one.


      “You’ve never seen a caravan?” Utile asked.


      “No. I rarely leave the temple, so...”


      “Hmm, I didn’t think you seemed like an upper, but I guess you’re even more of a sheltered princess than I thought.”


      “Um. Well...”


      I was no princess, but considering I couldn’t explain the specifics, it was hard to refute her. She didn’t question me any further, though, possibly because she could tell I was holding something back.


      The corners of Araignée’s lips quirked softly as she watched the conversation. She’d even seen me fidgeting. Maybe that was why she had a rueful smile on her face as she spoke up.


      “Well, if Rhuys says so, I guess we’re doing this.”


      ＊＊＊


      “Right then. Let’s go. We need to speak to the leader first.”


      As she led us to the front of the caravan, we looked over the carriages and guards.


      Probably because of the sheer quantity they were moving, the carriages were mostly massive, sturdy vehicles, and many of the horses pulling them were no less so. It seemed that the amount they could pull was more important than the speed at which they could haul it.


      Out of nowhere, Araignée twitched visibly and then carried on as if nothing had happened. Utile and I hurried after her.


      “Araignée?” I asked quizzically. She turned around to look like she normally would, but her voice was a little lower than usual.


      “I got that weird feeling again. Like someone was watching us from a distance.”


      “Uh... Is that the same thing you were talking about yesterday?”


      “Probably.”


      “Seriously? I didn’t feel anything this time,” Utile commented.


      “In town they could vanish into the crowd, but with so few people around outside in the early morning, they stand out more. It’s fainter than yesterday, but they’re watching us.”


      I hadn’t felt the presence at all, but Araignée’s sense for this kind of thing and her feel for danger were both reliable. Someone was watching us.


      “What’s our play? Shall we catch and interrogate them?”


      Utile really was rather free with quite disconcerting statements.


      “Hmm. Considering the distance, once they realize we’re onto them, they’ll probably rush off... Oh. They’re gone?”


      “Huh?”


      Just like that?


      “Did they catch on?” Utile asked.


      “I’m not sure. If they were good enough to know they’d been made from our reaction, they’d be good enough that I wouldn’t have noticed them at all. Maybe they just felt like leaving it there.”


      “Would someone so whimsical even tail us in the first place?”


      “Ask them.”


      Utile nodded back.


      “Then I guess there’s no point worrying about it,” she said. “Just like yesterday.”


      “That’s the size of it. It doesn’t look like they’re going to do anything right away, at least.”


      “Uhhh...” I let out.


      Should we really be taking things so easily? These two had much more experience traveling alone than I did, though; maybe this really was fine and normal. I wasn’t entirely happy with things, but I couldn’t think of anything else to say, so I followed after the two of them.


      When we eventually reached the front of the caravan, we found a man dishing out instructions left and right. He seemed younger than I expected (maybe about twenty?), and when he spotted us—or rather, Utile—he called out with a wide, charming smile.


      “Hey, Utile. So you’re joining us this time.”


      “I am. There’s some materials I want. It’s good to be working with you today, Ed.”


      “Of course. Nothing we haven’t already discussed, then, eh? Mind, you know I’d happily let you join us for more than just today.”


      “And as I’ve said before, I’ll pass. Going it alone suits me better,” Utile replied curtly. The man she called Ed looked suddenly downcast.


      “I see... Well, the offer’s open if you ever change your mind. You’ll always be welcome.”


      “Right. I’ll take you up on it if I do.”


      Then the man turned to Araignée and me in turn.


      “So you two are Utile’s guards?”


      “Yup. I’m Araignée. I’ve known Utile for a long time now. And this is...”


      “Rh-Rhuys. It’s nice to meet you.”


      I couldn’t help but be nervous about making any sort of first impression.


      “You too. I’m Eduardo. I’m the leader of this caravan. I took over from my parents, so I’m still sort of figuring out the business.”


      He scratched his cheek awkwardly, but then pulled his expression together.


      “We’re expecting another two carriages, and we’ll be leaving when they get here. Oh, and while we’re traveling, feel free to use our carriage. I’d love to hear more about Utile. I’ve still got some arrangements to make, so we’ll have to speak later. Until then.”


      With that, he went back to talking to the other merchants and guards.


      Utile glanced after him before doing as he’d suggested and sitting down on the platform of the front carriage. Araignée and I followed suit. Utile had her things at her side and leaned back against the wall, while Araignée and I sat against the opposite wall.


      After Utile had arranged her things properly, Araignée spoke up.


      “Sounds like that guy’s lobbying hard to get you to join his operation,” she said casually.


      “He fell for me,” Utile replied, equally as easily.


      “Huh?” Araignée responded in surprise. I was surprised too.


      “He went on about wanting to get married once I turned fifteen. He respects my business sense too, so he invites me to the caravan like that every chance he gets. Apparently he dreams of running the group with me.”


      “Huh. I never thought I’d hear that kind of thing from you,” Araignée commented.


      That was it as far as she was concerned, but for me...


      “Marriage, huh. A-And how did you, um, reply?”


      Asterianism made a lot of hay out of the joys and virtues of marriage, but I had a hard time really grasping it. Living with Streamsight sort of made the matter of matrimony out of the question, as far as I could tell. I hadn’t even really thought about it until lately. Hearing a girl pretty close to my own age talking about it had my heart pounding in a way even I didn’t understand.


      “Well, you saw how it went. I turned him down.”


      “Why? Do you dislike him?” Araignée asked, not even flinching.


      “Nope, not at all. He’s been a help, and he’s a nice enough guy. I just don’t see him like that, and I don’t feel like getting married yet anyway.”


      “So that’s how it is. Why’d you turn down joining the caravan as well, then? Surely it’d be a tasty prospect. It’d have to be good for business, right?”


      Officially joining would probably increase her market reach and connections too. It’d let her learn from other merchants’ skills and techniques as well. But she’d still refused...


      “It’s just stubbornness,” she replied with a snort. “It could definitely be a good business move, but it’d also be taking the easy way out by relying on others. That’d mean I couldn’t—”


      “Improve your own skills?”


      “Yup. My goal is to build a fortune in a single generation, on my own, like my dad. I want to learn how to go it alone like him first. Besides...” She glanced at Araignée, then looked away again. “Besides, if I joined a caravan based here, I wouldn’t be able to come back to Partir as much. So long as I work in the lower level I can see my dad once a month like I promised, so, y’know. And I wouldn’t be able to use my ties with your place living out here.”


      “Yeah, that’d be a problem. We only sorted out the whole issue with that priest as quickly as we did because of you. I’d feel lonely if I couldn’t see you as often too.”


      Utile twitched.


      “So you can feel lonely?”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      And with that, the two of them had started with their usual bickering. But...


      Utile’s momentary shock and our conversation the night before finally fit together in my head, and now I could see why she was still running that stall on her own.


      Of course, it’s not like anything she’d just said was a lie, but I got the overwhelming impression that the bigger reason behind her decision to run her operations out of Partir’s lower level was that from there, she could help Araignée and sell her useful things.


      Is she framing it as a business thing to keep Araignée from feeling bad about it?


      With that thought, her words and actions all made sense. At the same time, though, it made me slightly concerned. Last night, she’d said that she wanted to help Araignée because she owed her, but maybe the foundation of it was something stronger than that obligation...


      “Sorry to keep you waiting. The other carriages are here, so we’re about to get going,” Eduardo called back to us, sitting in the driver’s seat. Then, he called in a louder voice. “Okay, we’re going!”


      My faint unease was left behind as the carriage started to move. The caravan stretched out like a living creature, progressing along the road.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 15 — The Infested Forest


      The caravan’s destination was a forest, two to three hours travel by carriage from Porto. Perhaps because of periodic visits for materials, it was somewhat artificially maintained at the entrance, and the path was wide enough for the carriages to pass.


      As soon as they arrived, the group split into two: one to guard the carriages, and another to gather materials. Under Eduardo’s instruction, they set about their work efficiently.


      “Right then. We should get going too. If you could guide us,” Utile said to a middle-aged merchant.


      “Yeah, I’ve been told what you need. This way.”


      He and several adventurers—a swordsman, cleric, and mage—led the way deeper into the trees. Utile followed, and Rhuys and I brought up the rear.


      “Oh yeah, what’re you after today?” I asked.


      “Oh, I didn’t say? I’m looking for manaseal trees. They’re trees that store up mana.”


      “Huh? Don’t most things store mana?” I asked.


      “They store far more than most. A staff made from one lets you use magic with even a small amount of mana, so they’re popular with mages.”


      “Huh, I didn’t know there was anything like that.”


      “They’re rare, but the demand for them is massive, so they mostly don’t end up on the market abroad. If they do, they fetch a fortune instantly. You’re not a mage, so it wouldn’t matter much to you, and you don’t go looking for that kind of info.”


      “Yeah, it’d probably go in one ear and straight out the other.”


      Klyk’s side effect meant that I had no mana and couldn’t use magic or artifacts, so I didn’t know much about either, and honestly I wasn’t interested. Plus, there was that unavoidable link with them, being a demifiend, so I kind of avoided them as well.


      Not having mana meant I couldn’t use the organ that sensed it, the aethernode. Most people went through life with six senses, while I only used the remaining five.


      Although, maybe because of that, those remaining five senses were sharper than most people’s. Even now, I smelled the scents of the forest, listened to the noises, and felt the vibrations through the ground. Putting them all together gave me a sense of our surroundings, but...


      “Hey, mister,” I called to the middle-aged merchant leading us.


      “Hm? What is it?”


      “Is this path kept safe?”


      “Aye. It’s close to town, so I haven’t heard anything about dangerous monsters, and it’s regularly cleared to keep the materials safe. There’s issues with the occasional poacher, I guess. Why do you ask?”


      “Right... Well, there’s probably a monster or something like it up ahead.”


      “What was that?”


      As we spoke, we came out of the trees into a clearing.


      There were several awe-inspiring trees up ahead that looked like they could be hundreds of years old encircling the open space. Sunlight filtered in through their branches, giving an almost mystical air you wouldn’t experience in the town. But...


      “What the...”


      There was some white, threadlike material almost woven between the trees.


      It had a distinctive hexagonal structure. It was a spider’s web—far more mundane than the surroundings, if not for the fact that it was huge. It spanned the gulf between all the tallest trees surrounding the clearing, converging in the center. It could easily catch a person or animal. Asteria hadn’t made a single spider that big, which really only left the possibility that it was one of Aísthima’s monsters.


      Just as I was thinking that, I sensed something in the canopy.


      Eight eyes watched us from among the leaves.


      Its body was as big as a cow’s, and eight spear-like legs protruded from it. I’d known something was here, but I hadn’t thought it was something that big.


      I looked at it in silence.


      My mom had liked spiders enough to give her daughter the name Araignée, the word for spider in Partir’s language. She’d told me about whiling away hours watching them go about their lives. According to her, most of them (though it varied depending on species) didn’t have great eyesight. Instead, they had an amazing sense of touch, and could pinpoint something touching their web instantly. I didn’t know whether this massive one followed the same pattern, but if it did, it might not have realized we were here yet. We might be able to get our escortees to safety now. I went to quietly tell them that, but—


      “Arghhhh?!”


      The swordsman had followed my gaze and realized what I was looking at, it seemed. I guess for some people that sort of thing is scream-worthy.


      His yell—or the vibrations it sent through the air—shook the spider’s web. The creature in the tree reacted, immediately descending to cut off its prey’s escape. There was a massive thud as it landed; the earth shook. The others noticed at that point. The massive spider stirred up a panic, and now there was no point keeping my voice down.


      “Rhuys! Utile! Get the others together and fall back!” I yelled, pulling out Arc Flash as I ran toward it. If I could make some space, I might be able to finish it off before they were in danger. The early bird gets the worm, after all.


      Poor vision or not, it could see the prey moving in front of it, and it raised a foreleg before bringing it swiping down. I stepped to the side to dodge, and...


      “Hah!”


      As its leg embedded itself in the ground, a slice of my sword severed it.


      The spider let out a keening shriek and backed off.


      It was a major wound, but not enough to stop it moving. I’d lumped it in together with mom’s favorite creature, but it wasn’t at all like I’d expected. I decided to think about all that later and just keep at it. Suddenly, though, I felt another presence behind me.


      At the same time, I heard a woman’s scream from back there.


      It wasn’t Rhuys or Utile, so it must have been the other woman of the group, the cleric. I kept half an eye on the spider in front of me as I glanced back.


      Another one?!


      I thought I’d been being careful, but maybe I was paying more attention to the first spider than I’d thought. A second one was now bearing down on the others, who’d grouped up like I’d said.


      The first one lifted up the opposite foreleg to the one I’d cut and attacked.


      If I turned to the group, the spider in front of me would get me, and I didn’t have the time to get there either...


      “Argh, damn it!”


      My usual habits were part of the problem now, but if I’d been alone, this wouldn’t have been an issue.


      This was why I hated guard duty. I had to keep an eye on other people and keep them alive—people that I hated in general, that duty and guilt would torment me about if I let die. And more importantly than any of them...


      “Rhuys! Utile!”


      The person I loved, who had accepted me, and a friend I’d had since I was young. The others were one thing, but I couldn’t stand to lose either of them.


      Rhuys had been overwhelmed by a monster’s presence just the other day. The fear and surprise at the sudden attack could make her falter, and maybe even kill her. The oncoming claws and fangs would run her through and...


      I won’t let that happen!


      With that declaration, I deflected the first spider’s attack and went to launch a throwing dagger at the second, but—


      “Protection!” Rhuys’s sharp cry echoed through the trees.


      At the same time, a shield of light appeared on each of her hands, stopping the second monster’s attack.


      There was a twang as its forelegs were forced back. She immediately dashed forward, getting in close.


      “Hraaah!”


      Her shield-clad fist slammed into its face with a brutal thud, followed by a cry from the spider. It flinched, falling back. Rhuys didn’t use that time to chase after it. Instead, she turned her face to me, and gave me a clumsy and unpracticed wink.


      I knew instinctively what she was saying. Essentially, I could leave that one to her.


      “Looks like I can focus on you, then,” I said to the first spider, even as my emotions surged.


      On our last journey, and even when we camped a few days ago, Rhuys had faltered at sudden attacks from monsters. So I’d thought there was a decent chance the same would happen here and I’d need to protect her.


      Yet now, even without me saying anything, she didn’t flinch; she just stood on her own two feet and protected the others. I figured it had to be that when she felt cornered, or that she had to protect someone, her resolve turned steely.


      I was glad and relieved to see it, but at the same time, I felt ashamed for underestimating her growth.


      Having someone I can count on at my back feels better than I’d thought.


      I hated people, I didn’t trust them, and I adventured alone, so I’d never felt that before. Even when I’d teamed up with people before, I’d never felt this way. It must have been because she knew everything about me and still accepted me.


      I chuckled.


      Despite the situation, the smile wouldn’t leave my lips. A warm feeling flooded me.


      I slashed with all my might at the spider monster—the horror sharing my name—in front of me.


      ────


      Once Rhuys and I had dealt with our respective spiders and we were sure there wasn’t another attack coming, the others crowded excitedly. The cleric was particularly grateful to Rhuys.


      “Thank you so much! You fought just like I’d heard the Holy Fist does!”


      “Ah, not at all!” Rhuys floundered in embarrassment, unused to the praise. “My Priest is far more impressive!”


      I couldn’t help but find her precious, though.


      “What’s with these, though?” Utile murmured, looking at the massive spider corpses. “There shouldn’t be monsters this dangerous here, given the regular maintenance.”


      “Maybe they set up their nest after the most recent cleanup? Or maybe...”


      “It’s because of the archfiend? Them just existing makes monsters more active and numerous, I guess. It’ll be a real problem this close to town...”


      In that case, maybe it’d come down to being my fault, since this was all happening because dad helped me... Actually, better not think about it too hard. I couldn’t be blamed for this.


      “Well, we’ll get Ed to make a report to the knights, and they’ll send a research and extermination team. We should focus on our goal here.”


      Right, that’s why we were here in the first place.


      “So are these massive trees the ones?” I asked.


      “Yup, these are the manaseal trees. Now that I look, that’s some web... Maybe the mana drew them in?”


      “Maybe. Do we just cut a branch off?”


      “No, find one that’s fallen. The trees themselves are huge, so there should be plenty, and there are rules against transplanting them. Drying out greenwood is a lot of effort too.”


      “Gotcha!”


      With that, I set about searching. Though with my aethernode, I couldn’t tell a branch with more mana in it apart from any other, so I had to rely on Rhuys and Utile.


      It was worth it, though, because we found some impressively sized branches.


      “So are you going to use it to make staves and sell them?”


      “Nope, we’re not making staves. Just wait and see.”


      I looked questioningly back at her. She led us back to the caravan with her nose in the air, and we left the forest behind, heading back to Porto.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 16 — Sprout


      When we got back to Porto, the sun was past its peak.


      We left the people from the caravan behind. Right as I was thinking of suggesting a meal with Araignée and Utile, Utile herself made a suggestion of her own.


      “I’m sorry for springing it on you when we just got done with this, but would you stay with me for a bit longer?”


      Araignée glanced my way to check how I felt about it—obviously, I didn’t have an issue with it—and then replied.


      “Sure, but where to?” she asked.


      “A smith that I go to a fair bit. I want to go see if my order’s done.”


      Araignée looked a bit confused as to why she’d invite us for that, but still agreed. Probably because it was Utile inviting us.


      “Hmm, I guess that’s fine. You good with that, Rhuys?”


      “I am. I’ve never been to a blacksmith’s before, so that sounds interesting.”


      Utile gave a slight smile at our answers.


      “Let’s get going, then.”


      ────


      All sorts of goods flowed to and fro every day in Porto; naturally, it abounded with storefronts too.


      The neighborhood we’d turned up in was where the greatest quantity of shops for artisan crafts were concentrated, commonly called the Craft Town. Utile came to a stop in front of one of the buildings and thumped the door knocker.


      “Layle, you there?”


      Before too long, a young (maybe even childish?) voice replied.


      “Utile? S’ unlock’d. Jes’ come in.”


      “Jes’?”


      While I was occupied with the peculiar accent, Araignée and Utile quickly opened the door.


      “She didn’t lock it. That’s not safe,” Araignée commented.


      “I keep telling her. She won’t change, though.”


      Their conversation continued unbroken as they let themselves in. I hurried after them and shut the door behind me.


      The first thing to greet us as we entered was a living room. There were cupboards and water pitchers close to the walls. I saw a door to the next room on the right—the entrance to a workshop, possibly. The room we were in might have also served as a waiting room, because it had been furnished with a table and chairs in the center. Someone, probably the room’s owner, stood up from one of the chairs to greet us.


      It was a young girl—younger, it seemed, than Utile or I. She was maybe twelve or thirteen? She was fairly short as well, only coming up to roughly my chest.


      She had bright red, slightly scruffy hair tied up in a ponytail. She was dressed in something akin to work clothes, complete with a set of sturdy gloves and a pair of goggles resting against her forehead.


      “Cute...” I couldn’t help but murmur.


      Overhearing my whispered remark, she shot me a miffed expression.


      “D’ye think ah’m a bairn? Ah may look it, but ah’m twenty-five.”


      “Wha?!”


      While I looked on in surprise, Araignée had an expression of understanding.


      “Ah, a dwarf?” she asked.


      “Aye. Ah might be smaller’n ye, but ah’m a grown woman.”


      “I apologize,” I said. The words came out slow and awkward.


      Not to make excuses for myself, but my life at the Grand Temple hadn’t provided me many opportunities to get to know anyone but other humans. I understood enough to tell other races apart in theory, but this was the first time I’d met and spoken with a non-human, so I couldn’t hide my shock. I felt bad about it.


      My apology garnered a bright smile from the girl—pardon, grown woman—in front of us.


      “Ah’m used t’it. Dun worry. Ah should ’pologize too. Ah’m from the sticks and got an accent an’ ’alf. Ye prob’ly cannae tell what ah’m saying, can ye?”


      “Ah, not at all. I can manage,” I said.


      Although, honestly, I was only just managing.


      “Aye? Fine, then. Ah, didn’t introduce mahself. Ah’m Layle.”


      “Ah, right, likewise. I’m Rhuys.”


      “And I’m Araignée. Nice to meet you.”


      When she—Layle—heard Araignée’s name, she spoke up. Something had clearly dawned on her.


      “Oh, so ye’re Araignée. Utile’s always talkin’ ’bout ye.”


      “She is? What’s she say?” Araignée asked in return.


      “Nothin’,” Utile interjected, holding up the stick she’d brought along. “Here. The manaseal branch. This big enough?”


      “Aye, aye, plenty. Ah jes needed ’nough t’fit. That what ye here fer?”


      “Yes. How close are you?” she said in a tone that made it seem like she wasn’t really asking a question.


      “Nearly done. C’mere.”


      With that, Layle opened the door to the right and beckoned us in.


      “Wow. So this is a smithy...”


      Through the door was just what I’d expected. There was a big furnace set up in the corner, but the fire wasn’t roaring. In the middle of the room was an anvil and chair, a wooden bucket full of water, a hammer, a vice, and other tools besides.


      The walls were hung with all manner of things she must have made. Swords, spears, axes, and clubs; gauntlets, boots, and other armored odds and ends; things I couldn’t even begin to identify...


      As I looked through them, I noticed a sphere about the size of my fist that I recognized. Araignée had something similar.


      “Are these the bombs and smoke grenades I bought from you?” she asked Utile. “If they’re here...”


      “Aye, she bought ’em from me. Ah made ’em.”


      That made sense to me. Utile bought things that Layle made and then sold them on.


      “Ah like makin’ weird stuff, but it don’t sell. Means I ’preciate Utile fer buyin’ it. She bought some boots wi’ firestone afore as well.”


      “Hm? The same ones I’m wearing now?”


      “Oh, aye! Looks like ye’re a reg’lar! Glad ye’re still usin’ ’em.”


      “I should be thanking you. They’re always coming in handy. I thought they seemed fun, so I bought them.”


      “Heh, we’re peas in a pod!”


      They’d just met and they’d already hit it off. Maybe they were just built the same inside.


      “Whoops, forgot meself there,” Layle said before heading to the wall. She took down an empty scabbard. It looked completely normal, carved almost wholly from wood but for the ring of metal reinforcing its throat. Araignée looked at it oddly, though.


      “Huh? That’s the same as mine.”


      Right, the sheath Layle was holding was identical to the one at Araignée’s waist. She took it and looked it over closely.


      “I’ve got a lot of questions, but first, how’d you get it to match so closely?”


      That was the thing she wanted to know the most?


      Utile answered like it was nothing.


      “I asked Boss Orphelin for the measurements.”


      “Oh, right, he’d know. He gave me the sword in the first place.”


      I remembered her mentioning that last night. That was probably why she took such good care of it.


      “So, just checking—is this for me?”


      “Yup, that’s why I ordered it.”


      At that, I could have sworn Araignée’s usual smile grew just a touch brighter.


      “Okay, then. Hm? What’s this hole?”


      Araignée was tilting the sheath to inspect it and suddenly spotted something. I looked and could see a rectangular slot in the underside of the sheath. It looked like something was supposed to fit inside...


      “Right, it’s not finished yet,” Utile added. “That’s where the manaseal branch comes in.”


      “Aye. Gi’em here a sec. Won’t take long.”


      She took the branch and sheath from them and sat on the chair in the middle of the room, then picked up several tools she’d probably be using shortly, like a saw and file. Then...


      “Measure the ’ole, cut the branch, file, polish, carve the magic formulae. Hya ya ya ya!”


      Then she set to work at blinding speed. The severed manaseal branch changed shape as I watched, molding into a finished plank before small letters bloomed across its surface—were those the formulae she was talking about?


      Before long, she’d finished, and the plank fit perfectly into the slot in the scabbard.


      “An’ done!” Layle exclaimed, passing it back to Araignée.


      “It’s finished?”


      “Still needs paintin’ and strengthenin’, but mostly.”


      “So, what is it? It’s got a plank with mana inside it, but I don’t have any of my own, so I can’t use normal artifacts.”


      “Aye, Utile said. ’S why I made that. See the plank?”


      “Yeah, this bit,” Araignée said, pointing it out. Layle nodded and continued.


      “S’got magic formulae on it.”


      Magic formulae functioned as blueprints for a preset spell. Specifying effects with them and engraving them onto an item meant that just passing mana through them would trigger the effect. Most magic artifacts used them.


      “Formulae to do what?” Araignée asked.


      “Keep the blade strong ’n sharper.”


      “Oh! That’s good!” Araignée exclaimed, impressed. She took good care of the blade, so it was perhaps the best thing she could have been told.


      “Aut’matically gets cast as ye draw it. Plus the mana’s from the branch, so...”


      “So I can use it even without mana of my own?”


      “Aye.”


      “Wow! But if I keep using it, the mana will run out, won’t it?”


      “That’s what the branch’s for. Treat it and it’ll pull th’ mana right out the air. S’long as ye don’ do it over an’ over, should be pr’tty much perm’nent.”


      “Huh. Okay...”


      Araignée let out another impressed noise. Her usual mask had slipped slightly, revealing a genuinely happy and grateful expression. It stayed on her face as she turned to Utile.


      “And you ordered it?”


      “Yup. I was going to sell it to you when I got back, but, y’know, then I bumped into you here. Makes things quicker to bring you and hand it over straight off, right? It’ll cost you, though.”


      “You’re taking my money?”


      “I ain’t a charity. Well, leaving out the cost of materials, it’ll be this much.”


      Seeing the price Utile was showing her, Araignée’s smile grew slightly brittle.


      “That’ll blow all the money we earned doing guard duty...”


      “It’s a rare material, and I hired a skilled smith. This is still selling it cheap, you know?”


      “Hrmgh. Well, fine. If it does all that and I can actually use it, I’m okay splurging a little. What do I do with my old one, though? It’s served me well, so I don’t want to just chuck it.”


      “Then how about I take it back to Boss Orphelin? I was planning on heading back to the lower level soon.”


      “Really? I’ll take you up on that, then.”


      The two of them kept chatting away, and Araignée took her sword out and transferred it to the new sheath, checking the feel. I just watched it all distantly, taken aback by the pain in my heart. It seemed like Araignée was reading the whole situation as a business transaction with an old friend, but I couldn’t see it that way.


      Utile had worked hard with a caravan she’d refused to join and put her life on the line so that she could make a gift that complemented one of Araignée’s most prized possessions.


      I couldn’t help but be reminded of the conversation we’d had, and at that, all the pieces suddenly fit together.


      This is Utile doing her absolute best to help her, even if she can’t do it directly...


      I was certain of it, watching Utile now. She’d made a real sacrifice for Araignée’s sake.


      Utile really loves her...


      I suddenly understood the pain in my chest.


      I’m scared that Araignée might turn to her—that Utile might take her. That means I...


      As I had that realization, my heart raced almost painfully fast, and I felt like my face was about to catch fire.


      Of course I didn’t dislike Araignée. I’d grown quite fond of her as a person through our travels. I was happy to be wanted, and even to become her friend as payment for that first commission. On top of everything, I couldn’t be more grateful for the way she’d accepted me when I’d come clean to her in the ruin of my old village. Frankly, I owed her, so I couldn’t help but be positively disposed to her.


      I’d thought all there was to it was friendship and duty, though. These feelings were bigger than that, though. This pain from the possibility of her being taken, my yearning for her, was more than just fondness for a friend.


      H-Hold on. I pushed back because we were both women. How am I looking at her like that?


      I was even growing jealous seeing Utile working so hard to support her.


      “Rhuys, lookie lookie. All I need to do is pull out my sword and the spell goes off. That’s amazing, right?”


      After a moment, I managed to reply.


      “It is. It’s incredible.”


      I hid the foul jealousy I was grappling with and gave her a smile. Seeing her so excited for once was heartening, but the longing for her made my breath catch. This reluctance to let anyone else see her smile—even someone she’d known for as long as Utile—felt more narrow-minded than I’d thought I was capable of being.


      Traveling with her made me discover new facets of myself. Fresh as it all was, some of those parts hurt. Still, I never would have known these feelings if I hadn’t met her. I wanted to be at her side as she taught me more. I didn’t want to surrender my place.


      So I won’t, I thought. I want to become her partner at her side in the truest sense. It might have come from my cowardice before, but it can’t just be that.


      My path forward suddenly clear even as I stood backed into a corner, I felt my resolve harden and gathered myself—


      “Uh, Rhuys?” Araignée asked, looking curiously at me.


      “It’s nothing,” I replied with a smile.


      I didn’t have the skills or fortitude to deserve to stand at her side. We had our duty to consider before romance deserved a moment’s thought, but...


      I’ll do my best.


      I’d felt a little more positive since Araignée had accepted me. I vowed in my heart to protect both Lina and my own feelings.

    

  

  
    
      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Magic Formulae


      A technique where an incantation is transcribed into letters and used in place of the verbal component. Imbued mana flows along the letters and activates the spell. Artifacts are generally made to exploit formulae, and many of them combine it with an activation word for safety.


      Paper, leather, and other materials that are easy to write on are, naturally, the preferred media for formulae, but wood, stone, and metal can also be used through engraving.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 17 — Assailants in the Night


      Araignée and I greeted a new day under the shade of trees at the side of the road. Several days had passed since we’d left Utile. We’d parted in Porto; she was headed back to Partir’s capital. We’d returned to our own journey to Fort Armatura.


      Light stabbed at my eyes, still heavy with sleep. The crisp scent of dawn spread through my nose, and...


      Schwoo!


      The odd, sharp noise broke through the air.


      It was actually a sound I’d heard several times throughout my journey. I had a good idea of what and who it was. The noise pulled my eyes open, bit by bit.


      Shing!


      As I’d expected, my traveling partner, Araignée, was putting her all into each swing of her sword. She’d kept up her daily practice for our whole journey. But something was off. I watched her closely. There was nothing odd about her starting the day with sword drills—what was it that had put me off-kilter? Then it finally registered.


      Her sword’s...black?


      The sword she was practicing with wasn’t her usual shining silver blade, but the black blade she’d inherited from Ibe the Tempest.


      “Ngh. Oh, morning, Rhuys,” she said, noticing I’d woken.


      “Good morning. Um, about the sword?”


      “Hm? Oh, Rog? Wondering why I’m using this instead of Arc Flash like normal?”


      I nodded.


      “Well, I have it, so I figured I should get used to using it. I’m not used to it the way I am with Arc Flash.”


      “Are they that different?”


      Arguably I was letting my complete unfamiliarity with swordplay show, but who was I to say?


      “They are. The shape and weight keeps throwing me off my line. Correcting it’s gonna be a fair bit of effort.”


      So that was the problem?


      “It’d probably be more stable holding it in both hands, but that don’t really sit right with me. I can do it, but...”


      Considering she usually used a one-handed sword in a reverse grip, I could see how fighting with a sword in both hands might feel constraining for her.


      “To be honest, though, you might manage this sword better than me.”


      “What? But I don’t know how to use a sword.”


      “No, not as a sword, as an artifact. It’d probably work for liturgies too.”


      “You mean the magic control that Ibe the Tempest used it for?”


      “Yup.”


      The fiend general we’d fought couldn’t control his own vast reserves of mana—or he just wasn’t good at doing so—so he’d used the sword’s ability to control mana to stabilize his spells. Maybe being too strong could be its own problem.


      “Well, either way, we don’t know how to actually use it,” Araignée commented.


      “We don’t?”


      “Yup. Most artifacts need an activation word, right? Klyk here does. I don’t know Rog’s, though. Ibe didn’t say anything that sounded like one, so I’ve got no idea. It hasn’t glowed like it did for him either.”


      “So...”


      “Yeah, even if you wanted to try a liturgy, we can’t for now... I wish I’d asked him before he’d vanished.” There was a slight hint of pain to her voice as she spoke. “Well, no use complaining about it now. Besides, clerics can’t use magic or artifacts. Right; you’re up, so let’s get our stuff together and head out.”


      “Right,” I said after a pause. “Let’s hustle.”


      As always, Araignée was already almost set to start walking, so I forced some energy into my sleepy head to stop us being any later and got ready to travel.


      ◆◆◆


      Night fell and clouds blotted out the sky, plunging us into deeper darkness. It seemed to swallow even sound, blanketing everything around us in silence. The only sound I could hear was the crackle of the bonfire.


      I’d offered to take the first watch and had my back to the flames as I looked vaguely out.


      Rhuys was curled up at my side, and after a glance at her, I stood up.


      “Fancy coming out yet?” I spoke suddenly to the empty night. My voice seemed to be swallowed up too, with no one to answer but a pair of throwing daggers hurtling at me out of the gloom. They’d been thrown from a higher location, aimed at my head and heart.


      My sword was in my hand in a reverse grip, and the clang of metal on metal echoed through the night. The sensation caught me off guard a bit.


      I guess it’s because of the sheath. Parrying barely even makes it jolt. Thanks, Utile.


      While I was thanking her in my head, my mouth offered a warning to my assailant.


      “If you’re coming at me to kill, I’ll respond in kind.”


      The knives I’d deflected came down at me with a delay between them, just as I’d intended to redirect them. The first I stopped with my instep, kicking it back. Then, just as I was finishing with the kick, I caught the other knife’s handle on my own, put my body weight behind it, and launched it with a stamp.


      “Guh?!”


      “Agh?!”


      Two bodies dropped from the trees a little distance away. It seemed I’d sent the knives back to their owners. Silence returned to the forest, but I doubted these two were my only assailants. There were signs of several people shifting about even now.


      “Who are you?” I demanded. “Why are you attacking us?”


      I’d done a lot to tick off other adventurers, but I’d never been targeted for an assassination like this before. I had no idea why I would be either.


      I might have asked the question, but I didn’t expect an answer. I was just expecting another sneak attack. Then a man melted out of the darkness. He was wearing a dark cloak and hood, but his build and training was still obvious. He stood just at the edge of the firelight. If he took another step back, he’d be swallowed back up.


      “You met the hero,” he said curtly.


      “What are you, her keepers?”


      It sprang to mind that some nobles might be eager enough to kill for the stature to be gained as one of the hero’s companions. I’d certainly heard rumors to that effect, but also that not many had actually made moves because of the slim odds of success and the huge risks tied to being found out. This group must have been one of the minority that had followed through in spite of that.


      I still didn’t understand why they were targeting us.


      Whether or not I’d met the hero, all I’d done was briefly give her a bit of sword instruction, so I didn’t know why they’d target us. I hardly thought they’d be removing everyone that had interacted with her.


      The man didn’t end up saying anything else; he just drew the longsword from his waist and raised it in front of his chest. He held it like a knight in a duel.


      This whole guy was probably a feint. Him revealing himself was itself a trap. As proof of that, perhaps, the other assailants’ presences were weaker than before, biding their time for a sneak attack.


      Knowing that, though, didn’t mean I could ignore him. To keep my attention on him, he wasn’t even trying to hide the signs of his imminent attack. While I couldn’t take my eyes off him, there was movement in the corners of my vision on both sides. If I hadn’t expected this and kept my eyes away from the fire to maintain my night vision, I might not have been fast enough to react.


      Two people covered head to toe in black, just like the hooded man, came in with longswords from both sides.


      I took a step back and dodged, using the recoil of the movement to kick the right attacker in the stomach.


      “Guh?!”


      The attacker let out a grunt as they flew back. As I turned to the one on my left, I yelled over my shoulder.


      “Rhuys!”


      “Right!” she reacted immediately, snapping instantly awake by all appearances, and began casting a defensive liturgy.


      “Chapter of Providence, verse two. Canopy of stars...Luminous Curtain!”


      With the chant, a film of light formed a sphere around her. Then...


      Pang!


      Something struck it noisily. Two new black-clad figures had appeared around us.


      Rhuys and I had come up with a plan to lure out the observers we’d been feeling for a while. Granted, it mostly boiled down to camping in the forest so they’d see an easy opening while Rhuys feigned sleep. They hadn’t made a move while we were visible in the streets of Porto or the surrounding roads, or when we were both awake. Now that no one was in the forest and only I was awake, though, they’d jumped for it like I’d expected. I’d called to the approaching presences to start hostilities on our own terms.


      I’d have preferred them to have come in numbers I could deal with on my own, but I’d expected them to attack Rhuys as well if they didn’t, so I’d had her ready to mount a defense to begin with.


      The hooded man’s feint had left me prepared for the attack. The way the others hid away as he appeared just made it all the more likely. The assailants reeled briefly at their attacks being blocked, but soon redoubled their efforts to destroy the shield.


      I’d wanted to keep the heat off Rhuys as much as possible, but now I just had to deal with the people in front of me as quickly as I could and back her up.


      I warded off the figure on my left and then kicked him down when he was recovering.


      Then I realized the first man was gone. I felt something unsettling behind me.


      I trusted my instincts and wheeled around to see him moments away from bringing his sword down on me.


      I stepped forward instead, before he could fully follow through, and locked blades with him.


      Then, before it could turn into a contest of strength, I pulled back, knocking him off-kilter and rotating my blade clockwise to stab at him with a reverse grip.


      “Guh?!”


      I’d been aiming for his torso, but either because I was off-balance or he’d managed to defend at the last moment, my sword bit deeply into his right arm. The pain made him drop his sword. I immediately withdrew my sword, knowing it wouldn’t be fatal. I wanted to go in with the finisher, but helping Rhuys was more important.


      I pivoted on my foot, kicking him away.


      “Gah?!”


      Once I saw he’d been thrown back, I ran over to her.


      “Rhuys!”


      The assailants trying to get through her barrier reflexively looked my way. They exchanged glances, and then one of them ran for me, swinging their blade in mid-stride.


      I used the gauntlet on my left arm to bat it away as I continued forward, countering with a knee to the face. There was a crunch as the blow threw the masked figure back. Seeing that must have put the other assailant off, because they were looking my way—but something was wrong. Even now, they were desperately trying to break through, but all at once, just as it seemed they might manage it, they stumbled.


      Rhuys had cut off the technique, and without the resistance they were expecting, they’d overcommitted. She immediately cast her next liturgy.


      “Protection!”


      Shields of light covered both her hands, and while her left kept the sword at bay, her right fist smashed into the figure’s torso.


      “Ugh?!”


      The figure cried out in agony, crumpling at the waist. Rhuys followed it up with another blow to the face, blasting them away right as they stopped moving.


      I’d been worried in a different way than with the spider, considering we were fighting humans this time, but apparently I needn’t have been so concerned.


      She might not have been too experienced with actual combat, but she really did have some remarkable combat prowess.


      I mean, she’d been trained by Clarté Wisteria, the Holy Fist and cleric to the last hero, so it made some sense. Our journey had quickly won her the real combat experience she’d been short on before. The day I could really trust her to watch my back could come sooner than I’d let myself think.


      The girl in question dropped to the ground, her shoulders heaving, maybe from relief that the fight was over.


      “Rhuys, you okay?”


      “I am. Somehow. Are you...”


      “I’m fine too. They’re pretty much dealt with, but...”


      Fwi—clang!


      I deflected another blade flung from the shadows. It spun in the air before stabbing into the ground.


      “...there’s still one more annoyance to deal with.”

    

  

  
    
      Terminology of a Hero’s Journey


      Rog


      A magic artifact in the form of a jet-black sword that Araignée inherited from Ibe the Tempest. It can control magic, and glows when its effect is in use. Like most magic artifacts, there seem to be conditions for its activation, but Araignée was unable to get the details from Ibe.


      Clerical Ban on the Use of Magic and Magic Artifacts


      Clerics, particularly Asterianists—those who revere the goddess of creation—see all the creations of her enemy Aísthima with hostility.


      Magic has become commonplace among the peoples, but its origins lie in fiendish techniques. Therefore, clerics are generally forbidden from magic (and anything reliant on it, such as magic artifacts).


      Individual clerics interpret the ban differently, but the more devoted a cleric, the more they will avoid them. That tendency is particularly strong among those of the Grand Temple of Asteria.


      The Holy Fist


      The cleric Clarté Wisteria, who was chosen as one of the hero’s companions a decade ago. She created Protection Arts, a combination of martial arts and liturgies, and proved her abilities to those in power, earning her position as guardian and cementing her place in legend. She single-handedly refuted the common knowledge of the time that clerics supported their comrades from the rear. Many people look up to her, but few are able to break customs and stand on the front line. She is now a priest in the Grand Temple of Asteria, and waiting for her adopted daughter and apprentice—Rhuys—to return.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 18 — Madness


      I stood in front of Rhuys and had her back away.


      Just like the knife had come from the darkness, the hooded man from before staggered back into sight. His right arm was hanging limply at his side. The stab wound from earlier must have been a deep one, and he was bleeding pretty generously.


      I must have damaged his leg when I kicked him too, because he was limping and fighting to stay upright. Despite all that, though, rage burned in his eyes.


      “Don’t...get in...our way...you fucking adventurer!”


      “You were the ones to attack us, you know?”


      “Don’t play dumb. We heard the report. You know what we’re doing!”


      I gave him a puzzled look. I honestly didn’t have the faintest idea what he was on about. Maybe this was all just some misunderstanding. He seemed pretty eager to kill us over it, though.


      His stern silence had evaporated; now his anger fountained out of him.


      “We’ll never accept the false hero,” he spat. “Our lord is the only one fit to be the legitimate hero!”


      “False? Legitimate?”


      “For our dearest wish to come true, we will eliminate the false hero! Don’t get in our way!”


      So they weren’t after the guardians, but the hero herself? They thought their lord would be a better hero, so they were trying to kill Lina? What did that have to do with killing us? And what was he talking about, us knowing what they were doing?


      We had a motive, but it’d just raised more questions. Questions I probably wouldn’t get answers to if I did my job right.


      “You know we can’t just let that go,” I said, lowering my stance and readying my sword.


      We were out here in the first place to support Lina; obviously we weren’t going to overlook a bunch of would-be assassins with designs on her. Besides, she was my student.


      I might have become a teacher by chance, and I might not have been great at it, but what kind of mentor would I be if I didn’t want to save my cute little pupil?


      “So you’re still going to stand in our way...”


      “I am. My precious student needs help. Are you still planning on keeping this up with that wound? If you drop things here, I might just let you go.”


      “Don’t get full of yourself, you worthless adventurer! No witnesses!”


      Ah, there was no helping this person. He’d lost his head. He could barely even hold a conversation. Actually, even if he were calm, he’d still probably try and kill us. He seemed drunk on his loyalty.


      As far as I was concerned, he’d tried to kill me, so that was reason enough to pay him back in kind. I’d only tried to reach him in the first place because Rhuys was at my side. Seeing people die in front of her hurt her. Even if it was someone like him, she’d still feel the same.


      It wouldn’t work this time, though. This guy wouldn’t listen to reason. We’d just have to beat him down.


      “Yeah, that figures. No choice, then.”


      “You cannot stop our glorious duty! Die where you stand!” he yelled, lowering himself into a charge and swinging the sword in his left hand. As I watched his approach, I replied.


      “I’ll pass on that. How about you keep your duty away from us?”


      I didn’t even know if he heard, because the only response was a bestial roar.


      I moved my own blade to intercept his strike. There was a high-pitched shriek of metal on metal as his weapon bounced away. He ignored the loss, though, forming his hand into a spear and stabbing it at my neck. Before he could reach me, I swung my sword back up, severing his arm at the elbow with a gout of blood.


      I pivoted my right foot up, kicking him in the chin. He grunted, blood flying from his mouth as he fell back. He hit the ground at the same time as his arm. I moved in to finish him off.


      “Araignée...” I heard from behind, Rhuys’s voice stopping my advance. “I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t stop you. But I just...”


      She looked like she was on the verge of tears as she spoke.


      Her past experiences had left her with a severe fear of seeing people die in front of her. It wasn’t something she could consciously do anything about; it was part of her at her core. She’d said it herself. She understood the situation intellectually, but that didn’t stop her heart. I’d expected she’d come to stop me. I knew she hadn’t interfered until it was all but over with entirely because it could have endangered me.


      Rhuys had accepted me, even knowing I was a demifiend. I couldn’t do something that would make her hate me. Though I thought I’d still do it if I had to.


      I let out a short breath.


      As far as I could see, there were no more enemies, and the biggest irritant, the commander, was defeated. I couldn’t sense anyone else, so we could probably take the matter as basically resolved. I sheathed my sword, still watching the man, and pulled out some rope from my pouch.


      “You go get some more from our stuff. We’ll tie them all up.”


      In other words, I wasn’t going to kill him right now.


      “Right!” she replied happily, immediately understanding the implication before running to our things by the campfire.


      I let her do that as I carefully approached the man, moving to bind him before he had time to try anything stupid.


      “Gah. Ha hah... Ha!”


      Muffled laughter made its way from the downed man’s throat. He’d already come around? Or maybe he hadn’t actually passed out in the first place.


      “What’s so funny?” I asked.


      “Heh heh... You think it’s all over? You fool.”


      He was flat out on his back and still talking like he was some big shot.


      “We are not the only ones to deal with that little girl. The others are already in place. Our duty shall prevail!”


      “No!” Rhuys exclaimed in shock, having returned with the rope.


      The man looked away from me, putting his head back on the ground before murmuring emptily to the sky.


      “It grieves me that I will not see it with my own eyes. But if I can be its foundation, then I could ask for nothing more. Our lord is light. There is not a speck of shadow in light; shadows simply vanish into the darkness.”


      As he muttered, his body began to faintly glow. The light steadily intensified. I didn’t know what he was doing, but it couldn’t be good.


      “Rhuys!” I yelled, leaping back to cover her and tackle her to the ground.


      She must have noticed the danger, because even as she fell, she called up a deep stack of shields of light.


      “P-Protection!”


      In the next moment there was light, an explosion, and a roar of sound. Even through the shields, the heat wave and the blast buffeted us. The shields bled off some of the force, but they couldn’t take it all, and they broke halfway through. Maybe because we’d hit the deck, though, we managed to avoid anything fatal.


      Eventually, the light and heat faded, and silence returned.


      “Ah... Ah... Nooooo?!”


      Rhuys screamed in my arms, looking behind me at where the man had been. I hurriedly turned back, but he was gone. All that was left was gouged earth and scorch marks, tongues of pale flame guttering at the fringes.


      He’d offered up his whole body to power that spell.


      “Urk,” I heard Rhuys manage painedly.


      I turned back and saw her pallid face as she bent forward, heaving onto the ground. I rushed to support her, rubbing her back. This was exactly what we’d been trying to avoid. It wasn’t a normal death either. It had been far too sudden and must have just completely overcome her. Honestly, it was the first time I’d seen the like as well.


      I wasn’t sure whether he’d been trying to get us, or just destroy the evidence. He’d seemed a dangerous opponent, but I hadn’t thought he’d go this far.


      I was still hung up on the last thing he’d said. There was another squad that would deal with Lina. If that was true, we might need to go looking for her right away.


      Although, doing that without any clue where she is would—


      And then I saw it.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 19 — Interrogation (Or Something Similar)


      As I scanned the surroundings while helping Rhuys catch her breath, I spotted the other assailants I’d put down.


      I approached one of them a little ways away from Rhuys and bound their limbs up, then tied them to a tree. Even if they wanted to blow themselves up like the other guy, they wouldn’t hurt Rhuys doing it.


      I readied myself to leap back at the first sign of trouble and ripped off their mask. The darkness and mask had kept me from noticing so far, but there was actually a girl under there. She looked about the same age as me, and cuter than I’d have expec—not the time.


      I slapped her cheek lightly, waking her up.


      “Ugh?”


      “Wakey wakey.”


      “You...”


      She seemed out of it, and tried to shift, but soon noticed the bindings stopping her.


      Then she looked around, saw the remains of the explosion, and slumped slightly.


      “Right. The captain’s dead.”


      Her tone was plain and dispassionate. There didn’t seem to be any anger or sadness in her voice. If anything, she looked slightly relieved.


      “Yup. Thought he might manage to get us too. If you try and do the same, by the way, I’m just going to get out of the way.”


      “I won’t,” she snorted—almost mocking herself—at my statement.


      She didn’t seem like she’d kill herself like that, at least. Didn’t stop me from keeping my guard up, though.


      “Good. Sorry to rush you, but there’s some things I’d like to know. I’d appreciate your honesty, but if you won’t talk, I’ll just kill you and move on to the next guy. Sorry; we don’t exactly have much choice here,” I told her flatly, wanting to get her even a little bit off-balance.


      She reacted calmly, though.


      “You don’t need to threaten me. I’ll tell you what I know.”


      “Really?” I asked after a moment.


      “Really. Can’t believe what an assassin says?”


      “Hmm. Well, may I ask why?”


      “You didn’t kill the others, for starters. You said ‘the next’ just now, right?”


      Maybe I’d slipped up. I didn’t let it show on my face, though, just answering with my usual smile.


      “Well, that’s not necessarily going to remain the case, now, is it?”


      “I suppose not. You certainly seem like the type to kill if necessary. You don’t seem to like killing, though. I’ve seen both sides of it for my work, so I can more or less tell.”


      “I’m not a fan of being seen through like that. Well, whatever. You said ‘one reason’ earlier, so what other reasons do you have?”


      The girl slumped over slightly as she answered that question.


      “I... We didn’t give our loyalty to the house in the same way as the captain. We just couldn’t live without serving them.”


      “They just hired you?”


      “Not quite, but close enough, I suppose.”


      Well, if they weren’t as fanatical as him and following along due to outside pressures, then her behavior kinda made sense. Her decision to play along almost took the wind out of my sails, but I couldn’t ask for more than her just spilling what I wanted to know.


      Sure, she might try to feed me false info and lead me into a trap, but thinking like that wasn’t going to help me here. I didn’t have the time for a full interrogation, and she didn’t seem like she was lying.


      “Right, I’ll believe you for now. If you’re lying, I’ll just have to pay you back later.”


      “I don’t want to know what you have in mind there. Fine, then. Oh, one thing, though: I’ve got a geas on me. So if that’s what you want to know—”


      “I don’t care, so that’s fine,” I said, cutting her off.


      “Uh, ah, right. So what did you want to know?”


      I needed to know what was happening now before anything else, and the first thing I needed to ask was...


      “The other squad. Do you know where they are and how many?”


      “Why would you...?” she started before trailing off. “Actually, it doesn’t matter. They’re in an old abandoned fort off to the north.”


      “A fort...”


      Could that be the fort Rhuys had seen with her Streamsight, where the hero would die?


      “They’re waiting for her there. There are six of them. We were supposed to be with them, but...”


      “You split up to attack us.”


      She nodded.


      “Hm? You said they were waiting,” I realized. “But there’s no guarantee Lina’s going to go there, is there? Or do you have one?”


      “One of us is at her side as a guardian. He’s to guide her to the fort—” She cut herself off partway through answering and looked up at me in confusion. “Hadn’t you realized that? That’s why we split the group and started shadowing you.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “But why would you ask Écarlate that question?”


      “Écarlate?”


      I could have sworn I’d heard a similar name before.


      “What’s up, Écarle?” “It’s nothing.”


      Right, the mage with Lina. She called him Écarle. So that was just a shortening of Écarlate? And if this girl was using that name...


      And the whole reason they’d attacked us was because when I’d asked if he was “after Lina”, he thought I meant “after her” in a murder-y sense?


      “So the mage is supposed to get Lina to the fortress.”


      “Yes, he is,” she answered after a moment. “That’s why he was nominated as a guardian. Um, had you really not realized?”


      “Nope.”


      He’d taken my question to mean I knew his secret and reported it to these assassins’ captain, and he’d come after us because of it. They were only trying to kill us because of a misunderstanding.


      “Thanks. Things make a whole lot more sense now.”


      “You’re welcome. Was that all?”


      “Yup. Looks like we’ve got to hurry. I’m gonna leave you tied up just in case. Get your friends to help you when they wake up.”


      “Right.”


      “Also, I’m going to leave the campfire going for light and to keep animals away, so tidy it up when you leave.”


      “Huh? Uh, right. You are a strange person.”


      Had I really said something that weird?


      She looked pensive for a moment.


      “Our squad—apart from the captain—are all like me, taken in and brought up into this. We’re forced to serve, and are cut down when we’re not needed. Just tools. But the group at the fort are all skilled, loyal elites. If you’re really going that way, you should be careful.”


      Taken in, huh? So they were orphans like me, snatched up by that family. Which meant...


      “Are you worried for me?”


      “I’m just repaying you for keeping this clean. If you’d been less forgiving, we’d all be dead right now.”


      “My partner hates that kind of thing. I’m holding back so she doesn’t hate me. I usually live by an eye for an eye.”


      “I see. I suppose I should thank her instead.”


      “Yeah, you do that. Sorry about the first two.”


      “They were ready for it,” she replied.


      The two of us fell silent. I’d asked what I needed to. If Lina was being led to the fortress, we could just head there and we’d come across her at some point. I made to get back to Rhuys.


      “I know I don’t have any right to ask this,” the assassin said haltingly as I moved. “But if you can, I’d appreciate you not killing Écarlate. He was a friend.”


      That mage, huh? He was probably just pressed into service like this girl, and I had no real pressing reason to take his life. Though if I couldn’t save Lina without killing him, then I’d save Lina without hesitating. So there was only one answer I could give.


      “I’ll try, but what happens, happens.”


      “Thanks. That’s plenty.”


      She seemed satisfied, letting out a breath and relaxing almost imperceptibly. She’d seemed composed, but she must have still been on edge.


      I went to actually leave this time before—


      “Oh, right,” I said with a sudden thought. “If you don’t like your current occupation and manage to get out safely, go to the Sword’s Succession on the lower level. They’ll take you as an adventurer.”


      “An adventurer. I hadn’t thought about it before. Okay, noted.”


      I nodded once before heading back to Rhuys.


      “Rhuys,” I said.


      “Araignée...” she managed, apparently done with her business. She seemed like she’d calmed down, but she was still on the ground, looking dazed. The stench of vomit hung in the air.


      “I know you might still be struggling, but we need to move quickly. They’re after Lina too.”


      “The hero? Okay then... We can hurry and— Ugh?!”


      I peered at her face, thinking she might still be unwell. Maybe the pain was in her eye, because she was covering her right eye with her hand. Blue light seeped through the gaps between her fingers. She dropped her hand and revealed her eye, a wavering glow flickering within it.


      I’d only seen Streamsight once before.


      According to Rhuys, it could do two things. She could consciously activate it and see minor flows, or it could activate on its own and show her much greater flows. With the former, she could see the flow of a person in front of her’s movements, or the mana around her, or other small-scale things like that. With the latter, she could see large-scale calamities, the flows of someone’s life, every little fluctuating detail of a human being. This seemed like one of those big inadvertent manifestations.


      She looked into nothing with that eye for a while, but eventually the light faded away as she slumped in exhaustion.


      “Are you okay?”


      “I’m fine. But more importantly...” She staggered to her feet, turning to face me. “I saw the same thing as last time, the hero’s life. The last time, it went all the way to the fortress, but this time it stopped before then, so...”


      “Right. I get what’s happening.”


      From what the girl had said, their plan was to lure Lina to the fortress and kill her. I figured Rhuys hadn’t been able to see who had done it because in that possible future, they’d killed her from behind. Apparently when Streamsight showed her someone’s life, it was from their own perspective, so if something wasn’t in their line of sight, Rhuys wouldn’t see it either.


      The situation had been changed because we’d done—or said, possibly—something that altered the natural course of events, and they might have decided to move up the timetable.


      Whatever the situation, her seeing this now was a blessing in disguise.


      “Rhuys, did you see where she is now?”


      “I did,” she answered after a moment. “I should be able to follow the flow there. There was so much information I haven’t really processed it yet, though...”


      The amount of information seemed to burden her. Still, we didn’t have time for her to process it, so a rough estimate would have to do.


      “Right. Sorry, though, we should get going straightaway. We probably don’t have much time.”


      “Of course!”


      I was worried about making her gut it out through all this stress—both physical and mental—but like I said, we probably couldn’t delay. We pulled our things together and left.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 20 — Hero Search Party


      “Huh, the mage with the hero?” Rhuys asked.


      “Yup. Apparently he got put in place to do this from the start.”


      The darkness was so deep that it was hard to even see the ground in front of us. The moon was out, but mostly covered with clouds.


      We ran with only the small light Rhuys had conjured at her side using a liturgy to go by. I’d explained the rough shape of things to her as we ran.


      “They want to kill the current hero and then install their own. Is that even possible?” she asked between breaths.


      “Who knows. I don’t. But they’re definitely trying, at least.”


      “I suppose so. But to sacrifice their own lives for it...”


      Rhuys’s gaze dropped. She looked pained.


      Ack, I’d made her remember the trauma while it was fresh. I worried for a moment that she still wasn’t doing great, but then she lifted her face, and her once pale complexion was full of fire.


      “I don’t care what reason they have. I can’t accept them taking the hero’s—taking Lina’s life! We’ll stop them!”


      Apparently I needn’t have worried. She usually seemed so timid, but Rhuys was really something when she found her resolve. If she weren’t so stronghearted, I wouldn’t be living at her side like this, I imagine. I really appreciated her, loved her, and wanted to make as many of her desires come true as I could.


      I didn’t want Lina to die either, hero or not. She was my first pupil, after all.


      “You’re right. So we need to find Lina first.”


      “Right!”


      The conversation petered out there as we dashed on. The road was dark and quiet, and we didn’t pass anyone else.


      Eventually, we saw another light source than our own through the trees at the side of the road. The orange light shining in the darkness was a campfire, built by other travelers like us. Right as we saw it, we heard someone shouting from the side.


      “Lina! Écarle!”


      “Lady Hero! Where are you?!”


      There were two figures, loudly calling for their companions. Deciding it was worth the risk, we approached. I found that one of them was someone I knew well.


      “Sierra!” I exclaimed.


      “H-Huh?! What you are doing here?”


      “Just happened to be in the area. What’s going on?”


      “Well, Lina and Écarle had the first watch, and we went to sleep, but when we woke up, they were gone.”


      It looked like he’d already made his move, then. He must have come up with some reason to get her to go to the fortress.


      Actually, no, with the vision Rhuys just had, maybe he’d do something before they got there.


      Either way, we really didn’t have time to waste.


      “Got it. Sierra, we’ll help you find her.”


      “I appreciate that, but are you sure?”


      “Yup. I became her teacher, so I need to look after my pupil.”


      “I... Thank you.”


      I nodded back, and then turned my eyes to the road. It forked, leading into the trees. It was barely maintained, with undergrowth spreading all over—probably a path they’d used to bring in goods to the fort. If he was guiding her to the fortress, they’d probably taken this path.


      I wondered whether we should bring the others.


      If we went looking for them, we’d almost certainly end up facing their probably traitorous mage. That could paint us into a corner about the whole “lethal force” thing.


      Bringing two people that had been his comrades so far into that seemed like a bad idea. Besides, if it came to it, they might try and stop me. Actually, maybe the bigger problem was our shortage of warm bodies; searching around in this gloom for just two people seemed daunting with the party we had.


      “We should split up and search, then,” I said. “Um...”


      As I went to address the cleric, I realized I didn’t remember her introducing herself. What’d Rhuys called her?


      “I’m Agnes. Agnes Fière.”


      “Right, Annie.”


      “Annie?! Well, fine.”


      “Right then, Annie, if you find Lina, launch a liturgy up into the sky would you? If we find her, I’ll have Rhuys do the same.”


      “Right, very well.”


      “So, we’ll split into two groups and look for her that way.”


      “Right, you both be careful too,” Sierra said.

    

  

  
    
      Intermission 3 — A Mage’s Reminiscence


      I had no name.


      I had no parents.


      Further back than I can recall, my life consisted of begging—or stealing—from others on the lower level of Partir’s capital. The worthless adults around me taught me how. Not out of any twisted sense of philanthropy, and not in solidarity as fellow beggars and thieves, but so that they could live off their cut of my take without resorting to the same means.


      There were a load of other brats in the same situation, mostly abandoned by their parents. I was probably the same.


      “Honor among thieves” is mostly made up. Suddenly some guy that had been there until the day before would vanish, or stop moving. It wasn’t the sort of thing anyone had the time, space, or energy to really think about, though.


      It was just a shitty life, taking and being taken from, day in and day out.


      But one day it stopped.


      ＊＊＊


      “Écarle, are we there yet?”


      “Yeah...nearly.”


      ＊＊＊


      A man appeared in our territory.


      His face was shadowed by a hood. He started talking about taking some of us in.


      I found out later that he’d been hired by a noble family to recruit for a private knight’s order. Not that what they were up to was terribly chivalric; they were shadow operatives, really. The guy in the hood’d had the genius idea to replenish their forces with cheap guttersnipes from the lower level that no one would miss.


      A few of us, me included, were taken in. Our lives changed. At the very least, we didn’t have to worry where our next meal was coming from.


      In exchange, though, there was a bunch more we had to learn. Mostly how to kill—armed, with our bare hands, in the dark, in the quiet, leaving no trace.


      We learned to read and write, how things worked, essential common knowledge. Through words, we learned of the world. Those of us with the knack for it were taught magic and liturgies. I had a fair bit myself, so I had magic beaten into me.


      They taught us theology, the lore of the lost gods. They told us how Asteria and the other gods lost their bodies in war and how only liturgies remained as they slept. People received liturgies in exchange for their prayers, and the lost gods sometimes granted words or blessings at their whim.


      It was all that was left in the world to stand as proof of the gods’ existence. Without bodies, they could not touch the physical world, so prayers would receive no convenient miracles.


      We had constant pointless lectures on our noble masters’ moral fiber and upright nature, and what an honor and a privilege it was to serve them.


      I was called something then. Number Thirteen. Not a name, but a number. It was all bullshit.


      ＊＊＊


      “We’re getting pretty far from the others. Are you sure this is okay?”


      “Yeah. This should be far enough.”


      ＊＊＊


      The latest shower of shit had been going on for a few years when I met him for the first time.


      Alfred Astelf. The eldest son of the family we served. I didn’t notice that at first; I just thought of him as an easygoing guy.


      I’d been collapsed outside the training grounds, feeling like I was about to bite it courtesy of the day’s drills. Another typical showing. He came to me in a hurry, like he was being chased. He asked me to hide him.


      When I let him hide in the shadows of the building and his pursuers had passed, he thanked me and explained. He was tired from practice and study, and had run away. I might have given him a flat look that betrayed how deeply unimpressed I was by his motives, but I didn’t mind the gratitude. I didn’t recall being thanked for anything before.


      After that, he’d turn up from time to time and speak to me as if we were just two people who happened to know each other.


      Over and over I thought he might be trying to use me, but if he’d wanted to, he could have just told me to do whatever and I would have been in no position to say no, so I couldn’t see the point in him trying to ingratiate himself.


      Eventually, I noticed that he didn’t really hide anything. I’d always been surrounded by real pieces of work, but he seemed different at his core. I didn’t know what I’d done to earn his favor. Maybe it was just that there was no one else remotely his age around.


      Whatever the reason, he’d keep coming to see me. Apparently I was relaxing. I let him catch his breath, I guess. He said that usually after he’d hashed things out with me he got a bit more out of his training and studies than he expected.


      I found that spending time with him took a load off my shoulders too.


      He was the first person I’d dealt with who had no ulterior motives dwelling under the surface. There was no violence or money forcing the relationship, and no protection or dependence.


      Plus, he gave a nameless brat like me a name of my own. I was Écarlate now, because my eyes were scarlet.


      And in hopes that I could one day be as free as a bird, he gave me the surname Oiseau.


      ＊＊＊


      “Wha?! Écarle... Ah?!”


      ＊＊＊


      The Astelf family was famous, having produced several heroes in its past. Those achievements had won them nobility, but thereafter they had been completely disconnected from the hero.


      Regardless, the family was fixated on the idea of producing another hero of their blood. Children born to them had the mentality and strength the role demanded of them. Those that served them did everything they could to make those desires come true.


      For generations, the family had been bent out of shape by those expectations. Alfred, in turn, had been raised under their terrible weight.


      Swordplay, liturgies, tactics, the behavior of a hero.


      More was constantly expected of him in all those areas, and he was “made” to answer those expectations. He was turned into the Astelf family’s greatest masterpiece. With time, the notion of the hero he was to become grew almost too vast to bear.


      Then the divine blade awoke, announcing the archfiend’s resurrection. The moment to witness the genesis of a hero in their own generation had come. It threw the family into a frenzy.


      Then the results of the Rite of Selection surfaced.


      They reeled at first, uncomprehending. Then they grew confused and, gradually, enraged.


      Why had Alfred not been chosen? Was even he not enough to become the hero?


      Eventually someone decided that no, it had to have been a mistake. Alfred, and the Astelf family by extension, was worthy of the hero’s title. The divine blade had erred. A conclusion was drawn. If they dealt with the hero that had been chosen first, Alfred would be chosen next.


      No one debated whether it was possible. They’d just put their faith in the stupid solution solving all their problems. And I, for as stupid as I thought it was, had an essential part to play.


      Of course, I never had the right to refuse, but it was more than that. I wanted to do something for him.


      ＊＊＊


      Amid a scant break in the trees, I’d pushed Lina down and straddled her. My left hand crushed the wind out of her neck, and my right stabbed at her, held like a knife.


      The clouds covering the moon broke, letting a faint glow stream in from overhead.


      Lina’s expression was dazed, but she looked at me more quietly than I’d expected, and muttered just a single word.


      “Why?”


      At her gaze, her simple question, my heart felt like it was being squeezed, but I kept my expression in place as I looked down at her and answered.


      “To take your life.”


      “My life? You went...to the monsters?”


      Of course that was her first assumption. Some fiends won over humans with money or direct offers of petty power, bending them to their own ends.


      “No. It was a human that ordered it.”


      “A human... Why would another human?”


      “They don’t think you deserve to be the hero. If you’re dead, a new hero will be chosen.”


      “Even I know that I’m inexperienced. But I—”


      “Not like that. They don’t care how skilled you are. If the one they chose isn’t the hero, if it’s not him, then nothing else matters. I joined you on this journey on their orders.”


      “So you weren’t with us from the beginning?”


      “That’s right. I was just here to kill you.”


      “For that ‘him’ you mentioned?”


      “That’s right.”


      “He still might not become the hero, even if I die. What if someone else does?”


      “Then we’ll probably kill them too. Over and over, until he becomes the hero.”


      Lina fell silent, then closed her eyes for a moment. When they opened again they were full of fire.


      “I understand where you’re coming from. I don’t want to die yet, though, and I won’t just lie here. I’ll resist until the end.”


      That was an obvious response. No one would just accept their own death for no reason.


      “I won’t draw my sword, though. I don’t want to point it at a comrade.”


      What.


      “What... What are you talking about? I’m not your comrade. I never was! I tricked you right from the start!”


      “You are. You’ve saved me over and over.”


      “That was just to buy your trust. Bringing you here was the plan.”


      “If you want my life, it wouldn’t have mattered how I died. But you didn’t even try until now. You protected me. You didn’t want to follow those orders, did you?”


      You’re wrong. I only did that so I wouldn’t be tracked. It was always the plan to wait until you were outside of Partir. That was all I... Besides...


      “Are you stupid?! I’m just a piece of shit traitor! Yell! Hate me! You’ve got that right!”


      I barely even knew what I was saying at this point, let alone Lina.


      What did I want? Wouldn’t it be easier to kill her if she was hostile? Or did I want to feel the guilt of my crime?


      The look in Lina’s eyes didn’t change, though. Her gaze never wavered.


      “Écarle, you’re all my first comrades and friends. I don’t want to lose any of you. I don’t want to give up on you. I don’t want to level my sword at you. I decide what and who I cut.”


      She smiled.


      What... How can you even say that?


      I was just a nameless thief, a backstabber. He was the only one that would ever call me friend, but now she was doing the same...


      “Why are you the hero? Why couldn’t it be him? If you weren’t the hero, I—”


      It was no good. If I kept talking to her, I really wouldn’t be able to kill her, but I didn’t have the option to ignore my orders. I didn’t know how to live except by stealing and killing.


      I blocked out her gaze with my right hand. At the same time, I put more force behind the hand on her neck.


      “Gu...ah!”


      Lina used both hands to grab my left arm, trying to pull it away. However much she struggled, though, from this position she only had so much freedom of movement, and I could choke her out in moments. I kept the grip with my left hand and brought my right down at her right eye—


      Crunch.


      Ow?!


      Her grip on my arm tightened and twisted and twisted.


      It was easy to forget with her dainty frame, but her strength was much greater than a normal person’s. I’d let my guard down. The pain was worse than I’d expected; my grip slipped. I went to bring my other hand down right away, but...


      “Small movements... Harder to see...”


      With her throat free, she was muttering something as she managed to just move her head out of the way. My right hand lodged itself in the ground.


      “Strength...around...the core!”


      She’d avoided a fatal blow by bending her torso just slightly. With just her abs and spine, she smashed her head into mine.


      Thud!


      “Gah?!”


      I hadn’t expected the counterattack, and my vision flickered for a moment. I felt something drip from around my nose.


      “You little—”


      I was suddenly enraged; on reflex, I grabbed her head and shoved it into the ground.


      “Ah! Guh!”


      The blow to the back of her head stunned her, and I used the opening to get her under control with my left hand again. As I did, I made my right hand into a blade and lifted it.


      “I’m going...to kill you here!” I proclaimed, holding back my own feelings and putting my strength into my raised hand. All I needed to do was stab it down into her skull.


      Suddenly, light shot up into the sky.


      What the?


      What was it? Magic? Liturgy? What for? An attack? Some kind of signal?


      An instant after my attention and thoughts were taken by the light, I felt a hard shock and heat from the side of my raised right arm. The pain and blood came on a delay.


      “Guh?!”


      A small throwing dagger had found purchase deep in my arm. As soon as I picked up on it, I felt a breeze—I’d been flung sidelong into the air, before I could muster the faintest defense. There was a sudden sense of weightlessness as the dark forest—and the night sky, along with the moon lighting it—spun.


      Then, as pain filled my body, it dawned on me that I had been moved, not the world.


      “Gack!”


      The sudden blast of wind—more like a small tornado—had buffeted my entire body before I’d realized it, and I hadn’t even had time to brace against it before I was slammed into the ground, struggling to breathe.


      What happened? Who did it? Where were they? What was that wind? As those thoughts whirled in my head, I looked up at the night sky.


      Everything ached, and I wouldn’t be able to move anytime soon. My right arm in particular wouldn’t even respond.


      I was away from Lina because of the gust. Someone else was running for her.


      “Lina! Are you okay?!”


      “Geh! Pfaugh! Teacher? Why are you...?” she managed through coughs.


      Teacher—so Araignée Les had ambushed me.


      That shitty captain had gone to deal with her. Why was she still alive? Did she kill him? He couldn’t— But how did she know we were here? Did someone squeal? Actually, no, she’d be at the fort.


      I couldn’t kill Lina. I’d failed my mission. What would happen now? I supposed that was obvious. It was my turn to die.


      What about Lina? Would the rest of the squad come and attack her? Would those wastes of space take—


      My thoughts raced in faltering circles, arriving nowhere as my consciousness faded. Eventually my surroundings dimmed, and my mind’s last feeble toehold gave way shortly after.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 21 — A Curious Tale


      “There.”


      The path to the fortress wasn’t that different from an animal’s track. We had to trample over the undergrowth to make our way along it, but it also made it easier to see the tracks of anyone who’d gone this way before us.


      We were relying on the light from a liturgy to guide us through the pitch-black night as we searched, and we’d just found signs of someone branching off along a side path. There were several other tracks that made their way to the fortress—likely the group of assassins we’d been told about. We could ignore those for now.


      I rushed along the path with Rhuys at my side, and after a while...


      There they are!


      I saw figures ahead.


      Someone was straddling someone else on the ground. I could faintly hear them arguing from here. This was, without a doubt, the pair we were looking for. I’d just thought we’d made it in time when the figure on top (probably the mage, judging by the pointed hat and robe) jabbed a raised hand down in the moonlight.


      Then, just as my hopes were dashed, I heard a dull thud as the figure on top reeled back.


      Did she counterattack? Is she still alive?


      Either way, I had to hurry. I sprinted and focused, my thoughts accelerating.


      At this distance, Rhuys would send up the signal and I’d get to the pointy-hatted figure and cut his head off first—and then I recalled the assassin girl’s request. I’d said I’d consider it, and it’d depend on how things shook out, but I still couldn’t get it out of my head. She’d got me.


      Ugh, fine, then!


      There was still the faint possibility that Lina was the one on top, fighting back, so just cutting them down would be bad anyway. Either way, though, I could disable them.


      I was honestly exasperated with myself for coming up with such a flimsy excuse in a situation this precarious, but regardless, I adjusted my approach to suit my new plan in the dwindling moments left to act. Once I’d decided what to do, all that was left was to follow through.


      “Rhuys, the signal!”


      “Right!”


      By all rights, Sierra’s team would come running when they saw it. Even as I gave the word, I took a dagger from my pouch.


      “Chapter of Censure, verse one. Flickering star...Shine!” I heard her chant behind me. A light from the liturgy shot up.


      The light rose into the air with a trail behind it, then burst and vanished. The forest was covered in darkness but had lit up for an instant—including the figures in front of us.


      Now that I knew exactly where they were, I tossed a dagger at the one on top. It was mostly just to keep him honest, but the blade actually bit deep into his arm. He’d jolted like he’d been hit.


      I halted and pivoted on my left foot while refining my ki, gathering wind ki from the surroundings, and sending it all along my right leg, letting it out in one all-or-nothing kick!


      The wind twisted around my outstretched foot, quickly billowing into a small tornado. The vortex of wind spiraled in, smashing into the mage on top of her dead-on and blowing him away to land.


      I pivoted back into a run, rushing over to Lina, who was still on the ground.


      “Lina! Are you okay?!”


      “Geh! Pfaugh! Teacher? Why are you...?”


      The other guy must have been choking her, because she sounded slightly pained and was holding a hand to her throat, even as she stared dumbfounded at me.


      There was some blood flowing from her head, but other than that—at least at a glance—she seemed unhurt. I was so glad I’d made it.


      “We just met the others. They said they were looking for you, so we helped,” I answered, not letting my unease or relief show on my face. I didn’t want to look weak in front of my student.


      “Well... Geh... Thank you for that. Eh heh heh.”


      I looked oddly at her as she giggled, despite seeming pained still.


      “I’m just glad that you saved me. Not very heroic of me, huh?” she said, smiling bashfully. I’d thought she seemed earnest before, but being thanked so plainly made me feel a bit embarrassed.


      “Araignée!”


      She’d been delayed by sending up the signal, but Rhuys had finally joined us. She let out a gasp of relief at seeing Lina still alive.


      “Thank goodness. We made it.”


      “Somehow. We cut it a bit close, though,” I admitted.


      Once she’d checked Lina was okay, Rhuys cast her eyes to the man’s collapsed body.


      “Is he alive?”


      “Unless he hit his head in the landing, probably. He shouldn’t bleed out as long as that dagger stays in. Good odds he won’t be moving anytime soon, though.”


      “I see...”


      She visibly relaxed.


      Even if he’d attempted an assassination, she still didn’t want to see someone die in front of her. That feeling was all the stronger with the gruesome sight we’d seen earlier. Once she knew the situation, she looked back at Lina.


      “You’re bleeding. I’ll heal you right away.”


      “Th-Thanks. Ngh.”


      Then, as she approached to heal Lina...


      “Lina!”


      “Lady Hero!”


      ...the other two arrived, probably having seen the signal. There was a small light floating after them at their side, probably summoned by Annie.


      “Lady Hero, what are you doing— No, that wound is more important. Wait a moment, I’ll heal you immediately!”


      Once Annie had rushed over, she hurriedly began treating the wound. Rhuys had been about to do the same, but she got overwhelmed and just backed off.


      “What exactly is going on?” Sierra asked, having arrived at the same time. Her questions were obvious on her face as she surveyed the area.


      She could see Lina, sitting up but looking pained, and the mage collapsed on the ground where he’d been thrown. It certainly wasn’t a situation that made much sense at a glance.


      Yeah, we can’t exactly get away without explaining things at this point.


      Trying to hide it just wouldn’t work, and I wanted to avoid them assuming we’d attacked a guardian, so I opened my mouth to explain.


      “Well, the mage was actually an assassin here to kill Lina. We just managed to stop it.”


      “Écarlate was an assassin? Wait, no, how do you know that?”


      “Well, we were just attacked by some other assassins. There was a bit of a miscommunication, so they were trying to kill us for a bit there.”


      “Beg pardon?”


      Sierra was usually so composed, but couldn’t hide her shock now. It seemed like she was struggling to process everything, and she fell silent.


      There was no shortage of people who wanted a position among the hero’s comrades, and she’d probably been wary of that the whole time. Still, there was a big leap from “kind of craven political power games to join Lina’s entourage” to “elaborate assassination plot based on inveigling the would-be killer among her own comrades”—it only made sense that she hadn’t anticipated this possibility.


      “Understood. Let us get rid of him.”


      Meanwhile, having treated Lina, Annie didn’t wait until the conversation was over before leaping immediately to suggesting murder, her expression utterly serious.


      Seemingly unable to just watch, though, Lina—the direct victim—stepped in.


      “Um, wait a minute, Agnes.”


      “Why would you stop me?! He was here to kill you! He should be punished... No, he should be executed on the spot! I will send him across the Bridge of the Selector immed—”


      “Wait, wait!”


      I wasn’t sure why she felt it was so urgent, but she sounded on the verge of reciting a pretty ominously worded liturgy. Was she really a cleric?


      Actually, now that I thought about it, she’d been spoiling to fight right alongside the mage when I’d provoked them. Maybe she was just quick to anger.


      “Écarle has his own reasons, so he didn’t have a choice. I’m still alive, so I’d rather forgive... Actually, forgiving him is a bit much, but would you wait a minute? I want to talk to him.”


      Lina seemed eager to soothe Annie’s rage. She was the one he had literally just been trying to kill, but she didn’t seem to be angry about it in the slightest. From the sound of it, she seemed to have some impression of his reasons too.


      “Lady Hero, if you wish it... But he tried to— Ugh. At least let me bind him.”


      “If you would, please.”


      Despite not seeming happy about it in the least, Lina’s overtures toward peace for the moment seemed to have had their intended effect. The light of Annie’s offensive liturgy went out, and instead she began reciting one to bind a target—one I’m pretty sure Rhuys had shown me.


      “Chapter of Sealing, verse two. Striated Bindings...Sacred Chain.”


      Chains of light appeared in the air, binding his limbs and hoisting him into the air. The women gathered around him and tried to talk with (though question might have been the better word) him.


      Meanwhile, I fell back to the short distance away Rhuys was standing at. She was probably concerned about how they’d deal with him, because she looked pretty anxious as she watched them. I poked her softly in the cheek and spoke quietly.


      “We should get going, Rhuys.”


      “Araignée?”


      “This is up to them now. Outsiders shouldn’t be here. Besides, we still have things to do.”


      “Things?”


      The wave of relief she must have felt now that we’d saved Lina probably made her forget.


      “We still gotta deal with the assassins waiting in the fortress up ahead.”


      “Oh!”


      If the mage didn’t appear where he was supposed to, the assassins lurking up there would probably start making moves of their own. Actually, if they’d seen Rhuys’s signal, they might have already noticed something was up and were on their way to hassle us as we spoke.


      Worse still, once they heard the state of things from the mage, Lina and the others might decide to head to the fortress themselves. If those assassins were as strong or stronger than the assassins that had attacked us, I wasn’t sure we’d be able to protect them. I wasn’t great at playing defense in a pitched battle.


      In other words, we were off into the darkness again to preemptively storm the castle.


      “It really seems like we haven’t had a moment to breathe, doesn’t it?” Rhuys commented.


      “It might carry on like this until Lina manages to defeat the archfiend.”


      “It feels almost like this journey will never end properly.”


      “It does. Still, if we keep on at it, it’ll have to wrap up eventually.”


      Well, there was a fair chance that we could mess up and die. That would be a sort of ending, I supposed. We turned our backs to the party and headed back into the trees.


      “Ghh... Li...na? You two too...” I faintly heard from behind us, the mage apparently having woken up.


      I was curious how things would go there, but unfortunately we didn’t have the time to listen in. If we managed to sort this out and had the chance, we’d probably meet again, and we’d find out then. Maybe Lina would have grown even more by then.


      I wondered what kind of hero she’d try to become, and what a future where she came across someone like me would look like.


      Unease and hope mingled in my heart as we left them behind.

    

  

  
    
      Intermission 4 — A Mage’s Departure


      “Écarle, I think you should live for yourself more,” Alfred Astelf, the next head of the Astelf family, said bluntly to me as I recovered from training. “My family uses underhanded methods to maintain their influence. They try to hide it, thinking I’m ignorant and pure, but I know. I also know you’re forbidden from revealing it.”


      I fell silent, unable to respond and knowing full well it only proved him right.


      “They all praise me as the family’s masterwork, but it’s nothing like that. I just happen to be able to live up to those expectations. I trained, but my heart is still weak. I know how the family works, but I don’t have the courage to try and change it. I don’t have the strength to free you, and you just have to obey... I am not remotely worthy of the title of hero.”


      I wanted to refute him as he spoke with a pained look, but I could say nothing. I hadn’t gotten my breathing back under control, and I physically couldn’t actually speak—but that was just an excuse. He had us all dead to rights, and even I’d faintly realized that.


      “So, Écarlate Oiseau, my friend. If you ever get the chance to be free of this family—if someone appears to take you away, I want you to go without hesitation. Travel. That’s why I gave you the name I did.”


      Alfred—the man who should have wanted for nothing through this family—wore a pained expression, knowing he would never fulfill what he wanted for me, or what he hoped to achieve for himself. But there was still some faint flicker of hope in his eyes as he spoke of his dreams.


      ＊＊＊


      “Ghh... Li...na? You two too...”


      When I awoke, my comrades were all around me. Not that I had the right to call them that anymore.


      Regardless, what was going on? I’d tried to kill Lina and failed. That Araignée woman had knocked me ass over teakettle somehow, and I’d passed out. I’d been sure I’d have died there and then, but...


      I tried to check myself over and finally noticed I’d been bound. Chains of divine light were wrapped around my limbs, and I was hanging in the air with my arms above my head. The dagger that had hit my right arm was still lodged deep. I hadn’t felt it.


      “Écarle...” Lina called, her voice sounding ever so slightly off.


      Despite what had just happened, she didn’t seem hostile or afraid. If anything, she seemed gravely worried about me. How kindly could one person be?


      Sierra was Sierra, watching quietly as usual, but I saw a hint of confusion in her eyes I’d never noticed before. She’d probably been told what had happened. Seriously, every one of them was way too ki—


      “Now then, Écarlate.” Agnes spoke, the sharp look on her face directed at me. A vein in her temple throbbed visibly, and she seemed on the verge of reciting some offensive liturgy, keeping one hand leveled at my face. “Do you have anything to say for yourself? Or are you ready?”


      I should take that back. She didn’t have even a scrap of kindness in her heart. Well, considering the situation, this was probably the most natural reaction my behavior had received so far.


      “W-Wait Agnes! I want to talk to him!”


      “But Lady Hero! I cannot allow—”


      I couldn’t help but find the two of them arguing amusing, despite the situation I was in.


      “I have no excuses,” I said. “I was an assassin. I betrayed you from the start and don’t expect you to forgive me. I’m ready.”


      I couldn’t exactly present myself properly bound and hanging in the air like this, but I made the statement clearly and awaited my punishment. This was the fate my failure had earned, and I felt it was only fair to let them mete it out without a struggle.


      “I can appreciate your courage. As you wish, then. I shall send you across the bridge imm—”


      “Ah! I said wait!”


      I was starting to think that the conversation was never going to go anywhere when Sierra broke the silence and approached me.


      “Um. Écarlate...” she said. “You just called yourself an assassin, and they said the same. Wouldn’t that mean you were hired to do all of this? Did you have any real choice?”


      “No, I didn’t,” I said after a moment. “My squad and I live in service to our noble masters. All that I’ve done, I’ve done under orders. Still, I didn’t disobey them, and I was taught to carry them out to the end. It’s not cause enough to forgive me. Just go ahead and do what you have to do.”


      “But you weren’t in a position where you could—”


      “What is that family’s name?” Agnes asked, cutting Sierra off.


      “I can’t say.”


      “What?! Even now, you refuse?!”


      “I do, even now. I don’t care what happens to them, but I won’t cause him trouble. Even in this situation, I won’t give their name.”


      “‘Him.’ Is that the same person you mentioned earlier?”


      She must have remembered my slip of the tongue when I tried to kill her. I felt a bitter smile creep onto my face as I replied.


      “Yeah. I wanted to help him, so I followed my orders. Even though I knew that he wouldn’t want it to happen like this. Even so, though—”


      “Ugh! I couldn’t care less about your motivations or who that person is! Just tell me what family’s name you would commit such heresy in and—”


      “I said I can’t. Even if I wanted to, I literally can’t say. We’re bound under a geas.”


      “A geas?” Lina asked in puzzlement.


      I nodded back.


      “Words that would reveal their name are sealed under it. If we still made the attempt, it would kill us. That’s the geas—the curse—we’re under. The magic formulae engraved into us catalyze the mana in the very air we breathe to fuel it. It only stops working when we die.”


      “That’s...”


      Sierra looked sorrowful, and even Agnes calmed down and fell silent. The two of them had probably lived far removed from anything like that; if I ever gave them the full picture of what me and mine dealt with, who knew what the shock would do to them. But...


      While I’d expected Lina to be the most hurt by it, she was actually just thinking with a hand on her chin.


      “Um,” she said, raising her hand slightly. “I might be able to do something about that.”


      The other three of us all gaped and let out a noise of shock. Where did that come from?


      “I mean, you said it was a curse, right? So...”


      Agnes seemed to have the same realization at that point; she wheeled to face Lina with a gasp.


      “Right! You have eyes that can break curses on yourself and others—the Holy Eye!”


      Sierra and I finally realized what she was getting at and exchanged glances.


      I’d forgotten, since the opportunity to use it in any other situation hadn’t really presented itself yet, but Lina did have a blessing that worked like that.


      “Right. Using that might release Écarlate from the curse. But the man is a criminal. He betrayed you and tried to take your life. Is he really worth using a gift from the gods on?”


      She was right. A traitor wasn’t worth—


      “Don’t say that, Agnes. People shouldn’t judge each other’s worth, I think. Écarle, you might think you’re not worth anything, but you can’t think that, even if it’s about yourself.”


      How did she know?


      “Besides—you hesitated. You couldn’t go against your orders, but you still resisted. I’m sure the gods will see that.”


      “I just...”


      Ceaseless effort against evil. That was one of the three basic virtues expected of all good Asterians. Even Agnes couldn’t dispute that my actions fell within its purview.


      “If it can break it, then I’ll do it. I think this kind of thing is exactly why I was given it.”


      “Why are you going so far?”


      Especially for a piece of trash like me?


      “I never had friends,” she said.


      “You didn’t?”


      I’d had the impression she got close to everyone in minutes...


      “My parents both died in a monster attack before I can remember, and I lived in a house on a hill with my grandpa. There weren’t any kids my age. I always looked up to the hero in my picture books, and I wanted to be like that, so I played with a sword on my own.”


      Right. She’d called me one of her first friends just as I was about to kill her.


      “So when I was chosen and met you all, and when we got to travel together, I was so happy. You were all important to me, and I don’t want to be the one to walk away. Until we defeat the archfiend—no, even when that’s all behind us, I want to be with you all. That’s just how I feel, though.” Lina looked up shyly at me as she continued. “What about you, Écarle? If you want, I’ll set you free. But breaking that curse could be taken to mean you’ve turned on the family that put it on you. You might need to fight your comrades.”


      I couldn’t keep my lips from quirking, knowing she was still worrying over me. At the same time, though, I was sure.


      This was the moment of departure Alfred had talked about. This girl, Amelina Astasia, was the person who would accept the worthless piece of crap I was—the reason to take any step forward at all. My decision was already made.


      “I’ve done something that can’t be forgiven. Agnes is right; usually I would be put to death right here. But, if you want—”


      “I do. Of course I do,” Lina answered instantly.


      I smiled faintly.


      “Okay. Do it.”


      “Are you sure? Okay then, Agnes. Untie him.”


      “Uh. But Lady Hero...”


      “Please?”


      Agnes let out a sigh of resignation and dropped the technique. The chains binding me vanished, and I was left in the empty air. I panicked for a split second before I regained my balance. It made for an undignified landing.


      An amused smile showed up on Lina’s face before she firmed up her expression and screwed her eyes shut. When she opened them, they were full light.


      A symbol in the shape of an eye appeared in the direction she was looking. Then it expanded—


      “Ugh?!”


      —and engulfed me, finally converging at my core, near my heart, where the curse was engraved. My body felt like it heated up for a moment.


      And then the feeling of what I assumed were the last traces of the curse vanished, as if they had been tugged free of me and cast far away.


      My right arm was still out of commission, but I used my left hand to roll back my collar and looked down. At least at a glance, I couldn’t see any remnants of the geas. I relaxed.


      “Did it work?” Lina asked, sounding hesitant.


      “Probably,” I answered. I tried to put her mind at ease with a smile.


      “Then perhaps you could test it out and tell us who you were working for?”


      “I already said I don’t intend to. Even with the curse broken, I’m not going back on my word.”


      “I don’t like you, but I can at least respect your loyalty.”


      “Same to you,” I replied.


      My feelings for how she always put Lina at the forefront of everything she thought and did went past exasperation to admiration. These things could wait until later, though.


      “That’s for the future. Ahead of here there’s an old fortress. The rest of the assassins are waiting there. If they know I’ve failed, they might come straight here to attack Lina.”


      “And what are you planning?” Sierra asked. She probably had a decent idea, and the odd look on her face prompted me to harden my resolve and answer.


      “Well, the only thing we can. Attack them first.”


      “Wha—?!” Lina exclaimed.


      “They won’t stop while you’re still alive, and we won’t know when they’re going to try to attack you. So as long as we know where they are, we have more of a chance. Though I can’t say for sure we can win...”


      They were all better trained than me. This could all just end with me throwing my life away after Lina had saved it, but even so...


      If we don’t sort out their problems, they won’t have a moment’s peace on the road. We need to wipe them out. If we don’t, I can’t hold my head high and take her hand.


      We needed to end it here so that the journey could go on.


      “Got it. Let’s go. We need to do this so you can actually be free. I don’t know if I can really use it against a human, but if it comes to it, I’ll protect you—even if it means drawing the divine blade.”


      “I’m supposed to be the one protecting you. Don’t you know what a guardian’s supposed to be?”


      “I don’t care what you say. If you’re all going to protect me, I’ll protect all of you.”


      I really couldn’t measure up to her. I smiled ruefully. Now that we knew what we were doing, Sierra briskly began giving instructions.


      “If we’ve got our plan, we should get moving right away. If we don’t hurry, they could get the drop on us. Agnes, heal Écarle’s wounds, please. We need him in fighting shape.”


      “Fine,” she said eventually. “Écarlate, take that dagger out first. I assume you can do that by yourself?”


      “Yeah... Ngh!”


      I grabbed the dagger’s handle with my left hand and yanked it out. My arm was almost numb, but then a harsh pain shot down it and the blood started flowing again. Agnes leaped into prayer, healing it with a liturgy.


      Agnes was supposed to have a decent shot at becoming a priest, despite her youth. The deep wound in my arm healed fast. It wasn’t instant, though. It was disconcerting to watch, and to distract myself, I focused on the dagger in my left hand.


      Right, that woman threw it.


      And then it hit me.


      “Wait a minute. Where’s that Araignée woman?”

    

  

  
    
      Verse 22 — The Forgotten Fortress


      Fort Armatura was a stronghold built in a cleared area of forest. To defend against monster incursion, it was encircled with walls and towers; within sat the keep itself, a chapel, barracks, and stables and the like.


      Much like Escudo, it had originally been built as part of a defensive line against monster raids, but as the front had been pushed back, it had fallen into disuse. It was also distant from major towns and unsuited to farming, so no one had moved to use it for anything else either. It all but vanished from memory.


      The fortress had wasted away over the ages that passed since it lost its master, the trees encroaching upon it. Slowly the forest had swallowed it, as it was bound to.


      I inspected the walls, and then turned my attention to the wide-open gate—broken, it seemed—as we scouted.


      I’d been wary of patrols, or maybe an ambush, but once I’d satisfied myself, I waved over to Rhuys and we crept in through the gate to the plaza behind it.


      Until this point, we hadn’t come across anyone, and I hadn’t even felt a hint of their presence. It seemed likely that they would brave the forest—disorienting at the best of times, especially with the late hour and unfamiliar territory—to avoid the single path in or out, so the assassins were likely still within the fort. Although there was always the chance there was some hidden path that we didn’t know about.


      As we passed through the gate a different question cut through all my absurd attempts to game out the tactical situation.


      The place is still lit?


      Light was leaking out from a building. The building was stone, probably around three stories high, and from the wavering quality of the light, a faint flame was burning inside.


      “Did we make it?” Rhuys wondered as she saw the sight from behind me.


      “Hmm...” I mused doubtfully, not entirely sure myself.


      Frankly, it felt unlikely that they’d have overlooked the signal flare from Rhuys’s liturgy. They might have been crazed, but they weren’t incompetent. Even if they had been, leaving a fire unmaintained at this point was strange in itself. The mage had already made his move, so they ought to have been preparing to meet him.


      And of course, if they had left to do so, they would have extinguished the flames. Considering how careful they’d been, they wouldn’t leave traces of themselves so easily.


      So one way or another, what we were seeing didn’t make sense. If anything, it was unsettling that they’d leave signs of themselves at this point.


      We can’t just lurk around here all night.


      Carefully, I crept to the building and took a look inside.


      I couldn’t see any presences from outside, but they were assassins—it wouldn’t be that odd for them to maintain constant concealment on the job. Either that, or they’d noticed the infiltration and were already on guard. Just in case, I kept myself on guard for an ambush from the other side of the door.


      Sounds, footsteps, the rustling of clothes, voices, breathing—I kept my ears sharp for any signs that they might be here, nerves tense as I put my hand on the door. Hearing wasn’t the first sense to pick something up, though. Instead, I could smell something out of place.


      Then I heard something. Something dripping. Reflexively, I took a (silent) step back.


      Water?


      I looked at the door for several seconds, then approached again. There was no ambush. At the very least, no one was around the door. Instead, all I could hear was the sound of water dripping like before.


      That was when I realized what I’d smelled. It was, in some ways, a familiar scent. One that you’d smell on the daily if you were an adventurer. Indeed, something I’d been smelling not that long ago. The scent of iron and rust.


      The unease that had settled over me since I’d approached the walls solidified into a sense of imminent threat.


      I reached for the handle and opened the door. It didn’t make much noise, despite being old as anything and mostly metal; maybe they’d oiled it as they waited.


      At the same time, the light from the flames—and the slight scent—spread out into the air. I was silent. In one way, what lay behind the door was what I expected. In all other regards I was gobsmacked.


      Just like the building’s exterior, the stone corridor had almost no decoration—just a purely pragmatic structure. It widened farther in, and I could see doors to other rooms. The path farther in was painted a deep red. The walls, the floor, and the ceiling were all the same.


      It hadn’t yet dried. Periodically it would drip, sending ripples across the floor.


      The blood’s previous owners were strewn all around, dressed in the same dark outfits our attackers had worn.


      Four...no, five of them? I thought. Many of them were missing generous portions of themselves, so it was hard to get an exact count.


      I’d had some clue I might see something like this when I’d smelled the blood at the entrance, but I hadn’t thought there would be this many victims.


      From what the assassin girl had said, there were six people in this group. In other words, most of them were accounted for now.


      Who did this?


      Had some enemy of theirs turned up now of all times? Or had they turned on each other? Did the conspicuously absent last one of their number betray them?


      Question after question ran through my mind. However much I thought about it, though, actually determining the cause was difficult. I imagined it’d be quickest to search the building first.


      Either way, there was a good chance that there was someone here, whether the remaining assassin or some unknown adversary. I’d have to keep my guard up and...


      As I moved to look away, I had a sudden realization. There were differences in the exact details, but all of the corpses here had been killed in the same way.


      Round holes?


      Every injury was the same: a large, perfectly circular gouge that penetrated all the way through. Certainly no ordinary stab wound. I guessed that hypothetically, under extremely marginal conditions, someone could consistently leave such a precisely shaped cut in a human body with an ordinary blade, but it would require preposterous skill even for a master.


      From the shape and size of the wound, I thought it might fit the profile of the sort of lance you’d see fielded in a mounted charge, but it still seemed bizarre that someone could leave so many oddly clean wounds on so many people indoors; a lance was a huge, unwieldy weapon at the best of times.


      I supposed they could have been inflicted by magical or liturgical means, but I didn’t know enough about either to say for sure. I supposed it was unlikely that this’d been done with a liturgy, though. It was hard to imagine any proper, upright servant of the gods using the tools they’d been given for such gruesome ends.


      “Araignée? Are things okay?” Rhuys said from behind me, still outside the door. I jolted back to reality. My silence while I thought things through must have unnerved her.


      “Ah, sorry to ignore you. It’s nothing, it’s fi—”


      Actually, nothing was okay about this scene! My reflexes had slowed at the unexpected sight before me, but I couldn’t justify exposing her to a scene this ghoulish while she was already physically and mentally exhausted.


      “Rhuys, wai—” I frantically tried to stop her, but I was too late.


      “Wha...?”


      Rhuys passed through the door and caught an eyeful of everything.


      As if to counterbalance the abundance of blood all around her, her face blanched. It almost felt like I could hear it happen.


      She was scared of seeing people die at the best of times, so her reaction to this was obvious. The possibility that she might go into shock passed through my mind, but...


      “Ahh!” she cried out, holding a hand in front of her both to stifle the noise and keep her gorge down. She looked on the verge of tears—I could already see them beading up in the corners of her eyes.


      It seemed like she’d just tremble like that for a while, but...


      With a gulp, she put her hand down and heaved for breath.


      “Hahhh, hahh... Gack, geh!”


      I couldn’t help but let out an impressed noise. She’d managed to force it all back down, it seemed. Maybe it was because she’d known ahead of time this would be enemy territory, or perhaps it was just her nature showing when the chips were finally down. Either way, I had to respect her for keeping hold of herself and pulling herself back from the brink. I was happy she’d tried so hard, but it didn’t make me feel any less guilty.


      “Sorry I didn’t notice in time.”


      “N-No. It’s fi— Glk.”


      Considering how the end of that sounded, it’d all come back up if she let her guard down. I lent her a shoulder to calm her down a little.


      “Araignée, are these—?”


      “The assassins we were looking for, yeah.”


      “Are they all dead? How did...”


      “Honestly, I can’t really say just by looking. Let’s look farth—”


      I was suddenly cut off by another voice.


      “Aaarrrgh?!”


      A scream?


      Rhuys and I exchanged glances. It had come from the ceiling—upstairs, in other words. Right above us, by the sound of it.


      Looking down the corridor, I saw red footprints, probably from someone walking through one of the puddles. At the very least, someone had been moving around here since the bodies had been made. I didn’t know whether the tracks’d lead us to the source of the scream or the reason behind it, but if we followed them, we were bound to find out.


      “Rhuys, stop,” I said, grabbing her hand as she went to move.


      “But we might make it in time!”


      She didn’t shake me off, but she still hadn’t given up on the mission. I could feel her tugging forward. More than anything, she didn’t want to watch anyone die. Every time we’d risked that before, all her instincts had driven her to do all she could to intercede.


      It was a reaction she couldn’t control, ingrained in her as it’d been by her past, and now those instincts ran wild through her body.


      She couldn’t be stopped, or at least couldn’t stop herself. So I stopped her instead. I couldn’t let her just charge on ahead while she wasn’t thinking.


      “I won’t stop you going up, but you can’t run on ahead. We don’t know what’s waiting for us up there, and there might be other enemies. If you’re going, it’s with me, carefully.”


      “But then we might not make it!”


      “Even so.” I didn’t let go of her hand, my voice turning quiet and sharp. “You’re more important to me. I wish you’d think of yourself that way too.”


      “Oh...”


      The strength faded from the hand in mine, and she stopped trying to pull on ahead.


      “Besides, if you just leap in without thinking, you could be the one that needs saving, and then no one gets saved. So we play it careful, yeah?”


      “Oh. I’m sorry...”


      I breathed a sigh of relief as she calmed down, and let go of her hand.


      “Let’s go, then.”


      “Right!”


      We stayed on high alert as we followed the footprints at a brisk pace, up the stairs to the second floor corridor. It must have run along the building’s outer edge, because faint moonlight filtered in through the high windows. The occasional lantern lit the way as well. They must have been the flames I’d seen from outside.


      We relied on that illumination as we worked our way to where we’d heard the voice. I could make out two dim figures.


      One was a black-clad man slumped against the wall. The other was a dainty girl looking down on him, her expression macabrely satisfied.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 23 — The Rock’s Fury


      The man bore the same wounds we’d seen on his comrades downstairs. It was a horrendous sight. Blood poured from the wounds, dyeing the floor red.


      I felt Rhuys stiffen at my side. She knew he was beyond saving.


      “Hm? Where’d you two come from? I thought he was the last of them.”


      The girl had noticed us. She spoke while looking askance at us.


      She was wearing a black dress that seemed woefully out of place in a fortress. Her skin was almost white as paper, and her hair was long and blonde. I’d have believed you if you told me she was some nobleman’s daughter or something, if not for the horns jutting out of the sides of her head.


      I struggled to arrive at a better explanation—she was a fiend, and she’d killed everyone here.


      “Friends of theirs? Or maybe one of you is the hero?”


      She was after the hero... Well, you could argue that all fiends would be, but was she a fiend general?


      “And if I said I was?” I asked curiously.


      “Oh? Well, I’d kill you right here, of course.”


      “And if I wasn’t?”


      “Well, you’ve seen me. So I guess I’d kill you anyway.”


      I’d already understood. We could talk with fiends, but it wouldn’t change how things went. Unless they had extremely weak instincts like my mom, there was no avoiding a fight.


      “So? Is one of you the hero?”


      “If you’re gonna kill us either way, it hardly matters, does it?”


      “Does it not?”


      From her expression, she wasn’t totally convinced, but she was giving it some serious consideration. It almost felt like we could talk her around to it, if we wanted.


      While I’d said it didn’t matter, the actual truth of whether the hero had been dealt with would have a lot of consequences down the line. Until a new hero was chosen, monsters would be free to kill and plunder at their leisure.


      So the hero needed to be protected. As if I needed another reason to protect my most darling (and only) student.


      “Well, you’re dying either way, yeah. I can just check after if you’re the hero.” She let out a cackle. “Be honored; I am Kamea the Rock. I, the fiend general of stone, will deal with you personally.”


      “The fiend general of stone...?”


      I’d left the possibility on the table, but hearing it confirmed made me a bit depressed about my luck.


      The girl’s voice got harsh, though. She seemed to have taken my response differently from how I’d intended.


      “What’s with that reaction?! Are you displeased with me, the fiend general of stone?!”


      “I mean, we just met, so I don’t feel much either way.”


      “I might have just taken the empty position, but that doesn’t make me count any less! I claimed my title on merit alone! Don’t look down on me!” She devolved into muttering. “Damn it all. What’s so worthy of mockery about stone?! I might not be as well-known as Ibe, but that’s just for now! I’ll show them all!”


      Well, I guess fiend generals all had their own hardships. I had to admit that compared to “Ibe the Tempest,” I’d never heard of a fiend general of stone.


      If she was calling herself a fiend general, though, then discretion was the better part of valor here. I hadn’t seen how she’d killed the assassins here. She said she was the fiend general of stone, so I guessed it was with controlling stone, but...stone? In a stone fortress?


      “Hah, hah... I might have gotten carried away, but there you have it. You’re going to be the cornerstone of my fame. Now, scream for me! Join the chorus with this dead lot!”


      Then she started cackling again, and the floor in front of us trembled and warped, spearing at us. I deflected it at the last moment, and then looked to counterattack—but there wasn’t just the one spear.


      Countless copies sprouted in the space between us and the fiend general, rushing forward to skewer us.


      “Rhuys, get back!” I yelled, leaping back myself. I heard the clatter of feet and the swish of a skirt behind me; it was good to know she hadn’t frozen up.


      The carpet of stone spears chased us...but stopped moving after a little distance. That was probably the outer limit of her control. Or else she’d consciously stopped them, I supposed.


      “Hee hee hee... Well dodged.”


      The spears shrank back into the floor as she spoke.


      “Isn’t this place wonderful? I can use my magic to my heart’s content here. There are catalysts everywhere,” Kamea said proudly. It definitely wasn’t funny how the whole area was made of things she could use to attack. Maybe we should’ve bailed out right at the start.


      “Whoops. No running away now.”


      As she spoke, I heard rock scraping behind me. I glanced and saw that the corridor was rumbling and moving, creating a wall that hadn’t been there before and cutting off our escape route.


      “The moment you came sneaking into this fortress, you walked into my stomach. Just sit still and let me digest you.”


      “And you think that’ll actually make us sit still?”


      “Well, no. Fine. Resist as much as you like.”


      She lifted a hand as she spoke, and the floor began to tremble again, breaking into spears that came after us.


      I was managing to dodge them all, but there was no end to them, and they didn’t give me a moment to breathe. But it didn’t seem like she was putting on the pressure to stop me counterattacking...


      As I avoided getting skewered, I yelled my question to her.


      “If you’re trying to kill us, surely you’d be quicker trying to crush us?!”


      “Heh hee! But then I couldn’t play with you! Ha ha! Dodge this if you can!”


      So yeah, she was toying with us. We could just barely dodge the spears, and she was enjoying seeing whether they’d hit or not. The dead folks on the first floor had clearly lost that game.


      The volley of spears tapered off, and I capitalized on the pause to leap back to where Rhuys had retreated, finally drawing this vile game to a close game finish.


      “You’re good,” the fiend general said. “Much more fun than this lot.”


      With that, she gave the silent corpse at her feet a kick.


      “You!” Rhuys cried angrily. The fiend general wasn’t cowed, though, trampling on it even further.


      “What, getting worked up over kinship? Must be a pain to get so worked up over every little thing like this. Hee hee hee!”


      I put my hand on Rhuys’s shoulder, pushing her back slightly. If I hadn’t, it felt like she’d have just charged the girl.


      “Oh, I can almost smell the hero bleeding out on this lovely floor. I thought goin’ right up to the barrier’d be a real drag, but I can really flex my power here.”


      I couldn’t just let that go, so as I regained my breath, I asked a question.


      “So are you ‘that woman’ who can scent death?”


      “Huh? That ain’t me. That’s gloomy ol’ Lniya’s blessing.”


      Lniya. Another fiend’s name? We had to do something about that woman, or she’d keep sending people after Lina.


      “Actually, how’d you know that? Most fiends don’t even know that.”


      “Who knows?”


      “I don’t care if you don’t wanna say,” she replied after a moment. “I’ll just make sure you die talking. I still have to find out if you’re the hero anyway!”


      With that, she pointed her hand at me. The floor underneath me trembled, hinting at the spell to come.


      If I stayed put, I’d end up in the same state as the corpses below. I immediately kicked off and leaped forward. A second later, I heard the stone expand behind me, but I pushed straight forward regardless. She laughed scornfully, casting her next spell. The floor in front of me wavered, spears sprouting to block my path.


      I jumped for the wall to my right, though, dodging the attack.


      “What about this, then!” she cackled, pointing her hand at the wall. The surrounding floor and wall shook, and thinner spears this time—more than I could count—shot forward, but I’d leaped for the opposite wall faster than they could form.


      “What?!”


      I let her shock pass through me as I kicked off from the left wall to the ceiling. Then the floor, the wall, the ceiling, jumping back and forth across the fort’s interior as I approached the fiend general of stone.


      Cling!


      I turned the force of my jump into ki, slashing her neck as I passed.


      “Gah?!”


      The cut was shallow. Or more like hard. I’d intended to lop her head clean off, but the blade had only bit halfway through her neck.


      Maybe I shouldn’t have expected any less from the “fiend general of stone,” but her flesh reacted to the strike as if it’d been carved from solid rock. If the sheath from Utile hadn’t strengthened it, the blade might have cracked beyond repair.


      “Damn you!” Kamea yelled as blood spurted from her neck. She stabbed a hand at me, letting off another spell. I landed and rolled, dodging the spears as I approached, cutting at her as I passed again.


      “Guah?!”


      I’d expected her to be on guard for it after last time, so I hadn’t aimed at her neck this time. Instead, I’d stabbed at the hand she’d stuck out to interpose between us.


      I’d also taken my own precautions, pumping ki into the slash; I expected she had to be that hard all over. My assumption held, but this time my blade passed through her right arm.


      “Guh...”


      She’d lost the end of her arm. Blood dripped from the wound. The gash in her neck was by no means minor, and both would have been fatal for a human. But...


      “You little...”


      Regardless of the wounds, she still glared hatefully at me. She certainly didn’t look on the verge of death.


      “You little bitch! That’s not the divine blade! It’s just a normal sword!”


      That was her concern here?


      “So you ain’t the hero. Tch. And I thought this was my chance to make a name for myself.”


      As she complained, the wound on her neck was already starting to close. The floor rolled like a wave, delivering her severed arm back into place. Just like when I’d fought Ibe, this wouldn’t be enough to kill her.


      “Or is that other sword the divine blade?” she asked, pointing at Rog at my waist, but then paused. “No, I can feel some mana from it, but it doesn’t feel that... But it looks familiar.”


      “Because Ibe used to have it?”


      “Ah, right. It’s the blade Ibe had. That all makes sense now. Why do you have it?”


      “Because I was the one to beat him.”


      “Seriously?!” she exclaimed, laughing at the ceiling. “I thought the hero knocked him off, but some other human did him in?! Hee hee hee! That’s what you get, lording that primordial fiend crap over us!”


      I’d not heard the phrase “primordial fiend” before. Considering how she was acting, though, it was probably some other class of fiend.


      “You seem awfully relaxed. I can probably cut your head off a few times too.”


      Kamea’s smile vanished along with any other expression.


      “Don’t get ahead of yourself. You might not be bad for a human, but a piece of trash with barely any mana is nothing compared to me.” Then, her expression bloomed into a smile again. “Besides...this works great against you humans, doesn’t it?”

    

  

  
    
      Verse 24 — Rage


      The smiling fiend general pointed her hand forward like she had so many times. This time, though, I couldn’t feel any of the signs of her magic—no changes in the environment, no movement in the walls or floor. It struck me, maybe too late, that she wasn’t aiming for me—she was aiming for Rhuys behind me.


      At the same moment, the stone around her rumbled, followed by countless stone thorns converging on her.


      “Rhuys!” I yelled, turning around.


      “Chapter of Providence, verse two. Canopy of stars...Luminous Curtain!”


      She must have been expecting this from the start. Rhuys jumped back, casting a liturgy that protected her from all directions, defending against the converging spear tips.


      She offered another prayer.


      “Chapter of Flame, verse three. Blade of sacred fire...Flame Weapon!”


      With that, the sword in my hand was wreathed in white fire. I didn’t feel any heat. These, I had to assume, were divine flames that purified corruption.
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      “I’ll be fine! Go!”


      Spurred on by her voice, I started to run again.


      If I didn’t finish this quickly, she’d go for Rhuys again or just bring the whole fortress down on us. Even disregarding that, she was a fiend general. It was obvious I was at a huge disadvantage in a knock-down, drag-out fight. I wanted to settle this while she was still looking down on me.


      I kept an eye out for more stone spears as I closed the distance, bouncing between the floor, walls, and ceiling.


      I heard Kamea click her tongue in irritation. At the same time, spears and spines closed in on me from all directions—but I dodged them all and got in close, delivering a slash down and across.


      “Guh?!”


      She instantly leaned back, but I still managed to leave a shallow cut that ran from her shoulder to her flank, wringing a groan from her throat. The touch of the divine flames burned her fresh blood to nothing in an instant. It must have hurt, because she backed away.


      This was my chance. Fighting on terrain perfectly suited to her powers, I couldn’t expect to get many more.


      I stepped off again, swinging at her neck; most living creatures couldn’t handle a direct blow there.


      Even if she was like Ibe and could survive a decapitation or two, there were limits. If I kept doing it, she’d die eventually.


      But stone began to gather around her neck with an awful crunching, grinding sound. The condensed stone gradually began to shine, illuminating the area.


      It’s not just stone, is it? Should I aim for something else? No?


      Despite my slight hesitation, I committed to the swing. I was confident I could cut most stone or metal. With the magic from Layle’s sheath and the liturgy from Rhuys, I couldn’t let this chance pass!


      Clang!


      A jolt that I shouldn’t have felt passed through the sword into my hand.


      Arc Flash, the sword I’d made this whole desperate gamble with, couldn’t penetrate the stone around her neck. Instead, it cracked, and half of it spun into the air. At the same time, the divine flames extinguished.


      I could see the broken blade, hear the ringing metal. Everything else grew distant. I hadn’t refined my ki enough. I’d slipped in my slash. She was too hard. There were all kinds of excuses I could make, but...


      I didn’t want to accept what had happened. I felt the loss in my chest. After all, that sword was from dad. A precious gift.


      “Kee hee! Hee hee hee! Too bad. My magic doesn’t just let me control stone in the area, it lets me change it. This is diamond. One of the hardest rocks in the world—”


      Whatever she was saying didn’t register. My senses were focused on the sound of the blade bouncing on the floor and the hollowness in my breast.


      In the next moment, it had all become rage.


      “Gah?!” Kamea cried at the strike to her face. I’d struck her with my fist, my fingers still wrapped tight around Arc Flash’s grip.


      “You little—”


      She would have said more, but I’d already kicked her in the stomach.


      “Ough?!”


      With that cry, she went flying back.


      “Guard of the beast’s pen. Jaws that devour the fragments,” I chanted, even as I walked forward. “You who crush good and evil alike, turning it all to blood and flesh.”


      I pushed the key into my rage-filled chest, letting the anger well up. I quietly accepted it all as I murmured.


      “Awaken, Klyk.”


      Mana gushed out of me. My left arm swelled, and Klyk grew too, merging with it, each finger a massive, wicked talon. Both of my eyes were originally black, but the left one glowed red now, giving my vision a tint of the same color. Tufts of my bangs took on the same scarlet highlight. I’d gone full demifiend.


      “This sword was something my dad gave me. A celebration when I turned fifteen and could stand on my own.”


      “Huh?”


      Klyk usually ate my mana as it slept, all but closing my aethernode. Now that it had awoken and my left eye was in its demifiend state, Kamea’s mana blazed. It wasn’t as dramatic as Ibe’s, but it still outclassed a human’s. Normally, it might have even made me want to turn tail and run. But that didn’t matter now.


      “I was so happy, and treasured it all this time. I maintained it every day, making sure it was never damaged when I used it.”


      “Forget that, why do you—”


      “But...” I spoke louder, cutting her off. “But now it’s broken. Broken... I can hardly let you get away with that, can I?”


      Anger at her and self-reproach at my own experience churned together in my chest as I ran at the fiend general.


      “Hah! Like I give a fuck!”


      Countless spears of stone sprouted from around her feet, speeding down the corridor to stab me to death. It didn’t matter, though. Blood rushed through my head as I went to charge through—


      “Don’t let your rage consume you, Araignée!”


      Rhuys’s cry made me stumble, just for a moment.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 25 — Piercing the Stone


      Even as surging rage filled my mind, Rhuys’s voice somehow reached me,


      She was telling me not to be consumed by the demon of wrath. It was the warning I’d told her about dad giving me, just the other day.


      The demons—apparently they were actually wicked deities—made your emotions turn negative. One of them, wrath, could sometimes give people vast strength. Being consumed by it, though, allowing it to rule you, narrowed your perception and worsened your judgment, eventually leading to your ruin. Just like with the previous hero.


      The lesson came back to me—just when I was on the verge of that very thing overwhelming me—thanks only to her frantic cry. I’d only just stopped her when she’d burned with anger herself. What right did I have to succumb?


      Right... That’s right. Dad, Rhuys, I can’t let my anger devour me. I think I’ll pass on repeating the last hero’s mistakes.


      My mind suddenly calmed, and I froze—then used that momentum to spin in place. I combined that rotational energy with the wind ki in the area and kicked at the air in front of me.


      The wind roared as it rushed down the corridor, engulfing everything in its path.


      “What the?!”


      The stone spears smashed to flinders in the grip of the horizontal cyclone. The fragments pelted the fiend general as they tore down the corridor.


      They shredded through her, but she didn’t move. When I looked at her feet, I saw that the stone surrounding her had expanded to support her, letting her stay in place.


      I’d gotten in close under the cover of the wind and plunged my left hand’s claws into her stomach even as she braced against the buffeting blast.


      “Guh?!”


      Even as I heard the cry, I was already pulling my claws out, winding back to rake at her again. Over and over, tearing up her body.


      “Guh! Ah! Agh?! Don’t get carried away, you bitch!”


      Kamea was enraged, gathering stone and condensing it around the vitals at her core like she had when she broke my sword. The stone purged its impurities, turning clear and dazzling.


      I didn’t think even my claws would damage it. If anything, I feared I’d just injure myself. So instead, I opened my hand and clutched her whole body in my taloned grip, along with the stone she was jacketed in.


      “Guh?! What are you playing at?!”


      With her upper half trapped, she writhed. I ignored that and swept at her feet, knocking her to the ground. Then—


      Skrsh.


      “Ugh?!”


      I heard the fiend general grunt in confusion, to my immense pleasure.


      “What the? My power... You little— You’re eating my mana!”


      Mana absorption was one of Klyk’s abilities. Usually it ate my demifiend mana, but it could also be directed at others’. On top of that...


      Red light gathered in front of me, gradually growing and changing shape.


      I used Klyk’s other power—mana manipulation—to form five throwing daggers from the light. As they floated in the air, they pivoted to point at her and then launched through the air.


      “Guaaah?!”


      The mana daggers flew where I willed them to, piercing her where she’d left herself unarmored while I kept her immobilized. She roared in pain; for as much as she could dish it out, she couldn’t take it worth a damn.


      All the while, Klyk was draining her dry.


      “Guh... Gah... Fuck! Don’t mess with me!”


      I felt something turn sour and strange in her mana and immediately released her. Suspecting that wouldn’t be enough, I threw myself back. As I did...


      Schwoo!


      A spear had thrust from the fiend general’s torso, grazing me. It stood ramrod straight.


      Actually, no, it hadn’t come from her body. She’d reshaped the ground beneath her feet to pierce through her own body, just to get me off. I supposed that sort of desperation maneuver wasn’t all that desperate when you could regenerate from most major injuries.


      “Fuck... You made it.”


      Her body bloomed with one of the same perfectly circular gouges she loved to inflict as she cried out at me. It seemed that between her desperate offense and defense and the punishment I’d managed to dish out, she was just about all used up.


      Even so, she stood, blood pouring from her as she pulled the spear from her stomach.


      As I kept my eyes on her, I swiped my left hand down. I didn’t know how many more it would take, but I would just keep on piercing through her until she was finished. But...


      Despite the fact I had my eyes on her, she suddenly got smaller.


      Had she crouched? Hunched over? No—was she sinking?


      As I looked more closely, I could see that the floor was enveloping her feet like quicksand, and a moment later she was gone. With just a noise, the fiend general of stone had completely vanished.


      She’s in the stone?!


      Obviously, this was the first time I’d had an opponent vanish into the floor of the building we were fighting in. I was fully on my guard now.


      I couldn’t see her. I could barely hear her. All I could do was rely on the faint trace of her mana I could sense with my aethernode to sniff her out.


      Almost at the exact same time, I sensed her mana at my feet, followed by a high-pitched noise and a stone blade erupting from the flagstones underneath me.


      I barely managed to dodge, bringing my left hand about for a counterattack, but all that was visible was the blade itself. She’d kept herself still within the stone. It was like she’d become a shark on the hunt, her position below only betrayed by the “fin” of the blade breaching the surface of the floor.


      “Araignée!” Rhuys yelled, probably worried about me.


      I wasn’t sure if it was because she’d heard, or some other reason, but the fiend general’s focus shifted to my partner watching from the sidelines.


      “Rhuys! You little—”


      I didn’t even think as I cried out, reaching out with my left hand to grab at the stone blade, but I couldn’t reach.


      The blade followed a swift, meandering path toward her, closing in for the kill.


      I’d broken into a run hoping that I could intercept, but I already knew I wouldn’t make it. I almost felt like throwing up with despair as I pushed through regardless.


      Just a tiny bit.


      She just needed to fight back the tiniest bit, and I could help her. That was the only thing keeping me going, keeping an eye on both of their movements. That was the only reason I noticed that Rhuys’s right eye was filled with blue light.


      ◇◇◇


      This was the second time I’d faced a fiend general.


      The first time—when we fought Ibe the Tempest—the pressure of his vast mana had rooted my feet in place. All I had been able to do was watch from the shadows, hoping I wouldn’t get in Araignée’s way as she fought valiantly against him.


      But maybe that first instance had made me more used to it. This time, even as I felt Kamea’s mana fill the fortress and the terror rose in me again, I was ready to defend myself.


      Perhaps I owed it to the experience I’d accumulated in our clashes with monsters along the way; maybe I was just furious at her mockery of the dead. Whatever it was, though, there was something else at play of which I was far more certain.


      “Rhuys! You little—”


      Araignée hadn’t managed to keep her in place; her face filled with despair. She didn’t give up, though, still moving to save me. If I just died here, she’d blame herself for all of it. And I’d leave her all alone.


      I couldn’t do that to her. Utile’s request and my failure at the lake—no, even before then, when she’d saved me and accepted me. I knew I was powerless, but I’d still wanted to support her. I wanted to be at her side. So...


      So please, Streamsight! Give me power!


      The blue light lit in my eye at my command. It showed me the flow of the stone sword and the fiend general beneath it coming to cut me apart. As it did...


      “Pro! Tec! Tion!”


      It was the liturgy I knew best. I’d engraved into myself so I could abbreviate the prayer as much as possible, to the extent that I could create a single shield with each syllable. My right hand, ready at my waist, was covered in three shields of light—sacrificing size for strength. Then...


      I read the flow of Kamea’s wriggling motion through the floor, dodging the stone blade by the slimmest margin. The moment it passed, I launched a punch with all of my strength and ki behind it, aiming for the base of the blade—where it joined, inevitably, with her body!


      “Protect Bunker!”


      The three shields shot off in sequence, the rear ones acting as springboards to accelerate the attack. This was the core of the Protection Arts that My Priest had taught me.


      The shield of light pulverized the stone floor, striking the fiend general’s body.


      “Guh! Agh?!”


      The building was on its way out in the first place, but my strike blasted a hole in the center of the corridor, sending the fiend general to the floor below along with the rubble around her.


      I pursued her, throwing myself through the hole.


      “Hah!”


      “Uff?!”


      I set off another attack. The damage from my Protect Bunker still lingered, but she didn’t counterattack. For now.


      I’d dragged her out of the stone, but it hadn’t been fatal. After all, this was a fiend general. If I just frantically pushed my offensive, I could be in for a harsh reprisal. Warily, I kept my distance from the collapsed fiend girl.


      ◆◆◆


      The fiend general fell through the massive hole in the floor, and Rhuys jumped down after her.


      “Hah!”


      “Uff?!”


      Both shouts came from the floor below. I jolted and hurriedly rushed after them. If I just hung around here, I wouldn’t be able to get a decent view of Rhuys fi—er, I mean, watch how the battle went.


      I sheathed my broken sword and slipped through the hole. As I did, I could see the fiend general lying on the floor like a squashed frog, so I decided to put in my fair share of punishment as I fell.


      “Gueh?!”


      We were right by the entrance on the first floor. It was still strewn with the broken bodies of the dead.


      I cast around for Rhuys and saw her with her back to the exit, keeping her distance from the fiend general, wary and waiting. Anger and determination showed plainly in her face. She was usually timid and shied from the sight of death, but once she was cornered, she was incredibly strong. This whole night stood as proof of that.


      I was glad to see she hadn’t pressed the attack, and had chosen to hold out for me. With her position, she could get out of the fortress straightaway.


      “Rhuys, get outside!”


      “Right!” she cried, quickly understanding, and I raced after her. Once we got to the courtyard, I took a deep breath.


      We’d been released from the stench of blood and stale air, and I filled my lungs with the cool wind and nighttime scents. It shouldn’t have been that long since we’d headed into the fortress, but the outside air was so welcome that it felt like it had been hours.


      Then, as we were getting our breathing under control...


      “You little pests... You’ve gone too far now.”


      The fiend general had appeared from inside, her anger blatant.


      “It’s time to stop playing around. Now I’ll just crush you with my full strength. Literally!”


      The whole fortress began to shake.

    

  

  
    
      Verse 26 — Horn


      There was an ominous rumble as the fortress changed shape.


      Gradually, it took on a clumsy, unbalanced humanoid form. The whole thing was almost cartoonishly top-heavy—broad-shouldered and mighty from the waist up, everything below almost an afterthought. We had to crane our necks to look at it as it let out an inarticulate roar.


      The air itself seemed to shake, and I reflexively froze. It hadn’t actually spoken, really. It was just a puppet made of stone.


      It was clearly moving with purpose, though, and it felt like it had roared. Here stood a thing given enough semblance of life to kill, and no more.


      Unlike Ibe, who had hidden his strength to avoid being noticed, Kamea had forgotten herself in her rage. She didn’t care about anyone seeing, just pouring all of her strength into crushing us.


      “Rhuys,” I said after a moment. “I’m really sorry. I want to tell you to run, but...”


      “Don’t apologize,” she replied. “I was the one to take us on this journey. I pulled you into it, so...”


      “Right. Yeah, you’re right. Instead, then, I’ve got a request. Would you back me up? But keep yourself safe. I don’t think I can do this on my own.”


      “I will!”


      She seemed kinda happy for some reason, and as she answered, she turned her glowing blue eye to me.


      As we were talking, the fiend girl had stepped onto the giant’s shoulder. It swung its fist at us.


      Rhuys fell back, and I moved just shy of the blow.


      The giant’s arm was powerful to begin with, but it was longer and faster than I’d expected. While we’d dodged it, I felt like the wave of displaced air that rolled off of it as it passed could have blasted me away all on its own.


      If I had to compare it to anything, it was almost like fighting someone with a massive club or log. Granted, comparing it to a weapon a person could wield wasn’t useful. “A building standing up and punching you” wasn’t an experience that came with neat, tidy analogies.


      “Go!”


      The mass of rock swung a great arcing backhand at Kamea’s command.


      As the arm scraped along the ground, I somehow managed to jump over and onto it and drew my sword—not my broken one, but Rog. I dashed along up the length of its arm.


      I saw no point in fighting the giant directly. If I could take down the person who had made it, it’d go back to being a fortress—or at least to being dead, inert stone.


      “Ha! As if I’d let you!”


      Before I got to Kamea, though, her will had made the giant lift its right arm.


      “Whoa!”


      Seeing as that was where I was standing, I obviously lost my balance. I couldn’t find a handhold in time and slid down the remaining length of its biceps.


      “Take this!” Kamea yelled, the giant swinging its left fist down.


      “Protection!”


      Rhuys conjured a shield of light that deflected the blow off to the side, just barely diverting it from hitting me. Kamea didn’t take the interruption well.


      “Right, I owe you one as well!”


      I shot a glance Rhuys’s way, telling her to fall back—though I wasn’t sure whether the look made sense to her.


      But with that out of the way, the fiend’s attention was still on her, and that meant I had an opening.


      I used Klyk’s mana manipulation to give myself platforms in the air to cover the remaining distance, making a beeline to my target, passing by her and swinging the black sword in a reverse grip in my right hand.


      “Gah?!”


      I hit. Not deeply enough, though. The blade penetrated halfway through her neck. It was still an unfamiliar weapon, and I was on unstable footing. My skill was diluted somewhat.


      “You bitch!”


      Enraged, she compelled the giant into motion again—this time, to slap me down. I whipped up a few more platforms out of the ambient mana and changed direction in midair. Even as I dodged the giant’s attack, I closed in for another strike.


      As I did, its other arm came into view all of a sudden.


      I kicked off hardened mana, the mass of stone roaring toward me and then past me. A brief time later, I was close to its body again—and for some reason, my foot passed through empty air.


      The hardened mana had been shredded by countless thorn-looking protrusions from its arm. Kamea’d probably made them to try and hit me as I passed. It was only luck that saw me getting off without cutting my feet to ribbons.


      While I fell and contemplated my tactical position, the giant’s opposite arm closed in again. I didn’t have time to make another platform, and Rhuys wouldn’t be able to help in time. I’d just have to take it!


      “Fngh!”


      I’d switched to a forward grip on the black sword and braced against it with my left hand, blocking the stone fist with it—


      “Gh!”


      The impact was stronger than I expected, and I cried out. Just in terms of physical strength, I gathered it was probably on the same level as the wind Ibe had called up. In the next moment, I was blasted far back. As it happened...


      I felt a strange sensation in my left hand. Where Klyk braced the sword, it felt like it was trying to suck in the mana from the fist.


      Maybe I’d accidentally activated its ability because I was tensing up? Just absorbing a tiny bit of the vast swathes of mana animating the giant was like trying to put out a forest fire with a watering can.


      As I was thinking that, Rog glimmered with a faint light, and part of the mass of stone—the part that had touched Rog’s blade—completely vanished.


      “Huh?” I said dumbly.


      The giant’s fist swung at me and threw me farther back.


      The ramparts were behind me. If I hit them, it might maim me, maybe even kill me. Given how hard I’d just been hit, it’d be a struggle to correct my position purely through my body’s air resistance. Instead...


      “Chapter of Sealing, verse two. Striated Bindings...Sacred Chain!”


      Rhuys’s prayer created a net out of chains of light, catching me in midair and slowing me down. That wasn’t enough to kill all my momentum, though, so I rolled back on the chains, getting myself in position and hitting the wall with my feet.


      The shock spread through the wall, and cracks spiderwebbed across its surface. The reflected force reverberated out from my feet to the rest of my body, spreading as a throbbing pain. I reckoned it beat being dead, at least.


      “I’ll protect you!” Rhuys cried out. “You just focus on what’s in front of you!”


      Thanks, Rhuys.


      I offered my gratitude as I bore up against the pain. Then I kicked off the wall, landing on the floor and pushing myself forward. As I ran, my thoughts were focused on what I’d just experienced.


      That had definitely been Klyk’s mana absorption. I could still feel it in my left hand.


      It was super different from how it normally worked, though. The physical thing that had been imbued with the mana had been devoured with it, leaving a great gouge even wider than my hand. In fact, it mapped neatly to the length of the sword clutched in my right hand. What’s more, Rog was still faintly glowing.


      Hm? So that’s what happened?


      I had a decent guess now. If I was right, I didn’t need to keep puzzling things over. At this point I was best off just trying things out.


      “Rhuys! I’m getting in close; back me up!”


      “Right!”


      I ran in to close the distance, approaching the giant again.


      I ducked under its right fist; then in came its left fist—


      “Sacred Chain!”


      Rhuys’s chains of light wrapped around the stone giant, stopping its movement for a moment. It quickly tore through them, but that slight opening was enough for me to get in close.


      I’d gone to its feet because I was taking it on, not its creator. I gripped Rog in both “hands” and swung it while cranking Klyk’s mana absorption all the way up. The black sword began to glow faintly again. If I was right, this’d go off without a hitch.


      “Hff!”


      I swung the black sword with a short exhalation, and it cut through the giant’s feet like butter. Without much left to carry its weight, the giant toppled. Just after I hurriedly escaped from under its feet, it hit the ground, and the earth itself shuddered.


      “What the?”


      I saw the fiend general leap from the falling giant as she cried out in surprise.


      “What did you do?!”


      “Who knows?” I asked, playing dumb and grinning like a maniac. Seeing that, the fiend general roared in anger.


      “Don’t fuck with me!”


      The toppled giant broke apart, raining down as lifeless rubble. I ran in, slicing at the falling debris with Rog. Bits that I couldn’t block grazed and bruised me, but I just ignored them.


      “Guh?!”


      Several spears sprouted from the wreckage of the giant. I avoided one with footwork, ducked under another, and then deflected the final one with Rog before finally reaching the fiend general—parting her head from her shoulders as I passed her by.
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      “Gah?! Guh...”


      Her body stood for a moment, but then began to list, and then fell to the ground. Only her head was moving where it lay.


      “This sensation... That blade eats mana...and things with mana in them!”


      “Looks like it. I only just noticed, though.”


      Rog—or “horn”—apparently didn’t just control the techniques used through it. It sharpened them. It wasn’t increasing the strength behind it, just narrowing it. You could put the same amount of force behind a sword stroke that you would with a punch, but the outcome would be completely different. When Klyk’s mana absorption was sharpened, it didn’t just absorb the mana from where it cut; it also devoured all the matter imbued with that mana.


      I’d only understood that a few moments ago. When I was touching the sword with my left hand and trying to absorb mana, Rog had activated. In other words, Rog was constantly active. It didn’t need a trigger phrase. If its wielder was touching it as they tried to use magic—or a liturgy—it would automatically control it.


      Whenever I’d been touching it before, I’d been my usual mana-blank self, so it hadn’t had any effect at all until now. If Rhuys had borrowed it, we’d have probably worked it out right away.


      “Guh... Fuck... Someone like you has no right to defeat someone of my stature!” Kamea’s fallen head muttered regretfully. Apparently she still hadn’t noticed I was a demifiend. That was convenient, at least.


      “I was raised as a fiend general! I won’t die here!”


      Kamea retrieved her head, using the giant’s remnants to pull herself up. As she did, I approached with the black blade in hand.


      “It doesn’t matter what strength you have, or what unfulfilled desires you might cling to. Everyone dies when their time comes. If you chafe against that rule, take it up with your god.”


      “Damn! Stay away from me!”


      The fiend general was staggering back, but I needed to finish her, so I dashed forward, readying Rog.


      “Hee hee!”


      As she laughed, her body vanished into the stone. At the same time, a stone spear tried to impale me.


      I dodged by a hair’s breadth, coming to a stop.


      “Hee hee hee! Well done, you strange human!”


      Her next cackle came from a little way away. At some point, she’d connected her head to her body again. She’d moved through the giant’s remnants and made her getaway. Hold on, who was she calling a strange human?


      “I’ll remember your looks and mana. Some day, I’ll pay you back for this. Even before the hero! First, though—”


      As she spoke, the remnants of the giant—of the fortress—began to rumble.


      “—I’ll let you off for now. I ain’t dying here.”


      Kamea, the fiend general of stone, vanished. Although...


      Bang!


      The wreckage of the fortress exploded up in all directions, coming to crush us.


      “Rhuys!” I yelled, hurriedly running over to her before we ran clear of the upheaval.


      Pillars of stone shot up in explosions for a while, gradually easing off. Eventually, the stone stopped moving completely and the forest was finally as quiet as it was when we arrived.


      “Araignée, are you okay?”


      “Yeah, I’m fine. But she escaped.”


      I dropped to the ground and felt my breath catch at the sight in front of me.


      The stone was scattered and heaped all around. If we’d been hit by the spell directly, we’d have been buried. A chill ran down my spine.


      I couldn’t see anything moving nearby. She had used it as a smoke screen to escape, it seemed. When I considered the possibility she might attack us again later, I couldn’t help but lament that we hadn’t finished her now, but...


      Even just surviving a run-in with a fiend general with no preparation had to count as some kind of victory, or at least a silver lining. I gently laid my hand over the cleric girl’s as she clung to me.


      “Oh, right, Rhuys?”


      “What is it?” she asked.


      “Could you put Klyk back to sleep again? If we just leave it, I’ll probably end up rampaging again.”


      I lifted my left hand as I spoke, opening and closing it.


      Last time it had been several years since I’d last cut loose, but this time my violent urges hadn’t had a chance to build—after all, they’d just been let free at the lake—so I had some leeway. Still, dealing with it quickly was probably for the best.


      “Right, leave it to me.”


      Immediately, she had her hands together and started to pray. She would use a liturgy that temporarily calmed the flow of mana in an area to seal my mana core. Then, Klyk would eat my fiend side away. Literally.


      I let out a short breath, looking up at the sky as I listened to her prayer.


      It felt like the frantic night had finally ended as the stars gradually filled the dark sky with light.

    

  

  
    
      Epilogue 1 — As Long as You’re There


      The two of us walked by liturgy light along the dark road.


      Rhuys had sealed my mana, and not long after, we’d left the forest for the nearest settlement.


      If we’d stuck around, Lina and the others would have turned up after hearing the commotion, and explaining what had happened would be a real pai— Ahem. There was a lot we couldn’t explain, so it would have been difficult.


      “I bet they’ll have come across the remains of the fortress by now. Can you imagine how confused they must look?”


      “They probably have no idea what happened. Honestly, I feel like I don’t entirely get what happened either.”


      I had to admit, I did feel like we’d just been dragged around without any real explanation.


      “So the assassins trying to kill Lina were killed by a fiend general that just happened to visit the fortress?” Rhuys mused.


      “I don’t think there was any ‘just happening’ about it. After all, there’s that fiend general that can ‘scent death’ probably working behind the scenes.”


      “A blessing from a demon—pardon, a wicked deity?”


      The beings generally called demons were actually just gods, or wicked deities, and could give blessings in much the same way as our own pantheon. At least, so we’d heard from Ibe. It wasn’t exactly the sort of thing polite human society talked about.


      “Until we deal with her, this journey might never end.”


      “Maybe. We talked about it before we fought the stone general, but it might even carry on until we defeat the archfiend.”


      “If that’s really the case...” Rhuys began. “I don’t know. It feels like a journey without a destination.”


      “Well, we can see our goal, in a manner of speaking,” I replied. “If we just keep plodding along, it’ll be over eventually. Besides...”


      “Besides?”


      “At least until this commission’s all wrapped up, I get to enjoy a journey with you.”


      “Eh... Uhm?”


      Rhuys went bright red and hid her face. What exactly are you imagining? So cute.


      “A-Anyway,” she said with an adorable little cough as she pulled herself back together. “We need to find somewhere to stay for the night, but then what? I still haven’t seen anything with Streamsight, so we don’t have anywhere to go yet.”


      “Let’s just keep kinda close while we listen for rumors. If something happens, we can jump in and help, and if you see something with Streamsight, we can go that way instead. Besides, if she makes for the archfiend from here, she’ll probably take the northern route over the mountains. We should probably head in the same direction.”


      “Okay. Right.”


      “Still, I guess it’s a good thing you haven’t seen anything. We rushed all the way here, so it might be nice to take things easy for a little while.”


      She nodded.


      “That’s right. We need to get your sword repaired as well.”


      “Yeah,” I answered after a moment, slumping where we were.


      “A-Araignée?”


      Rhuys wheeled around to face me, shocked at me just stopping.


      “Sorry, I’m good. I’m just a bit sad remembering it.”


      “Um. I’m not sure I should say so, but that’s a surprise. I thought it would be the thing you were thinking most about.”


      “I was just ignoring reality a bit.”


      Not that ignoring it would fix my sword.


      “Ugh. My Arc Flash... I looked after it so carefully ever since dad gave it to me, and I even just bought a new sheath for it.”


      As I mournfully pulled out my broken sword, Rhuys couldn’t just watch; she started stroking my head. It felt really nice.


      “We could go to a bigger town and get a blacksmith to repair it. Maybe we should even head back to Porto and ask Layle to do it?”


      “Well, on that note,” I said, standing as I resheathed it and turned to face her. “I’ve got a smith in mind. The one that forged it was one of our regulars, a dwarf called Lycen. Apparently his master lives in a village to the northeast of here. It’s closer than going back, and it’s the same way we’re going, so I figured we could stop off there first... If you don’t mind?”


      I watched her face carefully. I was a bit hesitant about asking.


      “Of course not. I’ll accompany you,” she said softly, smiling at me. Phew.


      “Well, I’ve got Rog, so it’s not like I can’t fight, and I can cope for a while. It’s just that I feel uneasy not having a weapon I’m used to. Can’t quite settle down. I want to get it fixed as soon as possible. I wish we could have gotten the broken bit back, but digging through that ruin wasn’t going to happen, and we didn’t have the time for it anyway.”


      “We didn’t know when Lina would show up, after all. I wish we could have purified the corpses in there, but...”


      Typical softhearted Rhuys. She even thought about assassins—and complete strangers to her, for that matter—like that. She’d have probably pushed back about it if I said so, though. I supposed part of it was her duty as a cleric.


      “Well, there’s the other girl. Annie, right? If she’s with them, she’ll notice the corruption and purify it.”


      Though it probably would be a bit difficult to excavate them and give them their proper last rites.


      “Right. That could work.”


      “Yup. So let’s carry on ahead.”


      “Let’s.”


      We stood side by side again and walked off, conversation sprouting up to fill the dead air.


      “Speaking of Annie, I wonder if that mage is okay.”


      “Right. She was rather angry.”


      “Angry nothing. She was going to execute him on the spot. I was kinda shocked; I didn’t think a holy woman could be that merciless.”


      “Agnes is a very diligent individual. As an Asterian cleric, she has a great deal of respect for the divine blade, the hero, and the like. She seems rather proud of being selected as a guardian, so she can’t countenance disrespect to them.”


      “So much so she’d eliminate someone that had been her companion until then?”


      “A-Ah ha ha... She has a fairly, um, intense personality.”


      Well, she certainly seemed easy to wind up.


      “Oh yeah, what kind of relationship do you have with her? It felt like you didn’t exactly get on.”


      “Well, we aren’t exactly close enough to call it a ‘relationship,’ but she seems to have a grudge against me or something.”


      “What, she bullies you?”


      “No, she doesn’t do anything openly like the others. Just, if my knowledge or manners are anything other than perfect, she’ll correct them rather harshly.”


      “Yeah.”


      “And if I show any shortcoming, she rebukes me about how it will cause troubles for Priest Clarté.”


      “Right, right. Uhm, right?”


      “Then, whenever she sees Priest Clarté and I together, she seems to glare at me.”


      “Riiight? Just checking, but do you think she—”


      “Huh?”


      The conversation meandered around as we walked, but my heart was focused on something else. A plan from a while ago. I changed the topic again to try and create an opening for it.


      “I’ve gotta say, a lot happened on this journey, but some of it was good too. Like the lake.”


      “You’re right. It was such a gorgeous view. Plus, I was so happy that Zack got to meet his sister again. But...”


      I had an idea of where she’d have gone with that. She was probably still hung up on how I’d cried. I’d told her before, but I was grateful for what had happened. Her lack of confidence in herself, though, meant that she couldn’t just accept that.


      “Say, Rhuys, if we got something like that mirror, would you like to use it this time?”


      “Huh? But, I’m a cleric, so artifacts—”


      “I know, but just ignore that for now.”


      With that, she looked a little lost, but she still seemed to give it some earnest thought.


      “Ignoring my views as a cleric, and just thinking personally?”


      “Yup. At the lake, you said you didn’t know how you felt about your parents. Is that still true?”


      There was a long pause as she thought.


      “I think so. I know they loved me once, but they were abusive for far longer. Despite that, my parents and everyone else in the village died because of me, because I didn’t tell anyone what I’d seen with Streamsight...”


      At the time, Rhuys had been both emotionally and physically exhausted, and hadn’t been able to find it in herself to warn anyone, so I didn’t think it was her fault; I had told her that much before, but that wasn’t what I was getting at right now.


      “When it happened, the only thing you could do was listen from the closet, yeah?”


      She’d said that herself, at the lake.


      “Huh? Y-Yes.”


      “There you go. Don’t you think that was them trying to protect you, right at the end?”


      Rhuys froze as she walked. I felt like I heard her breath catch. I stopped too, and turned back to her, putting what I wanted to tell her into words.


      “It’s made me wonder this whole time—how were you the only one who got out alive? After all, everyone else died. It was possible they’d have overlooked you, but it was more likely that someone nearby...”


      “I can’t really remember exactly who was near me, but if it was my mom, or...?”


      “That’d make more sense, wouldn’t it? It doesn’t seem like you’d have hidden or protected yourself.”


      I didn’t know what had actually happened. Maybe she had, and her parents just died selfish. But from how the situation seemed...


      “I don’t remember back then well, and I’ve not thought about it. But you’re right. That might be right. But if it is...”


      I’d taken the conversation this far, but this was where it really started. While what I was about to do was out of gratitude, it could hurt her if I wasn’t careful. She’d let me see my mom again, though, so...


      I took out an earring with a blue stone in it, a similar color to her eyes, and lifted it up to her.


      “What’s that?” she asked.


      “It’s an artifact that lets you hear your memories.”


      “My memories? That’s...”


      “Yup, the thing Zack told us about.”


      We’d just touched on it as an example of something with a similar effect to the mirror.


      “When did you...?” she asked, trailing off.


      “Remember when I headed out of the inn at Porto?”


      “Uhm. Oh, right, you said about shopping.”


      “I happened to see it at a stall while I was out. Since it only lets you listen to your own memories, there’s not much demand for it, so it was pretty cheap for an artifact. I couldn’t help but buy it.”


      I’d actually bought it after agonizing over what I could do to thank her, but I was deflecting out of embarrassment.


      “I get that, but why mention it now?”


      “I was thinking about using it to hear your memories from when it happened.”


      Her eyes went wide as she gasped.


      “If your mom really did protect you then, then maybe what she said is somewhere in your memories. You can’t speak with her personally, like with the mirror, but we might be able to get an answer to those questions.”


      “But I...”


      Her wide eyes darkened. I knew why, and what she was worrying about.


      “I know in the worst case, you might hear the exact opposite of what you want to. You might just hear a torrent of abuse.”


      She was silent.


      That’s why this was a risky gamble I was making with her feelings. If I was right, then that was fine. If not...


      “I mentioned it earlier, but as a cleric...”


      “I know. But it’s more of an emotional thing and doesn’t cause any harm, and you’re not massively against them, are you?”


      “You’re right, but...”


      I could understand her reluctance. I knew I was being unfair to her. I knew that while it might just be a custom, I was essentially testing her commitment to clerical doctrine.


      But that stuff about the donations was already part of her reform. Who could say whether all the business with magic and artifacts might succumb to the same process in our lifetimes, rather than lingering within the realm of the officially forbidden but practically and personally a matter of convincing oneself? More importantly, though...


      “Sorry for pushing you. I knew you’d be against it. If you really don’t want to, I won’t bring it up again. If you do, though, then I want you to prioritize your feelings.”


      “Araignée...” she looked fixedly at the artifact I was holding up, head tilted down. “I am reluctant, yes. Ever since I was taken in by My Priest, living as a cleric has been one of the few things to help me feel less empty. Cutting one of those lifelines free is no easy thing. But...”


      She lifted her head and met my gaze. Her blue eyes seemed filled with conviction.


      “But even if it means doing so, I want to know the truth. I really am a failure of a cleric.”


      “That’s not—” I tried, but she interrupted.


      “Okay. But I’m still hesitant and scared. So will you hold my hand?”


      “Of course,” I said, passing the earring to her and then supporting her hand with my own. “This artifact needs you to create a link with it using mana, and then think of the time you want to hear.”


      “Right,” she said after a moment.


      “Then you say ‘hear the voices of bygone days.’”


      There was a brief pause before she incanted.


      “Hear the voices of bygone days.”


      The gem in the earring began to glow.


      There was a rustling noise, and the first thing I heard after was distant screams and monsters roaring. Then there was a bang, probably of someone slamming a door as they came running in from checking what was happening outside.


      “Fuck! The monsters have come all this way!”


      I didn’t know if it was the person that closed the door, but an adult male voice was aghast at the situation. Then there was a questioning voice that sounded a bit like Rhuys’s, an adult woman.


      “Dear, what’s happening in the village?”


      “The village is done for. There are too many monsters for our adventurers to deal with. Even if we call for help, it won’t make it in time. Why would this happen? We worked so hard to save... We even used Rhuys’s eye... That’s it! Rhuys! Didn’t you see this happening?!”


      She’d said nothing to the enraged man—probably her father. This was what I’d heard from her before, that her heart was broken and she gave no reaction to the things around her.


      We could hear the clamor of the villagers and the monsters outside. Gradually, those noises got closer. It was only a matter of time before the house would be attacked. I heard a faint, echoing beat, hammering away. It was someone’s heartbeat. The woman—Rhuys’s mother—holding her to her chest?


      “Say something! You saw this, didn’t you?! If you spoke to us, we’d have... You’ve killed us, and this village!”


      The man had fallen to avarice, and even now, on the cusp of his own death, he floundered in the grip of the demon of wrath, too absorbed in himself to even attempt to resist. After all, it was because he was like this that he’d been willing to abuse his own daughter and her Streamsight. But her mother, who’d raised a hand to the same daughter...


      “That’s enough, dear. It’s our fault she didn’t say anything, isn’t it? We can’t push even more onto—”


      “You want to say that now?! You were all for—”


      Then, there was the sound of a heavy impact outside. The monsters had arrived.


      “Fuck! I’m not going to just lie down and die!”


      The man seemed to be frantically bracing against the door as they tried to break it down. The sounds of them trying to break through didn’t stop. With creaks and cracks, the noises of the door breaking apart echoed around, mixed in with her mother’s tears.


      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry!”


      I didn’t know what those apologies were directed to. To the gods, or maybe to her own daughter in her arms.


      “It’s all too late now. You probably won’t even listen to me anymore, but I’m so sorry, Rhuys. We can’t be forgiven for what we’ve done to you. This is the punishment we deserve for it. But even though I’m a failure of a mother, I feel like I need to protect you here. So even if it’s just you, let me be your mother this one last time.”


      That was probably when she put Rhuys in the closet. I heard a door closing, and then the noise of the front door fully breaking down, and then eventually her parents’ screams.


      The same rustling happened again, and the artifact stopped glowing.


      “Agh. Aghhh. M-Mom... Mom, mom, mom!”


      Tears had started to fall from Rhuys’s wide eyes. They streamed from her as she fell to her knees and cried out. Those unclear feelings toward her mother had finally overflowed and burst their dam.


      “Mom, you really... It was thanks to you. You’re why I’m still here!”


      I’d kept my grip on her hand and dropped to my knees too, softly squeezing her hand. A moment later—


      “Araignée!”


      “Whoa?!”


      Still with her hands in mine, she dove into me. I frantically managed to keep my balance, but the earring dropped from her hand and rolled across the ground.


      “Araignée! Araignée!”


      Her tears kept coming. Over the years, she hadn’t had anywhere to direct those feelings, so they wouldn’t stop easily. I got to wondering whether she might have felt the same way I had when I finally saw my mom again, and then remembered how I’d made her cry then as well.


      “Sorry. I keep doing this to you.”


      “No,” she said through sniffles. “I’m fine. That’s not why. This isn’t because I feel sorry like I did then.”


      “Really? I couldn’t do anything about what your dad said, so I thought that had hurt you.”


      So from a certain perspective, I’d both won and lost this bet.


      “My father was the same way I remembered, and it might upset me when I remember it later, but what’s most important to me now...”


      She adjusted her grip on my hands, twining our fingers tightly together.


      “My mom saved me. And you showed me that, told me that. No matter how much I thank you, it won’t be enough for how happy you’ve made me. I don’t know how to tell you what I feel.”


      Even as she cried at her mother’s final moments, her smile overpowered those tears. I couldn’t help but adore her expression, and I smiled back at her from my heart at the sensation of her hands in mine.


      “You have. Besides, I’m grateful to you too. Probably even more than you think. I wonder how I should show you those feelings.”


      We put our foreheads together and tightened our grips, and then we both laughed.


      I still had worries. My sword was still broken. The hero and her companions were still probably going to get singled out, even by other humans. We all had a new fiend general breathing down our necks. There were probably a million other nightmares waiting to be sprung on us in the future. But...


      But if you’re here, holding this hand—the hand my fiend side is bound up in—I’ll be okay no matter what. If anything happens to you, I’ll help you.


      I was a demifiend. A hero had tried to kill me. In the eyes of many he would have been right to.


      She was a cleric who defied all notions of what a cleric was supposed to be.


      We locked smiling gazes with each other on this deserted dark road, two people that didn’t fit into this world. The starlight, illuminating everything, shone down on the two of us.
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      Epilogue 2 — Joy Echoing Through the Darkness


      We were swallowed up in the night here, but illuminated by the light of a liturgy Agnes had performed.


      “What the...”


      I’d led Lina and the others along the road to our destination, but waiting for us there was a huge pile of rubble that used to be Fort Armatura. Plus...


      “What in the world? How did this even happen?”


      Internally, I could only echo Sierra’s dazed question. It was like a bomb had gone off inside the fortress. Actually, even if that had happened...


      If you want to destroy a building or something, even if you use magic to make an explosion, it wouldn’t destroy the whole thing. The foundations should have been left behind, but that didn’t seem to have happened here. It’s almost like someone picked the whole thing up and dashed it against the ground.


      Every detail and analytical conclusion just raised more questions. Was there anyone that could actually do that? And...


      “What was that giant figure?” Lina asked.


      “I don’t know. There’s no sign of it now.”


      My expression was puzzled as I gave the only answer I could.


      Roughly when we’d noticed that the Araignée woman and the cleric with her weren’t there, we’d seen a towering humanoid figure, but all that was left was this shattered husk.


      “Besides, the other assassins I was working with should have been here. Well, should being the operative word.”


      I’d explained everything before we’d come here. We’d still come here to properly part ways and protect Lina from them. And yet, there was no sign of the assassins in question.


      “Teacher isn’t here either. What do we do, Écarle?”


      Well, Lina was here to look for the other two as well, but they were nowhere to be seen either.


      I searched for a reply to give her when—


      “What’s that? It feels almost like corruption. But I can’t see any monsters. So does that mean there are corpses here?”


      Agnes’s scowling murmurs drew my attention. Lina’s reaction was even stronger.


      “C-Corpses? I-It can’t be those two, can it?! Where are they?!”


      “C-Calm down please, Lady Hero. The corruption is coming from beneath that rubble. It is also far more than would come from one or two people.”


      When I turned my attention that way, I could certainly sense corruption. Plus, now that I looked, I could see some arms and legs sticking out from the rubble...and the clothing covering those limbs was familiar.


      “I don’t think you need to worry, Lina,” I said. “The corpses belong to the assassins I was talking about earlier.”


      “R-Really? It’s not those two?”


      “I can’t say for sure, but probably not. Besides, that woman wouldn’t die in a place like this.”


      “Right! I see. Thank goodness!”


      Apparently she was relieved for now, so she dropped to her knees. She soon looked apologetic, though.


      “Oh. But that doesn’t change that people died here. They were your friends too, weren’t they? I’m sorry.”


      “I don’t care. This squad weren’t rescued orphans like us. They’re supposed to be elites, sworn completely to the family. I’m not going to lose sleep over them.”


      “Right. I guess that’s...good? I’d still like to pay our respects to them, and we should purify the corruption as well.”


      I just stared for a moment.


      “You’re too nice of a person. They were trying to kill you.”


      Well, it was only because of how nice of a person she was that I was still standing here.


      “Agnes, can you do that?”


      “I can. I agree with you about purifying the corruption. As for paying respects—well, if you insist.”


      She nodded reluctantly. Considering how overly respectful she was of the hero, she probably found it difficult to let it go when someone, say, conspired to murder her, so I imagine she wasn’t too eager about the idea. Though apparently if the hero in question asked it of her, she was willing.


      “Though with that said, with the darkness and all this rubble on top of them, digging them out isn’t going to happen, so I’ll just have to purify the entire area.”


      Sierra interjected.


      “That will take a while, won’t it? Lina, let’s look around while she works on that. I can’t sense anything else, but we should be on guard.”


      “Right. The others might have left clues. We should split up and look. You too, Écarle.”


      “Sur—”


      “Just to let you know,” Agnes said as I went to take her offered hand, “I have not forgiven you. We don’t have the people or time, so I will turn a blind eye, but don’t forget that if you run, or act suspiciously, I’ll deal with you on the spot.”


      With that, Agnes—a cleric on the verge of becoming a priest despite her age—glared earnestly at me. But...


      “You’re such a worrywart, Agnes. Écarle’s fine now.”


      “And you’re too forgiving! He is a traitor and an assassin, so you should take more care!”


      I couldn’t help smiling at that. She really was too nice.


      “I ain’t running, and it’s a bit late to want to try and hurt her now. Just get on with your purification or the sun’ll be up before you’re done.”


      “You’re right. I’d like to get this done and get at least some sleep first, so let’s do this quickly.”


      “Yup, let’s,” Lina agreed. “Écarle, Sierra and I are going to check out the path ahead, so would you check the other way?”


      “Got it. Later.”


      The two of us parted, and I started investigating the ramparts around the fort, but my mind was all over the place.


      If that lot were going to do something, they’d have made their move either earlier or right now. But they haven’t. So those really are their bodies in the rubble, and something happened to wipe them out. Was it that Araignée woman that did it? If so, why? And that giant... Damn it, there’s too many questions.


      “Écarlate,” a call from the wall’s shadow roused me from my thoughts. I stiffened, worried some remnant from the squad might be about to attack.


      “Oh, it’s you? So you’re alive?”


      “Same to you.”


      The face in the shadows was a familiar one. A girl raised as an assassin by the Astelf family, like me. She was a survivor from my squad. I’d known her for a while, and I untensed slightly.


      “Considering you’re still with the hero...” she said leadingly.


      “Yeah, I’m staying with them.”


      “Right. So you’ve left.”


      “Come to deal with me?” I asked, tensing back up a little again, but she didn’t show any sign of being bothered.


      “No, that’s not what I’m here for. Besides, it looks like this squad failed too, so it’s perfect.”


      Perfect?


      “I don’t want those three to spot me, so I’ll keep it brief. The captain’s dead.”


      I wasn’t sure whether it was joy or relief that welled up in me.


      “Right. Can’t say I’ll miss the bastard. Was it that Araignée woman?”


      “Well, she beat him, but apparently it was his own choice to kill himself.”


      “Hah. Unsurprising and entirely fitting.”


      He was loyal to that family right down to his bones, and he would do something like that if it meant it would protect his masters and their agenda.


      “He’s dead, and the other squad’s wiped out too, so our mission is done with. We’re heading back to the capital.”


      “Which means...”


      “Yeah, the assassination is on hold. There’s no one to give the order now, so there’s no reason for us to force things.”


      I jolted.


      It didn’t show on my face, but I was whooping and clicking my heels in midair internally.


      That meant that no one from the Astelf family would be sending assassins, and I had no reason to lay a hand on Lina anymore. The rest of the family would probably be planning something else, but now that they’d lost the captain and half his squad, they’d find it difficult to actually carry anything else out.


      I was peeved that I hadn’t been able to help Alfred, but he’d been against killing the hero in the first place. Even if it had succeeded and he’d been chosen, he probably wouldn’t have been happy about it.


      “Good, right?” she asked with a smile, apparently seeing what I was thinking. I turned my face away to hide the blush.


      “I’m going, then. Looks like your hero’s on her way.”


      “She’s not mine,” I protested.


      “See you then, Écarlate. Take care.”


      With that, she melted away into the darkness.


      “Yeah. You lot be safe too.”


      I was worried, thinking about them heading back to that family, but without the damned captain it probably wouldn’t be too bad. Or maybe they might get the chance—


      “Écarle! Did you find anything?” Lina asked. I didn’t show any sign that I’d been talking to someone as I replied.


      “Nothing. You?”


      “Nothing either. I’m not finding any sign of where those two went. They’re alive, right?”


      “Yeah, probably.”


      “Right! If we keep up our journey, I’m sure we’ll see them again!”


      Despite how she must have been done in by everything that had happened tonight, Lina’s eyes were sparkling as she looked at me. I might be done for, seeing those eyes.


      “Okay, looks like Agnes is done too, so we should meet up with them and head back to camp. We need to get ready for tomorrow. We’re finally heading into another country. The only empire on the continent, Heiland!”
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      Afterword


      For everyone that has read volume one or the web version, it’s been a while. To those of you picking this up from volume two, it’s good to meet you. I’m Hachigatsumori.


      Thank you for reading volume two of Unsung Epics of the Hero’s Journey. It’s a slightly unusual story, as far as the old “hero versus archfiend” milieu goes, but I hope you enjoyed it nevertheless.


      Now, this was a revised and corrected version of the web novel by the same name on various platforms. The first published volume contained the first part of the web novel, and the second contained the second part, but...


      Maybe those of you that have read the web version and have a good sense for things already noticed and are thinking: Huh? Isn’t part two really short for that? A book is supposed to be around 100,000 characters [around 50,000 words in English] but that’s 75,000 characters [around 37,500 words in English], isn’t it?


      That’s right, it wasn’t nearly enough. My editor pointed out that volume one was around 175,000 characters [around 87,500 words in English], and even that was cut down from 240,000 characters [around 120,000 words in English], so having the second volume’s word count drop off a cliff (say, down to the standard 100,000) would be less than ideal. So, in a complete about-face from cutting down volume one, I made huge additions to the second. It ended up being around 80,000 characters [around 40,000 words in English] bringing things to around 155,000 characters [around 77,500 words in English]. That’s almost double the original length, and I added almost a whole extra book’s worth. How’d that even happen?


      There just wasn’t enough in the first place. Yup. I worked hard.


      So, the main things I added were the scenes around the lake. I was looking after my mother for a while, so what I wrote between Zack and Nina hit me with all the feelings, regret, and failures from back then. It was pretty mentally draining. Enough about that, though.


      The lake went down even better than I thought, so it was made into the cover illustration, and included in the front matter as well. I feel like there’s a reasonable chance people will find the cover alluring enough on its own to pick up the book. It’s that lovely.


      I also wrote about Rhuys’s conflicts and growth, added more scenes with Utile, and hammered out the intermissions with the hero’s party and the second epilogue. Oh, the first epilogue got a fair bit of editing too. It went far too easily originally, so I used the scenes from the lake to build it out into something Rhuys and Araignée could smile about. Did it work well for you readers? If you use the colophon or survey on the publisher’s site to send a message, I’ll be jumping for joy.


      Incidentally, a lot of volume one was built off the whole idea of exploring how a bunch of typical RPG tropes might actually play out, and that holds true for this volume too. Araignée’s that high-level adventurer that doesn’t join your party at the beginning but keeps showing up all over the place. She’s also one of those scripted loss battles for the hero’s party. Why’s our protagonist beating up the hero’s party? Rhuys is going to be grilling her about that.


      Speaking of RPG tropes: a traitor in the party. I won’t say the name just in case there are people reading the afterword first, but it’s him. (I might as well have said it.)


      Now for my thanks.


      Nat.-san did the illustrations for the second volume too, and I want to say thank you for providing such wonderful pictures every time. The lake was impressive, but I have to say that Kamea was even cuter than I expected. I remember thinking, This design’s wasted on a two-bit baddie...


      Ishihara Kaori-san and Ogura Yui-san both gave their voices to the promo video and voice drama. Thank you so much for breathing life into Araignée and Rhuys. I couldn’t hold in my excitement at those pro voices and acting when I watched the recording. It happened after I’d written the afterword for volume one, so I’d also like to offer my apologies for the belated thanks.


      My editor Fujiwara-san was very patient with working on volume two. I’m so sorry for all the trouble that I’ve caused. You were so much help to me with this volume.


      To the rest of the editing department, and everyone that worked to make this book a reality, or on the advertising, thank you all as well. Thanks to you all, this book is safely in the readers’ hands.


      And above all, to you readers who have supported and read this work. I’m utterly overjoyed that a story I wrote is being read by you all, and I want to see you again in the next volume. Nothing is concrete yet, though, so if any of you wish to read the continuation quickly, I would appreciate you reading part three of the web version. It’s posted on several platforms (Shosetsuka ni Naro, Kakuyomu, Hameln, and Alphapolis) and you can read the continuation there.


      I hope that I can see you in the next volume.
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  Sign up for our mailing list at J-Novel Club to hear about new releases!


  Newsletter


  And you can read the latest chapters of series like this by becoming a J-Novel Club Member:


  J-Novel Club Membership
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