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    Prologue I: We Come From Where the Reaper Dwells—


    It was something that happened often here…


    “…If we don’t die and become adults, will you marry me?” The flaxen-haired girl asked with a calm, but crying face.


    The boy’s unmotivated eyes jolted… but even as his dry eyes met hers, wet with tears, they remained empty.


    “If we don’t die, and become adults…”


    He thought that was impossible. No, maybe she thought so too. Thought they’d die.


    This orphanage was overflowing with death. It was truly everywhere.


    This world was overflowing with death. Even two small children could comprehend that.


    The girl whispered. “If we survive… we should…” 


    He didn’t reply. Her wish was an unattainable dream; an illusion that died as it hit his ears.


    “If we survive… we should…” Her words cut off there as her shoulders were suddenly caught by a middle aged man clad in a black suit.


    “It’s time. Stop your crying. You no longer need these weak emotions. If you’re weak, you’ll die. That’s all there is to it.”


    Right. That was all there was to it. He understood that.


    Fear crossed her face for an instant. “Yes,” she agreed and nodded. She peered into the boy’s face for a second, but he’d sunk into silence, eyes as relaxed and unmotivated as ever. In any case, he seemed uninterested in answering her… 


    “……”


    Right. She understood. They were going to die either way, so there was no meaning in making a promise for the future. Her face froze in place. Maybe they couldn’t even smile anymore.


    “Let’s go,” the man said.


    She nodded and walked. It was a path devoid of meaning. They had no goals, no dreams, and no hope. From here on, she’d be that man’s puppet.


    Suddenly, the boy raised his voice. “Hey.” His tone was about as spirited as ever, but… he called out to her. “You cry too much. And don’t say you’ll die - you’re tough. And I don’t plan on dying, so…” 


    Without thinking, she turned back to him. Emotion returned to her, and her eyes overflowed with tears.


    At that he looked troubled, and a little annoyed with her, but he smiled. “So… you can’t die either.”


    “…I won’t!” She said and gave him a big nod.


    It was a faraway memory from when they were young. That promise remained etched deeply in her heart…


  




  

    Chapter 1: The Half-Asleep Man and the Woman who Looks After Him


    Her fist was imminent.


    It aimed for Ryner Lute’s face with a sound. Ah, that was gonna hurt.


    His black hair was strangely messy, and his lax black eyes were utterly devoid of that thing called motivation. From his exhausted, lanky body, it seemed like he was too tired for ambition and entirely lacked tension regardless of his current situation.


    “Oh… any second now…”


    Avoiding a fist should be simple for someone as calm as him. Right, he was capable of doing that.


    Just as he thought that—wham!


    “Gyah!” The fist slammed into him, and he tumbled onto the ground uncouth and rolled. and after a twitch, he became unable to move.


    …To rephrase, he absolutely looked like his true power ended there. They were currently on the training grounds of the Roland Empire’s Royal Special Academy - it was time for all the students to perform their combat practicums, but… 


    The one who’d sent Ryner flying sighed and spoke. “Geez, Ryner. Why’re you always so apathetic?” She was a determined girl with short red hair and red eyes. Compared to Ryner, who still showed no signs of standing, she was absolutely brimming with motivation. “And anyway, why’re you pretending to have fainted? You’re not the kind of guy who twitches and faints!”


    “But I’m still down here,” Ryner replied, apathetic as ever.


    “Ah-ah! See, you didn’t actually faint! If you keep this up, my grades will drop too! Do you want me to keep going, are you okay with that? Should I beat you with magic? I’m gonna do it, is that okay with you?”


    “Uugh… Don’t…”


    “You’re just gonna ‘don’t’ me!?”


    And so on and so on. Kiefer raised her voice as her hands danced. The people around them would just think it was for their practical. She invoked a magic circle native to Roland in the air before her, quickly completing it.


    “I wish for thunder - Lightning Flash!”


    In that instant, a light was born within her magic circle. It shot towards Ryner, who was watching the scene unfold. “Oh, thunder magic. I might really faint this time,” he said but made no move to avoid it. 


    Ryner took the hit without putting up a fight. His whole body was shocked, flipping him over and leaving him twitching.


    “H-hey! Why didn’t you dodge!?” Kiefer asked and rushed to Ryner’s side, flustered. “Hey, are you okay?”


    Ryner didn’t answer. He’d stopped moving so suddenly… 


    “Y-you’re joking, right?” Kiefer’s face turned blue, and she frantically held Ryner up and shook him. “Come on, Ryner! Stop messing around! U, unless you’re… really…”


    The exhausted body she’d been shaking over and over spoke. “That’s right. I’m dead. So this is all I’ll be doing of today’s less—”


    “Do you think dead people can talk? Idiot!” Kiefer slapped Ryner’s face vigorously. She sighed at him a second time. “Why do you even want to skip classes so badly?”


    “I’m too tired today.”


    “Aren’t you always tired?”


    “Well, I’m tired today too.”


    “Don’t just repeat yourself!”
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    Hearing them argue like a married couple, the people around them laughed and sneered.


    “Wouldn’t you normally find someone weaker to get beat up by?”


    “See, that’s the problem,” Ryner said. “I would if there was someone weaker here, but there just isn’t.”


    “Sounds like death can’t come soon enough for you.”


    What a thing to say on these training grounds.


    Ryner used to be the best of the best, but now he was just a dropout. So he came here as a sinner.


    The Roland Empire’s Royal Special Military Academy was a place where only this country’s rebels and outcasts gathered. The person in question was in Class A; he was an orphan, a child criminal… he had no place in society at all, and there weren’t any jobs or food for him.


    Only people with nobody to rely on were gathered here, but all they were given was the potential to be used as a tool for war. Day by day, they were polished so they could sell themselves to the military for a higher price.


    But it was different from a normal military officer academy. Nobles and even regular people didn’t want to be sent to the frontlines, so this was a system to account for that. 


    Even so, there hadn’t been a war for the past several years, so even though that was why they were here, there was no sense of urgency. But if a war should occur, they’d be sent straight to the frontlines. It didn’t matter that they were all young people of around seventeen.


    Well, anyway.


    Hearing their classmates talk behind their backs, Kiefer launched into lecturing Ryner. “Geez! Isn’t it frustrating hearing them talk about you like that, Ryner?”


    “Sure, let’s go with that. Man, I’m so shocked that I can’t stand. There’s no way I can go to cl—”


    “There’s no way I’m letting you skip class!”


    “Seriously?”


    “Seriously!”


    “Ugh…”


    A third person looking in would think their conversation was one between lovers. But there was a different reason that Ryner was ostracized and left the academy.


    Kiefer was always sunny, had a fairly proportionate figure, and above all she was even kind to a slacker like Ryner. Because of that, she had all sorts of fans. But it was like she didn’t even notice… 


    If she had time off, she spent it with Ryner, who was always napping. Befriending an outsider like Ryner was out of the question, so the students who liked Kiefer were left unable to make a pass at her. So they all thought he was a pain in the ass.


    “Just disappear, Ryner!”


    “You’re in the way!”


    “You’re too weak to be at this school!”


    Etcetera. Ryner showed no concern for their vilification. He turned his mellow eyes towards the people openly insulting him. They were three classmates whose only redeeming feature was their muscles.


    “See, Kiefer?” Ryner said. His voice resonated, making it clear that he had no intention of repenting. “It’s just like everyone says, so I shouldn’t go to c—”


    Before Ryner could finish, someone interrupted. “Don’t you guys think it’s better if you spent your time training instead of making Ryner out to be an idiot?” His long and glossy silver hair was tied behind his back, his face’s proportions were well-balanced, and his golden eyes revealed a strong will. He was a young man bestowed with style and grace to point that it was hard to believe he was the same age as Ryner.


    Sion Astal - he was top of the class in every subject. There was even a student group that’d converted to devoting themselves to him entirely. But that was pretty whatever. The important thing was that he had a noble background.


    The nobility. They were supposed to be an existence far out of reach of this academy. So why was Sion in a place like this…? Even in the face of a mystery like that…


    Ryner yawned. “I sure am tired…”


    “Even after Sion went out of his way to save you, you’re taking him for granted and ignoring him?”


    “Huh? You call this going out of his way to save me?” Ryner, who was filled with an eternity of exhaustion, had absolutely no interest. But as he glanced sideways to Sion, his carefully arranged lips relaxed and curved just a little.


    “You guys seem to have some free time as well,” Sion said to those three students. “If you’d like, why don’t you become my opponents? Class hasn’t finished yet, after all.”


    With just those words, their big bodies seemed to shrink. “Er, uh, no thanks, we’d be no competition for you. Right? Don’tcha think?”


    “Y-yeah! It’s just that we can’t stomach Ryner…”


    “Right, right. We don’t want to fight you.”


    All their mouths started moving when they got a look at Sion’s expression.


    Sion’s social status settled issues in this school just like that. 


    “I see,” Sion said, looking bored. Then a mischievous smile sprung back to life on his face. “But are you really okay with that? Our instructor is looking right at us. They may see you stepping down as my opponent the same as deserting under enemy fire, so you might get points taken off. Or perhaps you’re fine with that? You’re welcome to decide.”


    The three all groaned as one.


    What Sion was saying was true. Grades affected the salary they’d receive once they were handed over to the military, so everyone frantically tried their hardest. People who made a mess of their grades as if they didn’t care at all, like Ryner, were in the minority.


    “What will you do?” Sion asked them with a smile. 


    They’d looked lost, but finally squared up. “Sh-shit, you wanna go?”


    Sion’s smile deepened. “Then come. All together.”


    With that, their fight began. Two of them moved to draw magic circles while the third charged straight for Sion. 


    Seeing that, Kiefer wore a self-satisfied expression. “It’s a pretty good plan - one acts as the diversion while the other two hit him with magic.”


    “Hmm,” Ryner said. It was the bare minimum to make her think he was paying attention. Even so, Kiefer hit him on the head again.


    “Geez. I was explaining it for you! Watch Sion’s movements carefully so you’ll know how to defeat enemies that use these tactics.”


    Ryner watched vacantly as the man charging for Sion threw a punch. For a guy with so much muscle, he punched pretty fast.


    However.


    Sion easily avoided his fist, and in the moment their bodies aligned, Sion drove a kick into the nape of the other man’s neck.


    “Uu…”


    The man fell right down. Without even stopping to take a breath, Sion headed for one of the men drawing magic circles.


    “Huh? Wha? Whoa!”


    Sion punched him square in the face. One left. He was just finishing his magic circle. Now all he had to do was fire his spell. How exactly would he defeat Sion? He’d easily defeated his friends. With a pale face, he recited the spell’s incantation. “I wish for lightning…”


    Sion turned his composed face to the man who’d just finished his incantation and smiled. “Be quiet.” As he spoke, sand kicked up from the ground.


    “Uwah!?”


    The sand rolled up, stealing the man’s vision; he covered his face with his arm instinctively. Thanks to the split-second lapse in concentration, he missed Sion. With his arm twisted upwards, he was hit.


    Just like that, Sion effortlessly finished their fight. He stood there without saying anything, then turned his head listlessly. “Well, I guess that’s how it is…” His victory was overwhelming - the difference in their abilities was too great. 


    In the face of such overwhelming skill, the training grounds had fallen completely silent. Students watched him with envy. Sion accepted their gaze naturally, as if he was born to be a hero.


    Only Ryner lacked admiration, and of course he wasn’t jealous either. He was as drowsy as always, while even Kiefer was as starstruck as the others. He tapped her shoulder.


    “Should I be taking notes on this, too?”


    “Hm? Ah, no… there’s no way you would, right?”


    “So you understand. Well, I guess that’s all for today’s cl—”


    The bell cut him off, signalling the end of class. Everyone started their return to their rooms.


    “Shit, I never got to skip,” Ryner said, disappointed.


    “What’re you saying? Geez. All you did was sleep,” Kiefer said, exasperation filling every word.


    Ryner frowned. “But you still made me stay in class all day.”


    “What’s wrong with that?”


    “What’ll I do if rumors about it get back to the teachers and they think I’m turning over a new leaf? They’ll make me do all sorts of annoying assignments. Then what?”


    Kiefer took a good look at the straight face Ryner kept as he spoke. She held her head in her hands. “If you turn over a new leaf, then I can safely say I’ve become god…”


    “Ahaha, you two dream big,” Sion said. “In the event that you become god, Kiefer, could you make me happy as well?” He’d come to stand by Kiefer and Ryner, who’d been sitting and talking for an eternity.


    “Eh, ah, Sion… n, no, Sir Astal… w-wait, um, how do you know my name?” Kiefer’s voice cracked and squeaked from nerves.


    Sion smiled wryly. “Just Sion is fine. I know the names of just about all of the outstanding students here.”


    “Oh, outstanding…?” 


    Sion nodded. “Kiefer Knolles. Your grades are consistently above average, and what’s more, you have a bright personality and a refreshing face, and you’re very popular.”


    “Ah, no, um… My face isn’t refreshing…” 


    Kiefer’s face reddened from his praise. But she couldn’t entirely believe it. “I wonder, Ryner… He says it’s refreshing. Aha, haha.” She couldn’t help but laugh at his nonsense.


    “He’s praising you too much,” Ryner whispered.


    Wham!


    Sion watched their antics, then faced Kiefer. “I have a proposal for you. Why don’t you work under me?”


    “Hm? Under…?”


    “Yup. Soon, our school will be doing team credits for battles, so I was going to make a group to practice with. I’ll be able to make some preparations against the others if you join. There are lots of benefits to it, don’t you think?”


    “Um, er, Asta… um, Sion… you’re only looking for talented people, right? I mean, I’m just…” 


    “That’s not true at all. You’re plenty talented. I won’t let you regret it if you join.” He smiled radiantly, shining unnecessarily brightly. He was the perfect picture of an agreeable young man.


    Even though he’d gone that far, Kiefer still hesitated, eyes flickering to Ryner. “But…”


    “Why’re you hesitating?” Ryner asked. “It’d be good for you. Also, if you do, I can take a nap every day…”


    His voice trailed off. For some reason, Kiefer looked so sad.


    Sion picked up for him. “Of course, I intended for Ryner to join from the beginning as well.”


    “Really!?”


    “Huuhh? What a pain, I don’t wanna—”


    “—What!?” Kiefer said, taking over him. “If you follow Sion, everyone will definitely believe you’ve turned over a new leaf!”


    “That’s exactly why I don’t wanna! I’ll end up with piles of work I don’t wanna do. Besides, it’s better if my life is spent sleeping day in and day out…” 


    “Don’t say that’s all you’re good for!”


    “Huh? Don’t?”


    “Yeah, don’t! Geez, Ryner, just shut up and do as I say—”


    This time, Ryner interrupted, wearing a careless expression. “Anyway, why’re you even inviting me? You know my grades, right? I’m pretty sure Kiefer is the only one you actually want.”


    Kiefer’s face distorted in sadness. “Ah…” 


    Without understanding why, Ryner tilted his head. But he wasn’t thinking about that. He was thinking about how strange it was that he was invited. It’d be too much for Sion to invite him as an aside to try and get Kiefer. The reason… well, he wouldn’t go as far as to say that. But his grades were the lowest, and he had absolutely no motivation… 


    Unless he had extremely eccentric tastes, there was no way he’d want Ryner… 


    It was really strange.


    With a dark face and quiet voice, Kiefer spoke. “Ryner, you idiot… if you say that, we’ll get seperated…”


    “Ryner, you’re mistaken,” Sion interrupted, smiling brilliantly. “I want you to follow me, too. Those are my true feelings.” 


    “Huh? Why?” Ryner asked. But he was just playing dumb.


    Sion just kept smiling. “If I had to place it, I’d say I fancy your eyes, I suppose. You aren’t surprised by me, nor do you envy me. I fancy your dim eyes.”


    “Wh, uwah… are you saying you’re in love with me…? Sorry… but that just makes want to follow you even less…”


    Anyway, no matter what his reasons were, Ryner would turn him down. From the beginning, he didn’t want to follow anyone. It was a pain, and he didn’t want to turn over a new leaf. He might not really understand why Kiefer was sad about that, but… 


    “Man, I’m kinda tired today…”


    For some reason, Kiefer hung her head. “Then I’ll…”


    Sion’s expression abruptly changed. Until now, he’d had a pleasant and agreeable disposition, but now he wore the devil’s smile. He brought his face to Ryner’s ear. “Hey. I’m inviting you, so stop being so difficult, Ryner. I said I fancied your eyes, right? I want you, an Alpha Stigma bearer.”
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    “Wh…!?”


    Ryner’s languid body sprung up, away from Sion.


    “Wh-wh-what are you saying… me, I’m no Alpha… er, um… I don’t even know what that is…”


    Sion’s demeanor turned pleasant once again, his smile radiant. “No need to be so modest, Ryner. I know you’ve been hiding your true power. I looked into your past all the way back to when you lived in that orphanage.”


    “I…” Ryner gathered himself and feigned calm. “I have nooo idea what you’re talking about. Anyway, I’m leaving. Following someone would just be too much of a pain,” Ryner said. He turned his back to Sion and made to leave with uneven steps.


    Sion called out to him in that refreshing tone of his. “If you don’t become my ally, I’ll expose you. I’ll tell everyone everything about you. I wonder what’ll happen once they learn about that hidden ability of yours?”


    “Uh.” Ryner stopped dead in his tracks. 


    Alpha Stigma.


    Those words were always spoken through fear and loathing.


    That was how it always was, but… 


    Ryner sighed and turned back around. He gazed at Sion, refreshing and pleasant, with his mellow eyes. “You know about me, so you want me?”


    “If I don’t want you, who will?” Sion asked, smiling happily. “So what will you do - come with me, or…?” 


    “Uu… fine, fine. I get it. I’ll be your ally. Geez… Do you always make allies with threats? What are, some kind of demon?”


    For some reason, Sion smiled bitterly. “I could say the same of you. Anyway, our group starts the day after tomorrow. I’ll need you guys to really devote yourselves to it. We’ll be in this together,” he said, then left without another word. 


    Ryner sighed again.


    “Huh, what? What happened? In the end, you guys became allies, right?” Kiefer asked.


    Ryner sighed a third time, even deeper. “It sounds like such a pain…”


     “Geez, you’re finally on your way to turning over a new leaf but that’s still all you say. Oh, but…” Kiefer paused for a moment to think. “Earlier, Sion said something about some hidden ability of yours, right? What’d he mean?”


    Ryner jumped. Without letting anything show on his face, he spoke. “Man, I dunno. Think I’ve really got something like that?”


    Kiefer stared fixedly at him, then readily shook her head. “Nope, doesn’t seem like it.”


    “Hey, don’t admit it so easilyyy.”


    “But if you don’t have one, you don’t have one. Oh! Maybe it’s your outstanding lack of motivation! It might be something unexpected like that. Maybe every day’s pretty nerve-wracking for an elite like Sion so he thinks your ability to fall asleep is refreshing… ah, that could be it. I think it’s pretty fun spending time together, too!”


    Ryner watched Kiefer nod to herself as she insulted him, exasperated. “Hey, is your life really that nerve-wracking?”


    Kiefer’s face fell into a melancholy shade. “Hmph… a maiden has all sorts of things going on in her life, you know…”


    “Ohoh… and just where would I find such a commendable maiden on these grounds? Ah, ow! It was a joke, and you’re hitting me!?”


    Kiefer’s punches kept coming. They were punches of someone with good grades at a military academy, alright. Ryner ran, and she gave chase towards the setting sun.


    Peaceful days made up life at the academy.


    In the past, Roland had been eclipsed by war. But seven years ago, in just one hour, a treaty brought peace back to their lands.


    Roland was located on the southern tip of Menoris, bordered by three other countries.


    The first was the Nelpha Imperia. The two countries weren’t exactly on good terms, but they weren’t on the brink of war either.


    Next was the Runa Empire. Their two countries currently had an alliance, but… well, it was fine to ignore it.


    The problem was the third country: the Kingdom of Estabul, where war dragged on and on for four long generations. Nobody knew what’d started the conflict anymore. At first they said it was about territory disputes, but that was already dealt with, so they had to come up with a new reason. Rinse and repeat.


    The people of Roland didn’t know of an age without war. In this country, death was just the norm.


    Up until seven years ago, their countries were withering away from a war nobody would end. But their countries were dying, painting targets on their own backs for all the rest of the continent to see. So they signed an agreement.


    And so now, they were amidst days so peaceful that it was hard to believe… 


    You could say that seven years was a long time. Children who lived in their hastily recovered era had completely forgotten the war. You could even say that they were growing complacent. 


    “—Ryner! Didn’t I tell you not to sleep while walking?”


    “D-don’t be stupid! There’s no way I could do that. I’m extra awake!”


    “You were sleeping! Sleeping, I say! I saw it!”


    “Uu… but it was only ten minutes, so it’s fine.”


    “Geez. You’re some kind of sleepwalking prodigy if you can walk this mountain path for ten minutes in your sleep.”


    They were so complacent from the peace that they could even sleepwalk outdoors… 


    “Anyway!” Kiefer said, continuing to yell her words at Ryner. “You shouldn’t sleep in the middle of a military operation! This simulation is a team effort, so if you slack off, you’ll be a burden to our leader, Sion, and everyone else in our group! At least understand that—” 


    Kiefer was cut off by a girl behind them. “Um, sorry, but Kiefer, could you quiet down a little? It’s pointless for everyone to go through the effort to mask the sound of their footsteps when you’re yelling.”


    “Huh!? Ah, erm, uh… s-sorry,” Kiefer said, then shut her mouth.


    The girl watched them from behind. She would be in their group from now on.


    Her name was Fahle Penny. She was a petite girl who wore glasses and wasn’t blessed with particularly good reflexes, but she had excellent grades in covert operations, which is why Sion deemed her talented and dragged her into his group.


    “Yeah, Fahle’s right. You guys are talking a little too much.” That was Tony. He always had a dark expression and a weak presence.


    “I think it’s fine. As long as we follow Sion’s plan, this simulation will be a breeze. It’ll all work out!” Tyle said, in as good of spirits as ever.


    They, along with Ryner, Kiefer, and Sion, made up their group of six. Excluding Ryner, they were all exceptional in a certain field. Sion had tons of other friends too, but as this was a competitive exercise, he decided his group based on grades instead of how good of friends they were.


    Today’s exercise was a military simulation where they fought another student group on a mountain. Sion was their patron, so to speak, so they couldn’t lose focus.


    “Uu… I’m really sorry,” Kiefer said. Her voice had gone quiet.


    “Well, it’s alright,” Sion reassured her from the end of the line. “As long as we behave according to plan, there’s no way we’ll lose.”


    “Right,” Ryner said. “Although I’m fine with losing. So it’s fine if we all take a nap—”


    “Like we’d do that!” Everyone yelled in unison.


    The simulation started with two teams who each started in a different place on the mountain. It would continue for days, as long as it took for one side to eliminate every member of the opposing team. It wasn’t a small mountain, so detecting the rival team would be difficult, and everyone had to find their own food; because this lesson had many pieces, it was fairly hard. Although, they weren’t being supervised by a teacher, so maybe calling it a lesson was a bit of a stretch…


    It wasn’t just win-lose, either - stuff like being detected by the opposing team would cause them to get points docked. So the fastest team wouldn’t necessarily do the best.


    The plan that Sion devised under these circumstances was as follows.


    In the artificial clearing, awaiting the start signal, Sion spoke, brimming with confidence. “Alright. We’ll annihilate the enemy within four hours.”


    “What!?” Everyone except Ryner shouted. Even Tyle, who was always cheery, looked doubtful. “L, look, Sion… that’s impossible, no matter how influential you say you are. Will we even find them in four hours?”


    Sion’s smile didn’t waver. “Don’t worry about finding them. I already know where they’re starting.”


    “Huh? You already know?” Kiefer asked.


    Sion nodded. “Yup. I’ve already looked into who our opponents are and where they’ll start. All we have to do now is ambush—”


    “Hey, wait a minute!” Kiefer interrupted. “Have you always been a cheater?”


    No matter how you looked at it, Sion was the picture of calm. “I suppose you could say that, but I prefer to call it tactics. This lesson encourages us to try new tactics, correct? In war, gathering information on your opponent in advance isn’t foul play, and calling it such is a gross overstatement. So what I did is only correct.”


    Sion really had the audacity to call his actions correct with a straight face. 


    “Hmm… it sounds reasonable, but you really had to snoop around and invade people’s privacy for that, didn’t you?” Ryner said with the same listless tone as always. “I dunno, you kinda sound like a pervert to me.” He still held a grudge against Sion for digging deep enough to uncover information about his Alpha Stigma and forcing him to become his ally… 


    But Sion took his words in kind. “Hm? Oh, are you talking about that thing you’ve been bribing me to stay quiet about? About the girl you rejected.”


    “Huh!? What are you going on about!?”


    Suddenly, the two men behind Ryner attacked him, forcibly covering his mouth “Fhhnhaa!?”


    Once Kiefer confirmed that they couldn’t speak, she nodded once. “So. Who did you dump?”


    “What kind of girl?” Tyle asked.


    “Stories of love always make my heart flutter,” Fahle said.


    Even the quiet Tony, whose already dark face had darkened more, piped up. “How far’d you go with her? Depending on your answer, she may never forgive you.”


    For some reason, they were saying pretty scary things as all their eyes pierced him at once.


    Sion’s lips twisted into a devil’s smile. “I heard he confessed to a teacher at his orphanage…”


    “Fuo, ooooooghh!?”


    Ryner’s sad scream resounded through the mountain.


    Anyway, back to the present. They should be arriving at their opponent’s starting point soon. Everyone but Ryner had become tense, watchful for signs of others humans.


    Ryner yawned loudly, and was hit by his teammate in retaliation. “Gyah!?”


    “Geez,” Tyle said, voice muffled. “Be a little quieter, you old digger. We’re getting close to the enemy.”


    Ryner grimaced. “O, old digger… I told you, it’s not like that! I was only six! And the teacher…”


    They wouldn’t listen to his explanation. Instead, he just got a whack from behind from Kiefer.


    “Shut up, you lecher! You’ve been at it since you were six! Six!”


    “Th-that’s Sion’s lie! Think about this normally! There’s no way that’s the case, right? Remember it correctly, Sion!”


    Sion was composed even while Ryner yelled at him. “Heheh… Information gathering and manipulation is a necessary, indispensable skill. You know that, right?”


    “What do you mean, necessary and indispensable!? I’m seriously gonna…”


    Sion abruptly covered his mouth and pressed a finger to his lips. “Bingo. Quiet, now. We’ve caught our opponents.”


    Everyone quieted.


    With Sion’s hand still covering his mouth, Ryner raised his head to peek through the gaps in the trees. He recognized six boys and girls talking. There was no mistaking it. They were able to find their opponents in a little over two hours out of the four that Sion had allotted to defeat them. Astounding.


    Well, Ryner had absolutely no interest in it though.


    “Yes!” Tyle said. “They don’t see us at all. Let’s do ‘em in, Sion!”


    “But it’ll be bad if this is a trap,” Tony said. “It’s better if we’re careful, don’t you think?”


    “What should we do, Sion?” Fahle asked.


    “Let’s do ‘em in,” Sion said, narrowing his sharp eyes. A smile very unlike his usual refreshing one curled around his lips - it was rather like the smile of a man hunting a wild beast instead. “Easy. We defeat them in one go, and set the record for the fastest win.” Without waiting even a second, Sion lept towards them.


    Their team watched Sion’s surprise attack - he defeated two members of the opposing team before anyone else could think.


    “L, let’s do this!”


    Flustered, they lept after him.


    Perhaps it’s obvious at this point, but the opposing team was defeated effortlessly. Time: two hours and fifty two minutes. Only one of their own members was sacrificed. And by sacrificed, it means that Ryner skinned his leg falling in the middle of their surprise attack.


    As a result their team lost a few points, and it goes without saying that they beat Ryner for it.


    Sometime later, at a worn-out old tavern in a back alley. A bird began to chirp, but when Ryner looked through the tavern’s window at the sky, it was still dark. He should still have a little time before dawn. He staggered out the door and flopped down on the street outside.


    “Ugh, I feel like shit… I didn’t even drink that much,” he groaned, worn out. He moved from the center of the street to the side, ignoring the feeling in his throat. “Still, can’t believe Kiefer’s that bad of a drunk,” Ryner mumbled looked up at the sky. Because of the fog, he couldn’t really see the stars.


    They’d set the record for shortest simulation victory ever, and were dubbed heroes by the school as a result. Well, to be honest, everyone knew they just did whatever Sion said, so he was the one who became a hero… 


    Tyle said they should celebrate, and a dozen of Sion’s friends agreed, so that’s how they ended up holding a drinking party.


    By the way, Roland’s legal drinking age was 22. The oldest students at the Roland Empire’s Royal Special Military Academy were 19. But nobody really checked.


    Right now, Ryner was fighting nausea with all his might, so he prefered to be alone.


    “What’s up with that good boy act, Sion… He’s even started calling me a homewrecker… I’m seriously gonna find and abuse his weakness one day…”


     Suddenly.


    “I don’t have anything like a weakness,” Sion said, studying Ryner’s face.


    In an instant, Ryner skillfully rose his heavy, supine body back. “So you’ve decided to show yourself, demon!”


    “Ah, if it isn’t the legendary homewrecker,” Sion said with a wry smile.


    “I’m not a homewrecker!” Ryner yelled. He sighed, tired, and resumed his usual apathy. “You’re the lead actor here. Is it really okay for you to be in a place like this?”


    Sion separated himself from the pleasant man he'd been before, and smiled with the alluring ferocity of a devil. “I already told you. I don’t have any weaknesses. Everyone but you and I have already drunk themselves unconscious.”


    “Really. So they’re all sleeping.”


    “Mm-hm.”


    Their conversation faded. Ryner looked up and zoned out against the sky.


    Sion lay down beside him. “Ryner.”


    “Mm~? If you want to do a man-on-man love scene, I’m gonna say no, you know?”


    Sion smiled bitterly. “I wasn’t going to suggest that. Rather… could you tell me something? I’d like to know why you entered this academy…” 


    “That? Why do you wanna know all of a sudden?”


    “Hmm,” Sion mumbled, and nodded to himself. “Your grades are the worst in the school, and your attendance record is abysmal. Since you declined my invitation before, it seems you also have no desire to receive a good post in the military. Why would a guy like you even be here? It baffles me.”


    Ryner didn’t look away from the sky. “Hey… you already looked into that a long time ago, right? You already know why I had to come here,” he said in the same listless tone as always.


    “Ah, you got me,” Sion said and laughed. “To tell you the truth, I already researched it. I know about your orphanage. He paused for a moment, and then continued in a comfortable, relaxed tone. “Roland’s Special Facility #307. On paper, it’s an orphanage that helps children who lost their parents in military campaigns become independent, but the truth is a little different. They only accept talented children who are then given military training. Those who fail to display talent are put down, and those who remain are sold to the nobility for a high price and sent to the battlefield from a young age…”


    Ryner didn’t say anything. He just stared at the sky listlessly.


    “You were raised in a place like that,” Sion said. “But then the war ended. An institution that educates children for a war that no longer exists, culling those who don’t make the cut will obviously become criminal. So you were given a choice: continue under military orders, or be silenced through death… You chose the first option and entered Roland’s Royal Special Military Academy. Correct?”


    Even though he was asked a question, Ryner just stared idly. He looked so horribly tired that Sion began to worry he’d fallen asleep. But then he frowned just a little. “Nu-uh. Your explanation was spot-on in places, but it’s not quite there yet. I thought it was pretty normal then, so I asked that teacher to marry me, right?” Ryner laughed at himself.


    Sion gazed earnestly at that self-deprecating expression. “Hey, Ryner.”


    “What? You’ve been rewriting that part for awhile now.”


    “You…,” Sion stopped after that single word. Then, after slowly choosing his words, he continued. “Ryner, don’t you want to get revenge on this country?”


    “Huh? Revenge?” Ryner repeated.


    Sion nodded, then stood. He walked a couple steps to the center of the alley, then turned back. “Have you ever thought of smashing this rotten country to pieces? It’s a country that abhors you for bearing the Alpha Stigma. It’s an unequal country. It’s a country that oppresses the weak. It’s a country that’s rife with conflict. It’s ruled by a harebrained king, and the nobility is even worse.”


    Ryner grimaced. “Whoa, hey. You’ll get the death penalty if someone hears you talking like that.”


    Sion just laughed. “Right? But you hold a grudge for this country. You wouldn’t sell me out.”


    “The only reason I won’t is because it’d be a pain.”


    “Ahaha. I know that isn’t the real reason.”


    “There you go, deciding what’s true or not on your own,” Ryner said.


    “I’m going to do it, Ryner. I’ll change everything,” Sion said easily. “I came to this academy to assemble allies that don’t support the nobility… but I’ll soon be done. Then I’ll have organized enough of a militia.” He spread his arms. “I will become king of this country and change everything. Follow me, Ryner. I’ll make the world you’ve always wished for.”


    Sion extended a hand to Ryner, face brimming with confidence. His silver hair sparkled, and his sharp eyes emitted intense determination.


    This Sion was clearly different from normal. He appeared to be sparkling. Like a devil rising up against a god, or a god ridding the world of evil… 


    It was like he was already born with everything it took to become a hero.


    He was popular and had superior abilities.


    He would become king of all Roland.


    Sion’s aura explained it all. He’d make what should’ve been a faraway dream into reality. He smiled, an all encompassing kindness. “Come with me, Ryner.”


    If an ordinary person had been there, Sion’s overwhelming charm would have swallowed them up.


    But… Ryner was the only one there.


    “I see,” Ryner said, listless as always. “So you wanna be king. But it all seems like kind of a pain… Sorry, but I’m gonna hafta pass. Ah, but like, if you become king can you make a law that makes it so the guys who take the most naps get the most promotions?” 


    There wasn’t even a spark of determination in Ryner’s drowsy black eyes. Rather, it was like they lacked light altogether. He was like a puppy, or perhaps a kitten in the middle of their afternoon nap.


    Sion stood for a moment, surprised, like he was swallowing his disappointment. Then, out of nowhere - “Fuh… ahahaha. I-interesting. Ahaha. Maybe I don’t want you because of your Alpha Stigma, and it really has nothing to do with that. Maybe it’s because you watch me with absolutely no reaction. It’s a first for me.”


    “Why would I watch a man like that?”


    Sion’s face contorted maliciously. “So you only go for older ladies?”


    Ryner was indignant. “I’m seriously never gonna be your ally!”


    Sion laughed, like a carefree child might.


    Ryner watched him. His eyes suddenly caught someone behind Sion. “Huh?”


    Several men, donned in black from head to toe, stood behind Sion. In the instant he noticed them, they began to draw circles of light. Magic circles. It was easy for students of Roland’s magic to identify a spell as it was being drawn.


    It was a spell that locked on with a beam of light; a spell with a hidden but significant degree of lethality. Right now, they were the targets.


    “What’s with these guys?!”


    Sion moved to escape.


    “Crap! You’re running!?”


    Sion grabbed Ryner’s collar and sprinted, pulling him along.


    “Owowowow, that hurts! Ow! I said it hurts, Sion!”


    Sion let go. Ryner fell, face scraping the ground complaining all the while.


    “Then you need to run yourself!” Sion said. “If they catch us, they’ll kill us!”


    “What? Kill us…? Why? I haven’t done anything wrong, unless naps get the death penalty now.” Even in this situation, Ryner completely lacked the ability to get tense.


    “I’ll explain later, so hurry and stand up!” Sion yelled.


    “Alright, alright,” Ryner said. He pressed both hands to the ground and pushed, hoisting himself back up to his feet. One wouldn't think they were the movements of a poorly performing student who was said to lack a single athletic bone in his body.


    Seeing that, a wry smile rose to Sion’s face. “Okay, there’s an alcove over—”


    An intense light flashed behind them. The two turned around to see.


    The light was naturally light magic shot by those unknown men in black - an optics spell meant to kill called abstract phosphorization.


    “Ryner, jump!” Sion yelled.


    “Uwawawa!?”


    Somehow, they managed to jump into a thin gap between two brick houses.


    In the next instant, a javelin of light shot into a house, ripping brick from its place and dissolving it like it was just air to begin with. It was an unbelievably destructive act, and the men soon invaded the house through the hole their spell had created.


    They definitely weren’t just trying to intimidate them or make them faint. It was undeniably a spell fired to kill.


    Ryner peered through the gap they’d left, dumbfounded. “Please, let it have been empty.”


    One by one, they heard voices.


    “Sion Astal ran around that corner. After him!”


    “We’ll be punished if he gets away, so don’t let that happen!”


    “Kill ‘em! Kill ‘em!”


    “It’s my bad that you got caught up in this,” Sion apologized. “It’s usually just some ruffians, but this time they’re a little dangerous. They’re pros… We don’t really have time for the full story now, but…” 


    Ryner stopped him. “I don’t really feel like hearing about it. What’re you gonna do now? Fight ‘em? Run?”


    Sion thought for just a second. “We’ll split up. They’re only after me, so they won’t kill you.”


    “Ah, that’s true… I’ll be safe.”


    Sion smiled, a little bitter. “At least worry about me a little.”


    “Worry about you? Your grades are number one, and mine are the worst, right? And you’re gonna be king, right? You think you can die here?”


    Sion smiled broadly. “It’s just as you say. I’ll see you tomorrow at school.” 


    Ryner watched as Sion stepped out from the alley. 


    “I’m here! Come get me!” Sion yelled to his pursuers and took off running.


    “He’s here!” One of the men in black called.


    “Kill ‘em! Kill ‘em!”


    And so Ryner was left alone. He double checked to make sure no one else was around, then stepped out of the alley. Even in a situation like this, he wasn’t nervous at all. He let out a huge yawn. “Why’s tomorrow gotta be so soon? I’m so tired, and I’m not even in class… I’ll take the day off…”


    With languid steps, he returned to the tavern where everyone was sleeping.


  




  

    Chapter 2: The Hero and the Beauty’s Chance Meeting


    Dawn had not yet come for the back alleys.


    With killing intent looming behind him, Sion was putting a plan against certain death into place.


    “Now, how should I break this stalemate?”


    Sion’s whole body was tense. If he relaxed even a little, he was worried that he’d die.


    “What’s the best way to break this stalemate?” Sion wondered aloud in a groan.


    His enemies were strong. It was obvious from the damage their first attack had done. If he could catch them with his magic and bring things to hand-to-hand, he could overwhelm them.


    He’d win if it was a one on one fight. But it was six versus one.


    They had the skills of six separate people, all of whom were likely professional killers, judging by their lack of hesitation in aiming for the vitals with such nasty attacks. Sion would never be able to get the drop on them, and he wouldn’t be able to win with a frontal assault, either.


    So what should he do…? Was he going to die?


    “If I can manage to hold on until dawn—”


    His words cut off, and he stopped dead in his tracks.


    Soon, the black-clad men caught up to him.


    Seeing Sion, stopped dead, they all opened their mouths to jeer.


    “Heheh… finally gave up, did you?”


    “And only after giving us all that trouble.”


    “Fuhehe. I’ve been lookin’ forward to this.”


    Sion wouldn’t turn around to face them. Without saying a word, he narrowed his eyes.


    “Hey, are ya so scared you can’t even look at us, or what?”


    Sion’s lips finally parted. “Me, running…? Why would I run from you? The future king cannot die here,” he said, like he was just talking to himself. He finally turned around to face his pursuers, and spoke detached, disinterested words. “It’s just as Ryner said. If I’m to become king, there’s no way I can die here. I can easily kill bastards of your caliber… no, bastards the caliber of my brothers who sent you.”


    In contrast to his dull tone, Sion lowered his posture and readied himself for a fight.


    The men smirked, judging Sion an idiot. “You still wanna go? It’s pointless, playboy!”


    Their immoral laughter echoed through the alleyways as they drew thin, long knives. But Sion didn’t mind. As he slowly gathered power within, the curtain opened on their battle.


    Sion closed the distance between himself and one of his pursuers and made to strike him.


    However—


    To prevent Sion’s fist from connecting, two other men rushed over and thrusted their knives into where Sion was running.


    Sion abruptly stopped.


    The raised knife of the man on the left changed aim; he pinned the arm holding the knife down and kneed the other man in the stomach, who fell with a guttural sound.


    One down.


    Sion felt a strong killing intent radiating from behind and crouched. But he was a second too late. A knife tore completely through his shoulder.


    “Sh…”


    Fresh blood sprung from the wound as a sharp pain raced through his body. But if he let it get to him and stopped moving, he’d surely die.


    Sion rolled back to put some distance between the enemies in front of him, stood, and began to draw a magic circle. But before he could even finish, two men flung their knives towards Sion. “Like I’d let you do that!”


    Sion abandoned his magic circle in an instant. He hit one knife down and away, and grabbed the other. Now he had a weapon.


    But in that time, one of the men in black had completed a magical circle, as if whether Sion had a knife or not was trivial from the start.


    Sion looked at it and groaned. It was a thunder-strike spell called Lightning Flash, the same spell Kiefer had used against Ryner recently in their practicals. But it was impossible to compare this one to Kiefer’s - of course the skill of the user mattered too, but if a practitioner of Roland’s magic fired a spell not with the intent to practice but with the intent to kill, it had an overwhelming destructive ability.


    If he took this spell head-on, he’d be turned to charcoal… 


    The man recited the spell’s incantation. “What I wish for is thunder… Lightning Flash!”


    An intense light was born in the center of the magic circle. As soon as he saw it, Sion threw his knife into it. When it hit the magic circle, the lightning that’d accumulated in the center raced through its metal; it kept going without losing moment and pierced through the man’s shoulder.


    “Gyaaaaah!!”


    He was violently struck by his own lethal lightning spell, its effects coursing through his entire body. He fell flat on his face.


    Sion checked to be sure, and smiled meaningfully. “Two down… guah!!”


    He was hit hard from behind and collapsed on shaky knees. With damage like that, he couldn’t stand.


    “Sh, shit,” Sion mumbled. He turned to look at his assailant. It was the man he’d hit in the gut before, who he’d presumed fainted.


    “Hyeh hyeh. We’re not just here to play, you playboy. We’re all here to kill. You’ve gotta finish what you start too, see?” He picked up a knife off the ground with an undignified smile. “You gave us lots of trouble, so I’ll take my time and make sure you can feel it.”


    He swung his knife up—


    Sion froze. His mind was too shaken to force his body to move how he wanted it to.


    A single thought ran through his mind, freezing it cold. Was he going to die in a filthy back alley like this? Him?


    He couldn’t believe it. He was really an idiot… 


    He watched the knife as it was lowered. It seemed slow.


    Slowly.


    Something very strange appeared at the man’s side.


    Something long and thin, like a wooden needle, pierced the hand that was forcing the knife towards Sion.


    “Gyaaaaahh!!?” His hands jerked away, taking the knife with. He brought his hand to his face to stare. “The hell is this thing!?”


    A woman’s clear voice resounded. “A dango skewer. Can’t you tell by looking at it?” She spoke matter-of-factly, like she was wholly disinterested in them.


    She looked at Sion and his assailant. They gulped.


    She was unbelievably beautiful. She had long and sleek blonde hair atop almond-shaped blue eyes, and wore a strangely tasteful and clean blue and white martial arts uniform. For some reason, she wore a sword at her hip.


    In her hands… were two more dango skewers. She opened her mouth every now and then for them, but because of how extraordinarily expressionless she was, it just made them look gross… 


    But… how to put it. Regardless of her expressionlessness, she had a mysterious aura. She might be able to settle this. 


    She studied the tense situation, and for some reason, her face suddenly reddened. “Are we in the age where men brazenly attack other men? How bold.”


    “What!?”


    Sion and the men’s voices harmonized splendidly.


    The strange spell surrounding them wavered. “You’re the asshole that threw this skewer, aren’t you?”


    The beauty nodded without much thought. “Yeah. Since I already finished eating that one.”


    “The hell does that mean!?” The man shouted, indignant. “You think you’re done here? Think again. Prepare yourself, heheheh. We’re gonna do you senseless. Right?”
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    He turned to his friends who all nodded, smiling inappropriately. “C’more,” one said. “Let’s have a go.”


    She unsheathed her sword, never letting go of the dango in her other hand.


    “Wh-what the hell’re you doing?” One of the men yelled at her.


    “Let’s fuckin’ murder her!”


    The men who’d been holding Sion down all at once lept to attack her.


    “Run, idiot!” Sion screamed at her.


    In the next moment, her form disappeared.


    …No, she didn’t disappear. Her movements were just so fast that they were difficult to detect.


    A moment later and her sword flashed. The four men lay face down on the ground, defeated.


    A dumb sound left one of the men who’d been holding Sion down’s lips. “Huh…?”


    All Sion could do was stare in dumb amazement. Because he’d seen it. Seen her quickly stab her sword straight through each man’s vitals, one after another, all while chomping down happily on her dango.


    …No. It had nothing to do with whether she was fast or not. Without concentrating, her form itself was invisible.


    The girl who’d so easily taken all those men turned back to him. Her long, golden hair followed, a curtain behind her, as she studied him with those expressionless eyes. “You want me to keep going? Sorry, but there’s no way this precinct would accept that kind of crime for an assignment. If I kept going, then…”


    She flung a dango skewer she’d finished towards the men.


    “I’ll kill them,” Sion said.


    The effect was instantaneous.


    With a shriek, the men put distance between themselves and Sion, then turned tail and ran.


    Dumbfounded once again, Sion let them go.


    The woman… 


    The woman easily drove off six men who’d overwhelmed Sion so. She never even stopped eating.


    He couldn’t comprehend it. He was the number one student in both physical and magical subjects in The Roland Empire’s Royal Special Military Academy, and yet… this girl of sixteen or seventeen… 


    Those men would’ve instantly defeated him if she hadn’t come.


    She was undeniably a monster. A beautiful and swift monster… or otherwise… 


    The woman suddenly looked up at the sky. “Dawn’s already coming,” she mumbled.


    Enticed, Sion looked for dawn. Certainly, the sky was brightening.


    The night… was over.


    The night that’d prepared him for death.


    “I really didn’t die,” Sion said, a meaningful smile finding its way onto his face.


    He didn’t die.


    God didn’t kill him here. The fact that he’d lived was god’s will.


    The one god used to carry out his will… was this here woman.


    By chance, the clouds split and the morning sun filtered down upon her. Her sleek hair shone in the light.


    It wasn’t the form of a monster.


    What he was seeing was a goddess, or perhaps an angel… 


    


    


    ---


    


    


    The following day, just past noon.


    Ryner had been sleeping, the same as always. He was in a classroom of the Royal Special Academy, and even though Kiefer was forcing him to stay in his seat, he’d been unable to keep his eyes open through four classes, three breaks.


    Whether the teacher was asking him questions, getting mad at him, or giving up on him, he couldn’t keep his eyes open.


    Well, that was pretty normal though… 


    It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say his attendance would be nearing zero if not for Kiefer.


    Well, whatever.


    Ryner rose from his death-like sleep for lunch break. He stretched his limbs out as far as they’d reach and rubbed his sleep filled eyes. “Mm… morning already?”


    “It’s the afternoon!” Kiefer said, intent to meddle. “Jeez, Ryner. If you don’t start taking things a little more seriously, they’re gonna expel you!”


    “Nn? No way. ‘Cause I’m gifted…”


    “Where’s that self-confidence coming from? Anyway, hurry up and eat. This lunchbox’s pretty heavy,” Kiefer said. She plopped a lunchbox down in front of him.


    “Mm?”


    Kiefer didn’t realize it, but in that moment, a strong killing intent from their male classmates drifted over.


    Ryner had been careless and gone without food since before last night’s ordeal. So Kiefer took the opportunity to make him something.


    “How is it? Good?”


    “Yup. It’s good.”


    Kiefer’s smile seemed to sparkle. “Really? I’m so glad!”


    It was about then that their male classmates swore to themselves that were gonna come kill Ryner.


    It was a normal and peaceful lunch break, until Sion entered the classroom.


    In his usual refreshing voice, he spoke to Ryner and Kiefer. “Hey, you two. Close as clams, aren’t you!”


    Kiefer’s face reddened. “W… hey… Sion, what’re you saying? ♡ Geez, Sion. We’re close because we’re friends. Yup, friends… right, Ryner?”


    She looked at his, imploring. But he didn’t say anything. His eyes were closed, almost like he was meditating.


    Or… sleeping.


    “Hey, why’re you sleeping again!?”


    “Mh!? Oh, I was sleeping.”


    “Don’t give me that!! You were sleeping while eating! Aren’t you a brave one!”


    “You don’t have to go so far to praise me…”


    “It wasn’t a compliment! I was being sarcastic!”


    “Oh. Right, sarcasm.” Ryner nodded his understanding. He yawned, and then finally noticed Sion.


    In contrast to Ryner, his silver hair was well-kempt and styled, his golden eyes lively.


    “Oh, so you lived.”


    Sion smiled bitterly. “Couldn’t let them kill me. More importantly, you’re safe.”


    “No, I’m not… Kiefer’s been making come to class all morning. If this keeps up, I’ll soon be dead…”


    Of course, Kiefer hit him for saying that.


    Sion smiled and nodded in satisfaction. “Well, as long as you’re safe. I’d better let the two of you be.” 


    As he made to leave, Kiefer once again became flustered. “I-it’s not like that! Right, Ryner?” She turned to him for confirmation.


    But he was already asleep again… 


    “Are you kidding me!?”


    Sion caught her hand before she could lower it on Ryner, and looked at him with a kind expression, then back to her. “Kiefer. Ryner really didn’t sleep much at all last night.”


    “Huh? Really?”


    Sion nodded. “He kept me company through a rather unsophisticated task last night, so do you think you could let him sleep a little longer?”


    Kiefer fell silent. Her usually bright face turned uneasy. Her clenched fist changed into an open hand that patted Ryner’s head.


    “Eh?” Sion said, surprised.


    “Even so, you’re sleeping too much!” Kiefer said strongly, angry. “I don’t know what kind of rusling around you were doing with Sion yesterday night, but that means he didn’t sleep either, right? But I don’t see him sleeping! Show some restraint!”


    Kiefer’s tolerance for joking was thin as usual.


    “Geez,” she said, stern in face and tone. “You should’ve said it was like that from the start… Then I… Ryner, you idiot…” 


    Sion smiled. “I should head out.”


    “Ah, yeah. What should we do about today’s meeting?” Kiefer asked.


    “I won’t be able to come, so I’ll leave it to you.”


    “Okay. I’ll go tell everyone.”


    “Thanks,” Sion said and left the classroom.


    


    


    ---


    


    


    Awhile later, Sion was at a dango shop. Because the goddess had demanded dango.


    Sion smiled wryly as he recalled last night. He’d been captivated by her beauty then, when the light hit her and made her beautiful, expressionless face shine… 


    As he recalled, she looked his way and spoke flatly. “If you do a favor for a dog, they’ll never forget it as long as they live.”


    “Huh?” Sion said reflexively, without understanding what she was trying to say in the slightest.


    Without caring at all for his confusion, she continued. “For example, say a dog is drowning in a stream. I save it. What do you think happens then?”


    “…Well…” Once again, she didn’t get what he was trying to say. So he continued. “Does the dog return the favor?”


    “That’s right. The dog doesn’t forget, and delivers Wynnit Dango’s Recommended Set 4 to me. It’s a clever dog, knowing that it’d get to me if he said that he needed to deliver it to the Eris beauty.”


    Sion was astounded that she could say that with a straight face. It was just another surprise to go with her miraculous strength and beauty… 


    She gave herself a self-satisfied nod. “That’s how it is.”


    But what was it like!?


    She didn’t give him the chance to ask before she turned on the heel of her foot to leave.


    So Sion bought the Recommended Set 4.


    He didn’t even know the Eris’ address. But he didn’t need to. As soon as he wrote the name, the employee knew exactly where it was.


    The Eris house.


    The protection of Roland’s king was entrusted to their extremely noble name.


    They were also known as the swordsman’s clan.


    As they were exempt from drafts due to their duty to guard the king, their name wasn’t one of military fame.


    Part of their fame was their nobility. They were said to be the strongest.


    A massive dojo was enclosed within their gates. It was just another sign of their status.


    Sion had only just come in, and their extremely noble status was already so painfully apparent… 


    He looked up at the estate itself. It was solemn stone, completely void of any ornament or humor.


    “I see,” Sion mumbled to himself. “This is a place that has nothing to do with third-rate nobility like me.”


    He was really a poor excuse of a noble. Sion smiled. It wasn’t to ridicule his own background, and it wasn’t out of embarrassment. It was, in fact, rather shrewd. Prideful.


    He understood that he was in a delicate position. He’d never even seen his brothers who were always sending assassins his way - to them, he was just the child of a low-born woman. As a result, Sion didn’t exactly like them.


    Sion wasn’t in a position where he could assemble a circle of nobles. There were numerous reasons for this.


    First: to put it simply, rather than thinking he was distinguished, nobles found Sion intolerable.


    Second: to become a true noble, he would need the support of the nobility as well as capable personnel that he didn’t have.


    Third and finally: if Sion made an effort to assimilate into the nobility, they may become aware of his true ambitions. His brothers would become cautious if they realized what he was after. That’d be bad. They’d open fire on him while he was still unable to defend himself.


    His brothers were different from Sion. From the moment they were born, they possessed a horrible power, the likes of which was only second to the king himself.


    Because Sion and his brothers were children of the Roland Empire’s king.


    But Sion was born powerless because of his mother’s low status. She’d been a passing fancy of his father’s; all in all, she was nothing more than a joke to him.


    Every time the nobility’s mouths opened, it was to say those words.


    “You low-born mutt!”


    At the time, his mother had a husband. But the king fell in love with her at first sight, and despite her protests, stole her away. She concieved Sion and then was soon thrown away… 


    In the end, she was just a low-born mutt to him. 


    In her anguish, she committed suicide. Nobody attended the funeral of a single dead dog.


    That’s why Sion didn’t know the faces of his father or brothers. All he felt from the moment he was born was their hostility, loathing, and killing intent.


    But Sion thought that was fun. Wasn’t it interesting? He’d like to see them try and kill him. Sion would try and crush them, too. He’d pull them all down to his level.


    For that, he needed more power.


    Political power. Military power. Things that are clean and things that are dirty.


    He needed more, more, more.


    Sion ran his eyes around his surroundings once more. A huge, refined estate that housed the nobility was neatly set within castle-like walls.


    He was in noble territory.


    Territory of the nobility who sought to kill him.


    Sion wasn’t afraid. He’d come here on purpose to gather power.


    Information he’d gathered before he was invited in swirled around his head.


    According to the noble directory, the beautiful woman he met yesterday was Ferris Eris.


    “Ferris… Eris,” he said, testing the sound of it on his mouth. She too was nobility, but he wanted her. He’d never seen something as pretty as her.


    A massive gate towered before his eyes: the gate to a single, mythical name: Eris. Generation after generation, they retained the name of the strongest swordsmen.


    Just what lay beyond this path…?


    Sion knocked on the gate without hesitation. “I’ve come with a delivery for Miss Ferris Eris.”


    Without caution or even a sound, the gate opened.


    A neat garden was arranged along the path to the dojo. That was normal. Of course there were nobles that lived more simply as well, but something like this wasn’t of note.


    Even so, Sion’s expression stiffened.


    For some reason, he felt a deep, heavy darkness spreading across the path.


    Sion was to pass through a dojo so large that he couldn’t see the other side’s walls. It was massive, completely empty of people, and completely silent… and yet it struck him as distinctly grand.


    The butler who’d guided him inside spoke. “Take off your shoes inside the dojo,” he instructed. “Pardon me.” With that, he nodded and turned to leave Sion, flustered as he was, trapped inside.


    “Ah, er, you see, I came to see Ferris… but it seems that no one is inside here. What shall I do?”


    “Lord Sion Astal, guests visiting the Eris family for the first time are to meet with the current head, even if they wish to meet with Lady Eris. Come, enter the dojo.”


    “Huh? But there’s nobody—”


    In that instant, a powerful presence appeared within.


    “Wh—?”


    It was different from anything Sion had ever felt before.


    An animalistic bloodlust…? No, it wasn’t that. Perhaps it was more fitting to say it was the bloodlust of a demon.


    Either way, it was by no means human.


    The whole dojo was chilled by its presence, like everything before it was entirely transparent, and yet it was so quiet that Sion felt if he just whistled it’d disappear completely.


    Sion was frozen in place, his mind jumbled. He couldn’t force his eyes to look around the dojo. Just what was waiting for him…?


    “Here is the family head, Lady Ferris’ elder brother.” 


    When he raised his head, Sion saw a lone man sitting neatly on the floor, even though there’d been no one there when he’d checked a moment ago. There was no mistake.


    No… 


    Sion understood. He’d been there from the beginning. Sion just didn’t see him. If this man didn’t want to be seen, Sion wouldn’t see him.


    To completely hide one’s presence and form must be an ability of the Eris family.


    “Sh…”


    Cold sweat ran down Sion’s spine.


    He looked at the man sitting properly before him. His blond hair was the same golden color as Ferris’, though it wasn’t long. His eyes were calmly closed, and his face was unrealistically well-balanced and harmonious in structure. He was of course wearing a blue and white martial arts uniform. An air of tranquility surrounded him.
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    He was a bit older than Sion - twenty, perhaps?


    To the untrained, he may appear as a quiet but altogether pleasant young man.


    But… this man, despite his apparent serenity, set off danger signals in Sion’s mind by his voice alone.


    “I apologize for the late greeting. I am Lucile, the current acting head of the Eris family. You are… Ferris’ friend? Mm. You appear to have brought her a gift. She’ll be pleased.”


    Flustered, Sion corrected his posture. “Ah, yes, though I wouldn’t be so hasty as to call us friends. I’m Sion Astal. I was saved by Ferris last night…”


    “She saved you? Ah, so she’s completed her assignment.”


    “Assignment?” Sion repeated.


    Come to think of it, Ferris had said something about that: Sorry, but there’s no way this precinct would accept that kind of crime for an assignment.


    “What exactly do you mean?” Sion asked.


    “Nothing in particular,” Lucile said. “She seems to have a lot of free time, so I ordered her to eliminate crimes like assault and obstruction within a certain period of time.”


    “E-eliminate…?”


    Lucile nodded easily. “Exactly, Sion. We’re doing things a bit out of order, but welcome to the Eris home. You’re an interesting person. I see. Sure. I welcome you. You may see Ferris.”


    “Huh? Interesting? I don’t really understand, but you seem to like me…?”


    Lucile smiled sweetly. And yet, beyond that smile… a sudden bloodthirst sprouted and enveloped his whole body.


    It faced Sion.


    “Ghh…”


    It was an unthinkable pressure. Sion felt as if he’d be killed by it alone if he relaxed. His knees jerked under it as they fought to keep him standing. If he fell, he’d certainly die. He couldn’t move, down to his fingers. If he moved, he’d be killed. There was no mistake.


    He’d be killed by Lucile, smiling friendly as could be without ever opening his eyes.


    “See… you really are interesting,” Lucile said. “Have you realized what kind of face you’re making?”


    “Wh-what do you mean?” Sion half-whimpered, face forcing its way into a scowl.


    Lucile’s tone had returned to how it’d been originally - a window to his true character, perhaps… 


    Lucile continued to speak, horribly cheery. “You looked at me and smiled. You understood that I meant to kill you if you said something that bothered me, and when you did, you looked at me and smiled. Aren’t you scared? Of course you are. You’re terrified of me. You fear the overwhelming presence of death. And yet, you feel something else as well. What might it be? Just what might it be…”


    Lucile stopped speaking for a moment, as if to consider it. Then he continued.


    “Ah, it’s that you want me. No, it’s that you want everything. That’s the sort of eyes you have. You want this country’s…”


    “Wh…”


    Sion uttered it without thinking. Lucile had seen through everything.


    Just what was he… 


    But if he knew, Sion would seriously be killed here!


    In the first place, the Eris family functioned as the king’s guard.


    Sion shuddered at the overwhelming, impending sense of death. The pressure he was feeling was an ill-omen from start to finish.


    Lucile stood, that same smile still plastered to his face.


    Sion was terrified. He couldn’t move in the face of Lucile’s power.


    Slowly but certainly, Lucile drew closer.


    “No. What you wish for is farther along your path than just that. Much, much farther. Shall I kill you now? Or shall I let you live? I wonder which. To kill, or to let live. Everything is within the palm of my hand… ha, hahaha, ha.”


    He was smiling. Always smiling.


    Sion couldn’t move.


    Lucile raised his hand. For a man’s hand, it was thin and delicate.


    Sion’s death was written inside that hand. It brushed against the nape of his neck and lifted his chin… 


    And then.


    “Hey.” It resounded through the dojo, exactly as Sion remembered - a flat but pretty voice. “What’re you doing with my dango?”


    Ferris.


    In an instant, the smile on Lucile’s face vanished. He turned to face her. “Ferris. Sion from yesterday came to see you. He brought you dango.”


    “I know. But what were you going to do with him?”


    “Hm. There are lots of things two men can do together, Ferris. Do you really want me to tell you about it?”


    “Wh… t-two men,” Ferris repeated, blushing.


    “…It seems it’s better if I don’t tell you.”


    “H-hey!” Sion said. “Isn’t she misunderstanding something?”


    He’d finally freed himself of his nerves. Lucile’s bloodthirst had vanished, like it’d been nothing more than a lie from the start.


    Sion’s entire body was drenched with sweat, except for the line from the nape of his neck to his chin that Lucile’s fingers had touched.


    Lucile seemed entirely different now. He was wholly serene and spoke in a quiet voice, nothing but a whisper against Sion’s ear. “You lived. That must be your power. So I won’t raise my hand against you again. Go become friends with Ferris. Because we lost our parents young, I’ve had to be strict with her.”


    Lucile then turned to Ferris.


    “Ferris, you’ve completed your assignment as I asked. I think it’s about time I give you another assignment. Shouldn’t I?”


    “Brother, I think that lately, you think it’s funny to have me go on assignments over just about anything…”


    “What are you saying, sister? This is part of the Eris family’s training. Or do you not believe me?”


    “…What would happen if I said I don’t?” 


    “Maybe you’d die.”


    “…”


    Just like that.


    Just like that, he said such a thing to his sister.


    Ferris stared at Lucile, expressionless as always. “You seriously just said that.”


    “I’m always serious.”


    “……So? What’s my next assignment?”


     Lucile pointed at Sion. “Starting now, you’ll be helping Sion for awhile. It seems like you’ll be able to do lots of training around him.”


    Sion reflexively talked back. “Huh? That’s a little…” 


    “What? You’re complaining?”


    “No, but…”


    He’d wanted Ferris to join him, and just like that, Lucile saw through him and gave her power to him, even though he’d never even asked… 


    But what did Ferris think of it?


    Sion studied her expressionless face.


    She stared at him with pretty eyes, then heaved a sigh. “Can’t be helped.”


    And so, Ferris became Sion’s ally.


    


    


    ---


    


    


    Sometime later, Sion was led to the garden.


    In the instant Lucile had said he was going to meditate, his form wholly disappeared. It was frightening.


    Ferris wasn’t surprised at all. “Old man, take him to the gardens. I’ll be there in a bit.”


    And so he was situated on a garden bench.


    He looked around the carefully arranged garden. It was pretty.


    The warm sun filtered through the trees and hit his face. He could hear a stream nearby, and every so often, birds chirped as they went about their days. 


    It was relaxing, like being at home. He could fall asleep.


    Perhaps it was because he didn’t get enough sleep last night, or perhaps it was because of his mental battle with that monster Lucile earlier. Either way, he was horribly tired.


    He closed his eyes.


    Then—


    “You’re the one who’s been bullying my sister and hiding her dango! Hand it over, or I won’t forgive you!”


    Sion’s body jerked awake. He looked in the direction of that yelling. There, he saw Ferris holding the hand of a girl of six or seven donned in frilly dress. With just one look, the fact that she still retained her innocence was apparent. She had the same pretty blonde hair. She looked like she’d grow up to be beautiful, too.


    She was in all likelihood Ferris’ little sister. That’d mean Ferris was the sister she’d spoke of, so… 


    Sion smiled wryly. “Me, bullying you?”


    Ferris ignored him. “See, Iris. That sadistic face. That composed, innocent act. You mustn’t become an adult like that.”
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    The girl she’d called Iris nodded, taking it all in. “I saw. I definitely saw. And of course Iris knows he’s hiding the dango. It’s in that package he has. It’s a package from the dango store. Iris knows all about it.”


    “Remarkable, Iris. That’s right. He stole my dango and told me that if I wanted it, I’d have to help him. What do you think?”


    “He’s the worst!”


    “That’s right. The worst. When someone wants a favor, what should they do?”


    “Go to Wynnit Dango! Even a dog knows how to buy dango!” Iris answered without hesitation.


    Though Ferris was as expressionless as ever, she somehow seemed satisfied as she nodded. “See, Sion. Even a child understands. So what do you think you’re doing?”


    Sion sighed. “Will you be happy if I buy another set?”


    Ferris shook her head. “Make it two. ‘Cause it’s too much trouble for just me to accompany you. Iris can help too. Your problems involve those guys who attacked you before, right? I alone am not enough to follow them while otherwise helping you, so Iris enters the picture. Iris, will you help me out?”


    “Yeah! I’ll help out! ‘Cause if I don’t do what my sister says, God will get mad and twist all my limbs off!”


    All Sion could do, hearing the radiantly smiling Iris say such gorey things, was shrug his shoulders. “But wait. I’m fine buying you the set, but are you really going to have such a small child help you?”


    “Mm? Got a problem with it?”


    “Well, if you think about it normally, yes. There is a problem. First and foremost, it’s dangerous.”


    “Dangerous… hmm.” Ferris thought about it for a moment, then patted Iris’ head playfully. “Iris, this mean guy thinks you’re an idiot.”


    “Huh!? Really? Why, I!”


    “He says you still wet the bed.”


    Iris went pale. “Seriously!? W-w-w-w-w-why does he know about that!?”


    “Bad people are good at finding people’s weaknesses. So what’ll you do, Iris? What do you do to people who learn your secrets?”


    Iris’ face turned dangerous.


    Sion grimaced. “You mean I’ll be… erased!?”


    “Yup. Get him.”


    “Yeah!”


    Iris charged at him with unbelievable speed.


    “Wait a—” 


    Her approach was blinding fast. She lifted off the ground by her small feet, then swivelled in the air to hit him with a roundhouse kick.


    Sion stopped her foot from connecting and jumped back in the nick of time. He stared fixedly at her.


    Iris was unbelievably nimble for a kid.


    “Are you kidding me,” Sion mumbled.


    “What do you think?” Ferris asked, triumphant. “She was able to reach you with martial arts alone. Don’t you think she’d come in handy?”


    “Sure, why not,” Sion easily agreed. “I’ll accept Iris’ help.”


    “Mm. Iris, stop. He understands that you’re a grown-up now.”


    “Huh, really? Iris really doesn’t w-wet the bed or anything, you know.”


    Sion smiled awkwardly and nodded. “I understand that. Because you’re already all grown up, right?”


    Iris smiled brightly and gave him a big nod. “Yeah!”


    In contrast to her cheeriness, Sion sighed. A girl as childish as this could kick straight to the bone… He’d be no match for her.


    The direction he was advancing didn’t involve war. He didn’t need battle strength, strictly speaking. But he needed a holistic skillset at hand.


    “I’ve understood who you are since earlier, Iris, but I’d like to take some time to introduce myself properly, since you’ll be helping me out from now on.”


    And so he explained his situation. The fact that he was the illegitimate child of a rather noble name. He explained that despite having never even seen their faces, god knew how many of his brothers and sisters wanted him dead. That he wanted to ascertain who his enemies were.


    He didn’t tell them everything. There was no way he could. To reiterate, they were the Eris family tasked with guarding the king. He couldn’t tell them about his true lineage and the quarrel between himself and his siblings - the king’s children… there was no way.


    Even if Sion himself was one of the king’s children… 


    Anyway, it was irrelevant. The people coming to try and kill him weren’t his actual siblings. They’d never dirty their hands. The ones hiring the assassins were likely nobles who grovelled at his siblings’ feet… 


    “Anyway, if we can just figure out their whereabouts…”


    Once he finished, he looked to the Eris girls. Iris was playfully cuddling Ferris by her left arm.


    “So that’s what you want us to investigate?” Ferris asked.


    “Can you do it?”


    “Mm. It’ll be hard. You barely have any info for us. You’re a secret scouring pervert, so I guess you just don’t want to tell us which noble name. Your siblings will kill you if you don’t do anything… which means…”


    Ferris nodded to herself.


    “Starting tomorrow, we’ll be watching you and every suspicious person you cross paths with. Iris will be in charge of monitoring, so she’ll be watching you from now on, in the morning and afternoon and evening and when you’re on the toilet and when you’re in the bath and when you’re in bed… heh. This’ll be a good chance for Iris to learn about what animals men are… and then she’ll realize men are hopeless and become my slave… hehehe.”


    “A slave is the number one best kid, right, sister? Iris knows, because Iris is your slave!”


    Iris sure said some scary things.


    Sion forced a smile. “Well, anyway, let’s try that and see how it goes.”


    That was the start of his plan.


  




  

    Chapter 3: The Calm Signalling the End


    “Hey, Ryner.”


    “Mm?”


    “Don’t you think Sion’s complexion is like, pretty bad recently?”


    “Is it? I haven’t been paying attention, so I dunno.”


    “Hey, you! We see each other every day in our team meetings!”


    “I actually have a secret to tell you… See, I always sleep through those.”


    “I already knew that! It’s not a secret that you sleep straight through every day! Ugh, but that’s besides the point. Sion’s complexion is really bad. I wonder if he’s worried about something?”


    “Who knows.”


    “Hey, one of your friends is troubled about something. Doesn’t that bother you?”


    “Mm-mm. Won’t meddling just make things worse for him?”


    “Ah… well… yes, but…”


    “Also, even if he did want help, favors for men are troublesome, and I’m sleepy, and I feel all sluggish.”


    “Huh!? That was your real motive? Geez! This is what I get for thinking you’re a decent guy for even a second! Bam! You make me look like an idiot!”


    Ryner and Kiefer had met to discuss group matters in a narrow club room. It really was small - just the six people in their group completely filled it up, and two people talking as loudly as they were had almost the same effect.


    In spite of their conversation, Sion himself was also present… 


    But those two were always like that. Sion didn’t particularly mind. He smiled bitterly. “I see, so my complexion’s that bad right now?” He asked Tyle, Tony, and Fahle, who were seated around him.


    They all nodded simultaneously.


    “What’s wrong, Sion?” Tyle asked. “Is something on your mind?”


    “If it’s something we can settle, then by all means, discuss it with us. Anything to end this,” Tony said.


    Last was Fahle. For some reason, her eyes were sparkling. “They’re riiight. Your problem isn’t love, is it? Is it love? Is it?”


    Ryner’s voice drifted over from the other side. “Ah! Kiefer, bad! You shouldn’t hit people!”


    “What!? If you usually don’t care about a man’s complexion, then that means you’re always looking at girls’, right?”


    “That’s not what I said! Besides, you’re the one who’s always looking at men, you heartbre… gyah, ow, ow! You tryin’ to break my neck? I lose I lose I lose, help… ah…”


    It was just their usual husband-and-wife routine. Sion turned back to Tyle and the others. “I just haven’t slept well recently… for about the past month. But that’ll be over soon, so you don’t need to wor—”


    Falhe cut him off. “You found a lover, didn’t you? You found a lover, didn’t you? Ooh, so that’s why you haven’t been sleeping ♡”


    Was love the only thing running through this kid’s head…? 


    In an instant, Tyle’s expression became dangerous. “Seriously, Sion? You got a head start without telling us about it? What d’ya think, Tony!?”


    “We cannot forgive this. Death to all traitors!” Tony said, slamming his fists on the table.


    Their misunderstanding was getting dangerous. Well, that was pretty normal around here though… 


    “Ahaha. You’ve got it wrong. I just have a lot going on. Sorry about making you guys worry, I had no idea my complexion was that bad. I’ll go wash my face.” Before he was killed, Sion rose from his seat.


    There was a watering hole just outside. He washed his face there, letting the cold water rouse him. “Ah… but really, these sleepless nights never seem to end… It’s pretty rough…”


    Sion recalled his nightly activities as he mumbled to himself.


    Certainly, he’d been in the library until late last night. The second he’d returned to his dorms, he lay down. But as soon as he was drifting off, a sound in his ceiling jolted him awake. It was loud, quite unlike the sounds made by the trees as the temperature shifted.


    Sion sat up in a hurry to study the ceiling, but nothing had changed. And yet… something was clearly lurking up there. Sion sat up.


    What was it? Was someone there? Even though he hadn’t felt anything amiss when he’d entered the room… 


    Was it another assassin!?


    “Shit,” Sion mumbled. He hadn’t suspected it this time at all. That made them a far stronger opponent than past assassins.


    His opponent this time was attacking from within the school.


    “Bring it on,” Sion said. He smiled at his hidden enemy like he didn’t mind that there was someone in his presence at all. He tensed his body, preparing himself for a fight.


    A single wooden plank separated from the rest, and a lone girl appeared from the ceiling’s crawlspace.


    “Ta-da! It was Iris all along!” She said, full of energy.


    For some time Sion was dumbfounded. Then exhaustion drowned it out. He sighed. Preparing himself for a fight had drained the rest of his energy, and he lay down a second time. “I see… Iris. When you cut off your presence like that, you always win, don’t you…”


    Iris didn’t seem to care. Her smile seemed to sparkle, and she dropped from the ceiling. “Hey, mister. You can’t sleep. It’s nighttime, nighttime. Hurry, hurry!! Iris was looking forward to this!!”


    “Huh? To what?”


    “Iris knows!” She said, sparkles reaching her eyes. “When night falls, you turn into a beast! My sister told me so. Show me, show me you beast! Show me!”


    “…Beast, you say…”


    He tried to tell her that human men didn’t turn to beasts and run through the night, but the next day… the ceiling rattled once again just as he thought it was about time to return from the clubroom to his dorms. Once again, a plank separated. She peered down on him horribly expressionlessly.


    “I see you never showed your true form yesterday. I thought I’d swoop down and kill you as soon as you burst with lust and became a beast to attack Iris, but…”


    “Huh!? Ferris, you were up there last night too!?”


    “Only for five minutes. Go to sleep. It’s time for me to eat this dango I just bought. I don’t have time for you.”


    She scooted back into the crawl space, leaving a gap in the boards… and then two eyes , void of expression entirely, stared at him. Monitored him. The sound of her chewing on dango wafted down… 


    Then, the day after that—


    “Ta-da! It’s Iris!”


    The days dragged on into weeks. He’d be killed from a lack of sleep before an assassin actually came for him…


    But the human body’s ability to adjust was a scary thing. Once he got fed up talking to Iris, he got the precious few hours of sleep his body needed when it was already late enough that it was more of early morning than night.


    It was horrible for his body, but… well, what could he do. 


    Once he was done washing, he wiped the water from his face with a cloth. “Maybe today I’ll finally get a good night’s sleep,” he mumbled into the rag.


    It’d been a month since Ferris and Iris had begun monitoring him. Just yesterday, Iris had noticed someone stalking him. Right now, Ferris and Iris were off monitoring him instead of Sion. They couldn’t pull the curtain quite yet - that too was a timing problem. Still, they finally had them by the tail.


    Sion’s eyes narrowed. They reflected ambition, hatred, and a strong conviction. A smile rose to his face. “I won’t run away. From here up, I’ll advance.” His enemy had been hidden right in front of his eyes all this time, but he’d drag them out and strike… 


    A sudden shriek resounded.


    ‘Gyaaaaaahhh!!! Am I gonna be killed!?”


    That was Ryner’s voice.


    Sion turned towards Ryner’s room and assumed a fighting stance.


    Ryner spoke hurried, like he was cornered. “Sion, Kiefer’s gonna kill me! Do something!”


    Sion smiled bitterly at Ryner and Kiefer. She was on top of him, wringing his neck. “Who’s a heartbreaker!?”


    “You two really are close. You’re almost like a married couple,” Sion said.


    “Huh!?” Kiefer’s face reddened on cue. “W-w-w-what’re you saying, Sion? It’s not like that! A m-married couple, you say… isn’t that embarrassing? ♡ Isn’t it, Ryner?”


    Kiefer sounded so horribly happy, but she was still choking him out.


    Her response was easy to understand. A smile naturally found its way to Sion’s face.


    Ryner gurgled at him. His mouth was bubbling and he was starting to lose consciousness, but that was pretty normal, so he should be fine.


    Soon, the rest of their group assembled around Sion.


    “Do it!”


    “Make him faint!”


    Sion looked to his friends. Time passed comfortably here with them. Words like ‘conspiracies,’ ‘traps,’ ‘plots,’ and ‘hatred’ just didn’t exist here.


    Neither did war, nor death… 


    It was peaceful.


    Their horribly complacent everyday lives… they were at the point that it was getting anticlimactic. 


    Lately, Sion was having those kinds of thoughts as he looked at them. Maybe his ambitions and revenge were in actuality meaningless… 


    His dream of getting revenge on the siblings and father that persecuted him and becoming king himself was a dream that’d require a great many human sacrifices.


    Was a dream like that… really necessary?


    Wasn’t everything already equal here?


    His friends could laugh, fight, and make up with each other. What could he possibly want more than that?


    If things were peaceful as they were, then there was no need to get revenge and become king to change the country, right?


    Sion looked from his friends to the sky through the window.


    “The place I need to aim for is…”


    Suddenly.


    “Sion!?”


    Several of his friends in another group’s expressions changed as they saw him. They came running over. “S, Sion! Is something happening!? This is bad! Really bad!”


    Flustered, Kiefer and Ryner quieted. Though Ryner was just having spasms at that point… 


    Sion looked to his friends who’d come running over. He spoke in a mellow voice to try and calm them down. “Calm down, Roll. What happened?”


    Roll didn’t calm down in the slightest. Neither did any of the others who’d come with, and they all started talking at once. “What should we do, Sion?”


    “W-we might die!”


    “Why? Why is this happening!?”


    Everybody was shaking and talking over each other, and Sion couldn’t grasp the situation. “Be quiet!” Sion shouted at them.


    “……”


    Everyone around him quieted.


    Sion didn’t say anything for some time. He looked at each of them, then nodded once. “Alright, Roll, only you can talk. The rest of you just need to shut up. What exactly happened? What’s the situation?”


    He spoke in a different tone from his pleasant boy act. This was his true nature.


    Roll was overpowered and spoke with a wavering voice. “Well, um… it’s that Estabul has invaded Roland. We’re going to war again. War… what should we do, Sion, sir? We’ll have to go to the battlefield as soldiers…” 


    “You’re kidding!?” Fahle shrieked.


    Tyle and Tony went pale.


    Without saying anything, Kiefer balled up Ryner’s clothes in her hands. He was still passed out.


    It was a shock to everyone. Obviously, right?


    Once again, this country’s king had seen fit to lead them along a path littered with wars.


    Sion closed his eyes.


    He understood now. Peace never existed in this country. It had just fallen ill under its incompetent king… 


    If that was the case… Sion would become king. No matter how many people he had to kill, no matter how many sacrifices he had to make… 


    Sion opened his eyes. Ryner had regained consciousness. No, perhaps he’d never lost it at all.


    His eyes were mellow and apathetic as always, but somehow in this moment, they reflected a deeper emptiness than Sion had ever seen in them before.


    


    


    ---


    


    


    And so the curtain rose on another war.


    The reason for it was horribly simple: the Kingdom of Estabul had invaded the Roland Empire’s territory. That was all there was to it.


    That was just the official stance, though… 


    In truth, Estabul was facing an uncharacteristically rainy season. Its rivers had flooded and now their people were faced with famine. Roland saw the opportunity to take Estabul out in one strike while it was weak, completely annihilating it once and for all. Estabul thought the famine would be as good a reason to capture Roland as any - the harvest this year was better across the border, after all.


    Without ever considering helping each other in this time of need… the flames of war were reignited.


    


    


    ---


    


    


    Nobody said anything.


    At around this time, even if he tried to take a nap, the hallway was filled with chatty students walking this way and that. But today, everyone was quiet.


    Among the unnatural silence, Ryner was the only one who said anything. “Well, that’s just how it is.”


    His room was completely barren aside from a bed. Well, perhaps that was an overstatement. Buying furniture was a pain, so Ryner never got any. But Kiefer was always leaving little trinkets around, so rather than completely barren, it was more that it was disorganized. Of course, Ryner seldom cleaned… 


    Ryner stared up at the ceiling. Thinking about it was a pain. “Guess I’ll sleep…”


    So he did.


    It was the kind of thing where it didn’t matter even if he did think about it. He wasn’t like Sion. He didn’t think he could change this country. Besides, he didn’t want anything like that at all. Wanting was a pain.


    Besides… the world had been overflowing with death since the first time he looked at it. What good would it do to want to change it?


    Ryner closed his eyes.


    “Ah… this really is a pain in the ass… geez, everyone’s way too worked up about it. What makes them think they want to own another country, anyway… they’d be happy if they just took some more naps.”


    What a thing for a lone person to mumble to himself.


    Suddenly Kiefer’s voice carried in from the door. “Right…”


    Ryner’s motivation and ability to be surprised had died long ago, so he didn’t react.


    “Hey, Ryner…”


    “Mm?”


    “How are you this calm? It’s pretty amazing. Aren’t you scared? We’re gonna have to fight in this war, you know. We might die. How can you be so calm?”


    He opened his sleepy eyes half-way to look at Kiefer. She was frightened. Shaking in fear.


    Obviously. She’d undergone hypothetical training for war, but training and the real deal were different. Peace lasted for seven years, and now death was fast approaching them.


    Seven years of peace was a really long time.


    “Hey, Ryner. I think it’s good to say you’re scared when you’re scared, just like it’s good to say you’re tired when you’re tired. How are you always so calm? I’m always… always…”


    Kiefer began to cry, right before his eyes.


    “I’m scared. People die on the battlefield. But more than anything, I’m…”


    She stopped, hyperventilating, hesitating. But she continued.


    “I’m most scared of you dying, Ryner.”


    Silence enveloped the room. It seemed to stretch on forever.


    Ryner was able to understand the significance of her words. War should have been enough to make her tremble in fear, and yet what she was really shaking with was worry… 


    Even so, he didn’t reply. He couldn’t reply. He wasn’t qualified to reply. He was never qualified to reply to something like that, from the very moment he was born…


    It was his eyes.


    “……”


    Because of the brand in his eyes.


    Kiefer abruptly continued, flustered. “Ah, um, no, it’s not like that, okay? It’s not like that… but your grades are the lowest out of the whole school’s… on the battlefield, you’d die way easier than me… so… so I want you to run away, Ryner. Just you. Your grades suck, so if you tried to drop out now, they’d definitely let you quit. That’s impossible for me… right? So…”


    Ryner sat up, tired and mellow as always. He sighed. “What a pain. You worry too much, Kiefer. I won’t die. I have no intention of dying. ‘Cause it looks like it’d hurt, right? So I won’t do it. I don’t like pain.”


    Suddenly, a third voice added his piece from behind Kiefer.


    “Right. Dying would be stupid. We won’t die in this war. Kiefer won’t, Ryner won’t, none of our friends will,” Sion said. “I’ve made preparations so that we’ll all be in the same troop, sent to a remote region unlikely to be touched by war.”


    Sion entered the room. He was soon followed by Tyle, Fahle, and Tony.


    “See, Ryner? Kiefer? I’m glad we all chose to follow Sion,” Tyle said, smiling like always.


    “Seems like it was a good call,” Tony said. “Sion’s a pretty amazing guy. However he got it, he actually has that kind of power in the military.”


    Fahle gripped Kiefer’s shoulder reassuringly. Kiefer’s tears had already dried, but her eyes were still beet red. “We won’t die, okay?” Fahle said. “There’s still lots in store for us yet.”


    “See? Aren’t you glad you followed me?” Sion whispered to Ryner.


    Ryner shrugged, just looking half-asleep as always. He looked to Kiefer. But for some reason, she alone still had dark eyes… 


    


    ---


    


    Ferris and Sion were in the Eris estate’s gigantic gardens.


    Iris was also there, playing fetch. Ferris would throw the ball, and then Iris brought it back. Ferris threw the ball unthinkably far like it was the most normal thing in the world, and Iris just kept running it back joyfully, as if there was nothing wrong with the picture.


    “So, how’s the plan going?” Sion asked.


    “As good as it gets,” Ferris said through hearty bites at the dango Sion had brought, as expressionless as ever. “Their movements are getting sloppy because of the war. Soon it’ll be time to make contact.”


    “I see,” Sion said.


    “Sister! I brought the ball! It went in the pond so I had to dive for it, but Iris did a good job, right? Brought it back real fast, right? It was remarkable, right?” Iris asked. Even though she was sopping wet, Iris somehow looked really happy. She handed the ball right over to Ferris.


    “You’re remarkable, Iris. Bring it back even faster next time.”


    Ferris threw the ball again. Sion had no idea how she did it with those tiny arms, but the ball flew in an arc far, far away, beyond his field of vision… 


    To put it bluntly, retrieving it was impossible now.


    “Will you watch me, sister?’ Iris asked, just as happy as before. “‘Cause I’m gonna bring it back even faster this time!” She flew off to retrieve it, her little legs carrying her unbelievably quickly towards the ball.


    She did watch for some time, but then Ferris turned back to Sion. “More importantly, Sion. Are you going to go to war, too?”


    Sion nodded. “Yeah. That’s why I’m at that academy, after all. My assignment will be decided by the day after tomorrow.”


    Ferris turned back towards the direction Iris was running in. “I see,” was all she said.


    They fell into a mutual silence.


    It was hard to tell what Ferris was thinking because of her lack of expressions, but perhaps… 


    “Ferris, might you be worried about me?”


    “No, I was just thinking there’ll be no one to come bring dango to me regularly then,” she replied without missing a beat.


    It was so fast that it wrapped around again and became refreshing… Sion couldn’t help but laugh.


    “Ahaha. That’s so like you. Well, I’ll figure something out with the dango shop before I go then. I’ll make it so they deliver dango regularly. In exchange…”


    “Yeah, I’ll catch the ringleader. Then I’ll take my grudge out on him for making a sweet maiden who could make even flowers bashful waste time on worthless surveillance work and the like… heh, hehe…”


    Where exactly was this sweet, bashful maiden? All Sion saw was an expressionless woman. That aside, Iris was running back with the ball at her strange speed again.


    “I’ll leave it to you then,” Sion said. “I’ll spend my time on a suitable corner of the battlefield, then come home. I won’t die or anything. I’ve already made arrangements to be sent somewhere safe.”


    “What, so you intend to live and come back?” Ferris asked. She sounded disappointed.


    Sion chose to ignore it. She was always like that.


    Ah, Iris was back.


    “How was it this time? How was it? Was Iris fast? Hey, hey, Sion, d’you think I was fast?”


    Sion nodded. “It was really fast. You’re amazing, Iris.”


    “Heheheh. Riiiight? ‘Cause Iris is amazing!”


    Sion smiled and patted Iris’ head. She looked so happy. “At any rate, I should be getting back. My assignment is posted in a couple days, after all. I’ll leave the rest to you.”


    “Mm. Don’t forget to make arrangements with the dango.”


    “Think you could show a little concern?”


    “For the dango?”


    “No… whatever. Well, I’m off.”


    Sion turned on his heel and set out on walking back.


    


    ---


    


    That day, the sun shone.


    Ryner, Kiefer, Sion, and the hundred and twenty or so people Sion called his friends had departed to the extreme southernmost end of the border with Estabul, a region known as the Roxanne Plains.


    They had finally set foot on their journey towards the battlefield, a place that was overflowing with death… but their journey was filled with lighthearted conversation.


    “I’m seriously glad I joined up with Sion.”


    “Hear, hear. We’ll be able to see this out without dying now.”


    “Did you see the faces of those guys who were deployed to the worst of it? I feel really bad for them…”


    “Yeah, but… I’m so relieved.”


    “Be a little more nervous and keep your whispering to a minimum!” The commanding officer assigned to them from the Rolander Military shouted. But no one listened.


    “Everyone, it’s better if we’re a little quieter,” Sion said, though he himself was being loud too. “Even if we’re not going to be in much danger, we are still going to the battlefield. Let’s try and focus a little.”


    All one hundred twenty people instantly quieted. He had an outstanding ability to lead. Well, they were all something like Sion’s subordinates, so of course they’d obey his commands… 


    When their commanding officer saw that, he pulled a sour face, making no move to hide it. “You, too. Stop with the self-important shit and get to walking.”


    “Yes, Lord Commanding Officer.”


    He continued his march. Ryner did, too, in his own languid pace.


    “Hey, Ryner,” Kiefer said from his side.


    “Mm?”


    “Um… actually, it’s nothing.”


    “The hell?”


    “……”


    Ryner tilted his head, then was pushed in the back by the guy behind him.


    “Yeah, yeah. Just walk.”


    Ryner resumed his aimless pace.


    The battlefield was drawing closer with certainty.


    


    ---


    


    That night, within Roland’s territory.


    They had the same blue eyes, but one set held no expression. The other was naive and innocent. Ferris and Iris stood lined up in the darkness.


    They were inside the noble manor of the esteemed Zammel family. More specifically, they were in the attic, just above the acting head’s bedroom.


    “Sister, sister. Is that baldie the ringmaster?”


    “Mm. That’s right. Remember him well. That sort of person’s always the ringmaster: bald, middle aged, and fat.”


    One after another, Ferris filled Iris’ head with her distorted views… 


    Certainly, the one lying on the bed below was a bald old man Broffus Zammel. They’d entered the Zammel estate as part of monitoring him, so she couldn’t complain, but… 


    “Oooh, so that’s the ringleader. Iris has gotten smart! So what’re we gonna do, sister? Are we gonna kill him? Or did we come to his house to torture him?”


    The fact that a child could say something like that with shining eyes was proof that the Eris family was to be feared… 


    Ferris nodded, satisfied. “Torture.”


    


    ---


    


    Some time later, on the Eris family’s land.


    “Wh-who are you people!? I am the head of the Zammel family! What’s happening… fwah!?”


    He was already all tied up. What cut off his words this time was a bucket of water pouring down his throat.


    “More and more waater, waaater!!”


    Iris was singing a song written and composed by herself, improvising the lyrics as she went, easily switching between buckets with one hand as they emptied.


    That alone would have made it a strange sight, but… There was also an unmatched beauty standing before him, with glossy hair and strangely symmetric features. But her face was cold like the water being poured all over him. Her delicate appearance was at odds with the long sword at her waist.
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    “Answer my questions immediately. About Sion Ast…”


    “Wh-what are you?” Broffus cut her off. “Do you understand who I… fwah!?”


    Ferris and Iris met eyes. Without another word, more water was poured over him.


    “Just who… bwah!”


    Splash!


    “I won’t forgive… gyah!”


    Splash!


    “You… bupwha!?


    Splash!


    “W-wait a second… If you keep this up I won’t be able to brea… bewah!”


    Splash!


    “Good job, Iris. That’s enough water. Next we’ll use the nails.”


    “Will do, sister!” Iris said in a sing-song voice.


    Broffus stiffened at their terrifying conversation. “W-wait. I understand. I-I’ll tell you anything—”


    His words suddenly stopped.


    “Mm.”


    Ferris had already received the nails from Iris. She threw one at Broffus. Only one sound echoed, but five had already left her hand at a frightening speed to pin Broffus to the ground.


    Broffus whimpered, his face paling.


    Ferris looked at him coldly. “Now, then. You understand your situation? Then I shall ask again. Were you the one who gave the order to attack Sion Astal?”


    “S-Sion Astal? You’re Astal’s people?”


    Another nail grazed his face.


    “I’m the one asking questions. You have no right to do the same. All you can do is answer me,” Ferris said, playing with the remaining nails in her hand.


    “Th-this situation is something you—”


    Ferris threw another nail on account of his bad behavior. “I see. Too bad. If you’re still going to act like that, then…”


    She unsheathed the sword at her waist. It was still the middle of the night, but its blade still managed to glimmer in the moonlight.


    She took the appearance of an unbelievably beautiful god of death. “Die.”


    She raised her sword.


    It only took a moment. 


    “W-wait!? I-it’s meaningless if you do that, right? You’re assassins hired by Astal, aren’t you? But Astal’s already good as dead. Killing me will have no meaning! S-so please, let me go!”


    Ferris’ eyes narrowed, and she returned her sword to its sheath. “Sion will die? What do you mean by that?”


    Broffus suddenly smiled obscenely, like he found everyone but himself to be an idiot. Perhaps he thought he was safe. “You see, it’s like I said. That Astal fellow is already good as dead. We set a trap for him. Do you know what’s happening in the Roxanne plains right around now? Fifty Magical Knights from Estabul are headed that way on false information we planted. As you know, Magical Knights are the strongest troops of all.”


    He laughed.


    “It’ll be a monster’s rally, and the only ones who can oppose Magical Knights are other Magical Knights. The ragtag band of soldiers Astal assembled will be no match for them. They’ve all been rounded up like lambs, and now… hehe. Astal himself chose those plains to bring them, thinking it safe like a buffoon. And there’s one of our spies mixed in with his allies to boot. Hehehehe. Seriously… what a buffoon. He’s our… no, the princes’ toy. He thinks he can bite back at the princes… seriously… heheheh.”


    Time after time, over and over, he laughed.


    “After all, Astal’s a lowborn mutt. He’s a mutt that can just dance madly and die at our raised palms. What’re you gonna do for a dying man? I don’t know how much he’s paying you, but there’s no need for you to be loyal now, is there? I’ll pay you double. And how about you become my mistress? You’re such a beauty… heheh, hehehe… More than a sword suits you, my… gyah!?”


    He was cut off by Iris’ swift punch from behind. It was strong enough to make him faint. “You pervy ringleader! Don’t look at my sister with those nasty eyes! Right? I’m right, right, sister?”


    Iris turned to look at her, but Ferris didn’t reply. She was thinking with a faraway look on her face.


    “Sister… ah, I guess you’re worried about Sion?”


    Ferris shook her head. “No.”


    “Sister, d’you think Sion will end up dying? If he does there’ll be no more dango.”


    Ferris didn’t reply. Instead, she mumbled to herself. “…Princes… is it? Just what did Lucile…”


    Ferris’ body tensed. She felt a strange presence. She hadn’t felt anything until just then, but now she was enveloped in an unpleasant sensation.


    Ferris’ sharp eyes flicked in its direction and narrowed. He stood before her without her ever noticing a change. They shared the same golden hair, but he appeared exhausted in some way, his ghastly back turned to her as he faced the heavens. 


    “Nice moon tonight, isn’t it, Ferris? Days like this make me want to watch the moon as siblings,” Lucile said. He had an air of nobility steeped in malice. Even though his form was illuminated by the moon’s light, it was still horribly ill-omened… 


    “Mm. Brother. What have you come for?”


    “What have I come for? You’re as unfriendly as ever, sister. Am I not allowed to think I want to spend time with my sister on a nice night like this?”


    For some reason, Iris hid behind Ferris before speaking. “You’re not allowed ‘cause I hate you! ‘Case you never come play with me or anything. All you do is make us train.”


    “Hahaha. You hate me because you love Ferris, right?”


    “Yeah! I love my sister!”


    Ferris dodged Iris’ playful movements. She kept her whole body tensed and faced him. This was the real Lucile. Her real brother. “So? What’s the real reason?”


    Lucile slowly turned to face her… 


    In an instant, Ferris grabbed Iris and pressed her face to her waist.


    “Mugh, guh, sister too tight—”


    Ferris applied pressure to the nape of Iris’ neck until she lost consciousness.


    Lucile just smiled at it. “What, you’re as soft as ever on Iris, aren’t you. That’s why I have to play the strict role, even if it’s thankless. You’re so sneaky, Ferris.”


    Ferris didn’t reply. She just… 


    Stared. Stared at her brother before her, with expressionless eyes.


    Stared at… the monster before her… 


    Lucile laughed. Simply, innocently, almost like a child. Broffus’ head was in his hand. How easily he could sever a human’s head from its body… 


    “You have to finish your work properly, Ferris. If you let this guy live, he’d damage house Eris, right?”


    Ferris was still Ferris, in the end, and she didn’t even shiver at the sight of a freshly severed head, but… she ignored Lucile’s words and asked a question of her own. “…What does all this mean? The ringleader is a prince? If that’s true, then Sion is also a prince. Did you know that?”


    “I wonder?” Lucile replied, smiling all the while. “But he really was interesting, right? I wonder if he’ll live and come back? Or if he’ll die as things are…”


    Lucile threw Broffus’ head far, far into the sky.


    “The Eris family only serves the king,” he said. “Only the king.”


    “The king… you say…”


    “Yes. If he dies here, then I have no use for him. However, if he should live and come back to us…”


    He raised his hand slowly. Leisurely. 


    And—


    The head, driven by gravity, fell to his hand. The moment it touched him, it disappeared completely… 


    Ferris hadn’t seen what he’d done. Just by touching it, the head had been destroyed… 


    Lucile looked back to the heavens. “Right. Should he come back, I will make the next move. I will serve him as long as he meets my expectations. What do you think, Ferris? It’ll be interesting, right?”


    “Mm… I don’t think there’s a single human who could come back alive after facing fifty Magical Knights?”


    “It’d be easy for me.”


    “Sion isn’t you.”


    “Right. He’s not me. It’s not like I have expectations for his power. It’s something beyond that. His life is unsteady, always in danger. But Ferris. You saved him once. I didn’t kill him. Just what does that mean, I wonder. Heh, hehe… it’s interesting, right?”


    “Is it? I don’t find it interesting,” Ferris said. She turned her back to Lucile and picked Iris up, holding her under an arm, and walked away. “This has nothing to do with me, Brother. You’re the head of the family, after all.”


    “Hehe, you’re as cold as always, aren’t you, Ferris. Aren’t you interested in if Sion will live or die?”


    Ferris didn’t turn back to reply, nor did she hesitate. “Not at all.”


    Lucile smiled. “Right. That’s how you are. You, who saved him. Haha. Interesting. It really is interesting.”


    The sky was beginning to lighten. Once the night ended and it became tomorrow morning, Sion’s troop will have reached their destination. 


    Would he actually live, or would he die?


    “King,” Ferris mumbled to herself. “…That has nothing to do with me.”


  




  

    Chapter 4: What Wakes With a Start


    “Alright, we’ll set up camp here. Groups one and two, secure a water source. Groups three and four, you’re on meal prep. The rest of you set up the tents,” their commanding officer yelled.


    The troops moved here and there to carry out his orders.


    At around the time the sun hit its highest point in the sky, Ryner and the others had arrived at their destination.


    Ryner looked around. What he saw were plains and woodlands far into the distance, with not much else. It was no wonder this area was considered the frontier. Certainly, it was unlikely that Estabul’s soldiers would come all the way out here.


    “The sun feels good, and it seems like we’ll have lots of free time. This is great,” Ryner said. He sat down on the spot, letting the warm sun wash over him.


    “Hey, you better help set up some tents too!” Tyle said from beside him.


    “It’s a pain, so I don’t wanna.”


    “You wanna die, bastard?”


    “Whoa, don’t kick me, hey! I’m against violence! Ah, owow… Hey, Kiefer, say something to Tyle for me. I’m a liiiiitle tired today so get him to let me rest for a bit.” 


    Normally, Kiefer would yell “Stop being an idiot and help out!” but today she just stared into nothing with dark eyes. “Huh? Ah, sorry, I wasn’t listening… what was that?”


    It was so unlike her. Ryner and Tyle exchanged a look.


    “Kiefer,” Tony said. “The guy you’re always punching says he doesn’t wanna help set up tents. Can you do your thing?”


    “That’s right,” Fahle said with a smile that ran a little mischievous. “Say something wife-like or other to him, won’t you? Do something, Kiefer.”


    “Okay. Ryner, help set up the tents. It bothers everyone if you don’t,” Kiefer said. Usually when someone suggested there was something between her and Ryner, she reddened and fiercely denied it. But now her face was somewhere between sad and lonely, and her words came out without their usual passion.


    Ryner, Tyle, Tony, and Fahle all looked at each other. Then Tyle gripped Ryner’s neck.


    “Uwah! Tyle, what’re you…”


    Tyle kept squeezing his neck. He moved to by Ryner’s ear where Kiefer wouldn’t be able to hear. “You bastard… Did you do something to Kiefer!? She seems really down!”


    “I-I didn’t do shit. Besides, why do you think I’m the reason she’s down?”


    “W, well…”


    While Tyle faltered, Fahle became strangely giddy and spoke in the same hushed tone. “It’s because she has a crush on you, obviously. She’s so transparent that it doesn’t even matter how or where you look. Obviously anything that’s got her this down has to do with you, Ryner. Do you know what’s wrong? Have you said anything lately that might’ve hurt her?”


    Ryner recalled what’d happened in his room before their departure. “Ah…”


    “So it was you!!”


    “Gyaaaaaahh!”


    This time he was pulled into a joint lock by Tony and Fahle. Just as he was on the brink of fainting, he heard Sion’s voice.


    “Ahaha. Whether we’re on the battlefield or not, you never change, Ryner. Sorry. How about I help you? I bet setting tents up alone is tiring,” Sion said, smiling wryly.


    In the end, no one in their side of group six was really setting them up though… 


    Ryner was nearly past the point of forgiveness - he had to apologize to Kiefer tonight so that she had a chance to forgive him, but he had to stake the tents, too. So maybe he was already past the point of no return.


    “Sion, sir, groups one and two will secure the water source.”


    “Sion, sir, our groups - three and four - will take over meal prep. Expect us back from hunting by nightfall.”


    The students each came to Sion to make their reports. Seeing this, the commanding officer yelled in vain. “Report that stuff to me!”


    “We’re off now then, Sion!”


    The twenty-four people who made up group four separated from the group.


    All one hundred and twenty people gathered here were allies from Sion’s organization. Ryner only really knew their faces. They weren’t good at remembering names, so aside from their group from school and the others who made up their new group six, they didn’t really know anyone’s names.


    Sion, in comparison, had their names and entire profiles memorized.


    “You fight the hard battles, don’t you?” Ryner asked. It was exactly the response one could expect from a guy who only worked hard at being a pain like Ryner.


    Not that it particularly mattered.


    Once the tents were for the most part set up, Sion addressed them. “Tyle, Tony, Fahle. Could you set up tents for the people in groups one and two who’re confirming the water source, too?”


    “Why do we have to set up tents for people in other groups, too?” Tyle complained, clearly dissatisfied. 


    Sion looked to Ryner, who instinctively scowled. “Even if you stare at me like that, I’m not putting up any more tents. It’s such a pain, and anyway, I’m tired…”


    Sion smiled broadly. “Ryner, I understand that it’s your nature to be tired. Thanks for helping out until now. You and Kiefer don’t have the best complexions right now, so why don’t you rest in the tents for awhile? Well then, I’ll go help set up groups three and four’s tents. Fahle, why don’t you come with?”


    Tyre smiled brightly. “Oh, I get it. Okay, I’ll go. Tony, Fahle, let’s do our part!”


    “Yeah.”


    “Heheh, yes! ♡”


    “I’ll be going now too, Ryner,” Sion said. He left, grinning.


    Ryner watched him go, dumbfounded. Then he looked to Kiefer, who still looked down, at his side.


    “Uu…”


    He’d been had. His listless face scrunched up, troubled.


    It was his first time seeing Kiefer like this. She was always so bright, and always took even the smallest opportunities to meddle with Ryner’s life.


    Right now, she just looked horribly uncomfortable… 


    Geez… This was such a pain… 


    “Uh, um, so,” Ryner started, a bit shrill. “Today sure is sunny…”


    Ugh, that was horrible. His mind was completely blank when he tried to think of even a single sensitive word to tell her.


    Kiefer didn’t reply.


    Feeling overwhelmingly defeated, Ryner continued. “Ah, um… w-well, then, I guess I’ll go take a n—”


    “Ryner,” Kiefer cut him off. Her voice shook, but was still somehow firm. Her expression was earnestly cornered. With a voice filled with determination, she continued. “Ryner… would you run away with me?”


    “Eh?”


    That was all Ryner could say to her sudden question.


    But Kiefer didn’t mind. She grabbed Ryner with both arms, tightly hugging him. “Ryner, come with me? Not with Sion. With me…” 


    “Wait, Kiefer. What’re you—”


    “I… love you, Ryner.”


    She finally said she loved him. Clearly.


    “I love you, Ryner,” she repeated. “Since I came to the academy, I’ve always loved you… you’re the only one who’s ever supported me. I was always alone… I really… wasn’t supposed to make any friends. I wasn’t supposed to trust anyone.”


    She was all worked up, and Ryner didn’t know what to say to her. She wasn’t supposed to make any friends?


    “But Ryner, you… never had any motivation at all, didn’t think about your country at all, weren’t trying at all, nevermind your hardest, but you were okay with all that… I ended up liking that… I ended up falling in love with you. I know I shouldn't have, but I did. So Ryner, do you hate me? Or do you…”


    She stared into Ryner’s face. She was crying. She gripped his arms tighter, but… he was looking at her the same as always - with hollow, listless, dry eyes… that lacked motivation for anything and everything. 


    “I…” His eyes were horribly dry. Horribly, to the point that it was painful.


    “Ryner…”


    Kiefer closer her eyes and raised her head. He met her pretty eyes. Looked into them. Saw his own listless eyes reflected. His abominable, cloudy, dark eyes.


    It could be said that death itself resided in his eyes. That calamity resided within them.


    Those with his eyes were detested… 


    “A-ahaha. What’s up Kiefer? It’s one joke after another with you today…”


    Ryner forced his dry voice to laugh as he separated himself from Kiefer. 


    This was such a pain. Really, everything was… 


    Kiefer let go without any resistance. “You’re right… I really am someone who can’t have anything… I understood that… I understood that, and yet… I really am an idiot.”


    Kiefer’s eyes reflected nothing. It was like she was already dead.


    It was hard not ot be troubled looking at her. “No, Kiefer, that’s not—”


    “Even so, I don’t want you to die. I want just you to… I’m sorry, Ryner… I couldn’t protect you…”


    With closed eyes, Kiefer began to write letters of light in the space before her. “I dedicate the words of our contract - give birth to the beast of light sleeping within the atmosphere!”


    A huge ball of light was born before her.


    It was magic… but completely different from the magic circles of Roland.


    “Hey…” 


    This was abnormal. Kiefer was supposed to belong to Roland. She wasn’t supposed to know how to use this magic that Ryner had never before seen.


    To begin with, magic from each country took a completely different form. The trigger, the composition, and the technique all varied. So normally, people couldn’t use magic from other countries. That’s how it was supposed to be… 


    The ball of magic that Kiefer had created floated slowly for a moment, then burst into a bright flash that soon disappeared into nothing.


    Ryner stared, dumbfounded. “What did you do, Kiefer?”


    She didn’t reply. She just stared with her dead, sad eyes. “Goodbye.”


    She ran.


    “W, wai…”


    Sion approached from behind. “What was that light? Ryner, just what—”


    Then, without warning, it happened.


    The upper half of someone’s body was thrown before him.


    “Huh…?”


    It was literally just their upper half. Their bottom half must’ve flown somewhere out of view. 


    “Wh-what!?” Sion yelled.


    The empty air filled with screams.


    It was a strange spectacle.


    Troops carrying huge scythes like that of a god of death’s rose in with breathtaking speed, their aerodynamic red armor leaving afterimages in the plains.


    And… in their journey towards camp, they left the heads and torsos of Ryner’s allies strewn one after another through the landscape.


    It was a hellish landscape… 
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    “Estabul’s Magical Knights!?” Sion screamed. “Why are they here!?”


    Ryner grimaced. No matter how he looked at it, the magic Kiefer used had to be some kind of signal. So Kiefer had summoned them? So Kiefer was a spy from Estabul? But why?


    They were a group of friends organized by Sion, not an esteemed army. No, in the first place, they were a troop built to be cannon fodder. He couldn’t think of single a reason why Estabul would send a spy to infiltrate them, and even go out of their way to destroy them with their Magical Knights… 


    So why? Why was any of this happening right here, right now?


    Ryner thought and thought. “Ahh, I don’t know! And it’s a pain anyway! Why’d any of this happen!?”


    He couldn’t get used to the idea. Soon he was hysteric. The situation was only growing worse.


    Sion surveyed the scene. “Shit! We’ll all be annihilated at this rate. Everyone, retreat! Escape into the forest somehow, and be prepared!”


    The battle changed to the tune of Sion’s order. Their troops, who’d been frozen in fear and disbelief, began to move towards the forest. Sion confirmed that they were obeying, then turned to Ryner.


    “Ryner!”


    “Huh?”


    “We’re going to survive!”


    “Ah, um… yeah!”


    They set out in a run.


    Once they made it to the forest, Ryner and Sion held their breath in the shade of the trees.


    They didn’t see a single one of their allies. That was why they thought they’d finally separated themselves from the battlefield. Even so, they couldn’t relax their bodies.


    “…They’ll definitely find us here, too,” Sion whispered.


    “You think so?”


    “Yeah. Our opponents are Magical Knights. There’s no way they’d let us run away this easily.” 


    “What? But we’ve put lots of distance between us! They shouldn’t come all the way over here, right?”


    “Maybe, but we’re…”


    “We’re what?” Ryner asked.


    “Hey, Ryner. How many of them do you think there are? I couldn’t get a good look, but there were at least twenty…”


    “No. There were fifty,” Ryner said easily.


    Sion met his eyes, surprised. “You were able to count them all in that situation?”


    “Like hell. But I heard one of them yell, ‘You idiots think you can get away from fifty Magical Knights?’ with a nasty grin, so I figure there’s gotta be fifty, you know?”


    “Ah, I see,” Sion said, nodding. “Hm… I wonder how many people have managed to get away. If they got the people who went to confirm a water source and find food, then there are probably around one hundred people still out there…”


    “…Probably. Is there something you’re trying to say?”


    “Tyle, Tony, Fahle, and the others are among those hundred.”


    “You…”


    “Kiefer is probably among them, too. What do you think, Ryner?”


    Ryner sighed. “Geez, you’re such a pain. You’re trying to say that you wanna go save them, right? But how? They’re Magical Knights, and there are fifty of them. You plan to waltz right on in there to fight ‘em? They’ll definitely kill you.”


    Sion nodded. “Yeah. The only way to save them is to get them away without a fight.”


    “That’s pretty impossible, right?”


    “But we have to do it.”


    “Uwah… see, I’m bad with that kind of responsibility.”


    Sion’s expression had completely changed. Now he wore a sharp, belligerent smile, his whole body stiff. “Certainly. You’re exactly right, Ryner. Escaping without a fight seems impossible.”


    The crunch of a long sickle cutting a tree trunk resounded through the underbrush.


    “Foound youuu!”


    It was one of Estabul’s red Magical Knights. They sprinted from their hiding place like the bubble surrounding them had burst. 


    The knight watched, head spinning to face them. But it was no use. There were two more knights standing in the other direction.


    Ryner grimaced. “This is the worst…”


    Estabul’s Royal Magical Knights were the symbol of death itself. Perhaps that was true of those who had been knighted no matter the country. Their single troop had the power to change the tide of thousands of battles. The second they appeared on a battlefield, their band of death gods slaughtered the enemy, leaving mountains of bodies in their wake… 


    The only people with the power to oppose them were other Magical Knights.


    Only Roland’s Imperial Magical Knights could oppose Estabul’s Royal Magical Knights.


    There was absolutely no way that Ryner’s class, still students who hadn’t yet graduated, could go neck to neck with them… They existed in a different world from even Sion, their top student. Everybody knew that.


    To be seen by a Magical Knight meant they would soon die.


    “Ryner!” Sion yelled. “You try and get away! I’ll stay here and—”


    “Man… this is seriously a pain,” Ryner said, suddenly calm. His mellow eyes surveyed the situation. They fixed on the cruelly grinning Magical Knights. 


    “It’s okay if you wanna ruuun, you know,” one of the knights said lazily. “Let me have some fun, Roland mutts. I’ll kill you reeeaal quick.”


    Ryner didn’t move.


    “Whaat, have you already given up? Isn’t it booooring if you don’t even run? Well, it’s not like you could actually escape from us, though, so I guess you’ve got good judgement.”


    Sion grabbed Ryner’s shoulder. “What’re you doing!? Run! Even if it’s impossible, you can’t give up!”


    Sion tried to lead him to run an impossible race.


    Seeing that, the Magical Knight laughed. “Aren’t you guys funny!”


    “Beddum, don’t play with the dogs for too long before you kill ‘em,” one of the other two knights said.


    “Let’s make it quick,” said the last one.


    They lifted their massive scythes and began to swiftly close the distance between themselves and Sion, heavy armor be damned.


    “Shit… we won’t be able to get away,” Sion mumbled. His feet stopped where he stood. He let go of Ryner’s shoulder and began to draw a magic circle in the air before him. “I wish for thunder - Lightning Flash!”


    A violent light sprouted from his magic circle and made its way towards one of the Magical Knights.


    But while Sion had been drawing his magic circle, the Magical Knights had been writing letters in the air. It had a completely different shape than Roland’s magic.


    It was the exact same as what Kiefer had used. So that was Estabul’s magic… 


    The knight recited the incantation. “I dedicate the words of our contract - give birth to the beast of malice sleeping within the earth!”


    His whole body shimmered, then accelerated towards them. Its speed made Sion’s magic lose track.


    “Gh…”


    Sion tried to switch targets to the next Magical Knight, but… 


    “Hyahh!”


    He was overwhelmed, unable to even move. The Magical Knights rushed forward, grabbing him by the hair of his scalp.


    “Guahh!?”


    The impact was so violent that his legs began to collapse, and he felt as though he’d lose consciousness entirely. But they wouldn’t let go of him.


    “Hyahahaha! Die, ya bastard!”


    Sion’s back was slammed into a tree.


    Ryner raised his arm to the sky. 


    With unbelievable speed, he began to draw letters in the air.


    “I dedicate the words of our contract - give birth to the beast of malice sleeping within the earth!”


    He charge towards them with the same unbelievable speed of the knights themselves. He closed the distance between himself and the knight who had Sion against a tree, and sent a kick straight for his head.


    The Magical Knight groaned as the impact blew him away. The vigor Ryner had managed to kick with was enough to surprise anyone. Even a Magical Knight of Estabul would call it impressive. The knight’s body hit the ground then bounced up and hit it again several times before losing momentum. When it stopped, it didn’t move again. Looked like he’d fainted.


    “Hey, are you alright?” Ryner asked Sion.


    “Ah… yeah. More importantly, that spell…”


    Ryner sighed. “You already know, right? Geez. I didn’t want to use this, you know. I haven’t for seven years…”


    “…Then it was really—”


     The remaining two knights cut Sion off. “Y-you… Why can you use Estabul’s magic!?”


    “What are you!? Are you one of Estabul’s people, too!?”


    “B-but we never heard about a male spy in Roland.”


    Ryner faced them with a bored expression. Like they were just a chore to him. “Mm? I’m not an Estabulian spy, so of course you wouldn’t have heard anything about me.”


    “Th-then why can you cast our magic?”


    Then… one of the knights turned to look at Ryner… no, at his eyes.


    “H, hey… Look at his eyes…. his eyes are…”


    The second knight stared at them, too. His eyes that entirely lacked motivation, even in a situation like this.


    Black eyes, with a faint red pentagram atop his pupil.


    They stared with amazement. With fright.


    “That pentagram means that h-he’s got the Alpha Stigma, right?”


    “Ah!? T-Th-then we’ll be stricken by calamity… hiiih!”


    “Alpha Stigma!” They screamed.


    The words he heard after revealing it were, just like always, steeped in fear and hatred… 


    They’d completely lost their composure. With shaking hands, they began to trace letters in the air.


    “I-I dedicate the words of our contract - fire the beast of light dancing within the hea…”


    “I-idiot! He’s got the Alpha Stigma, you can’t use magic! He’ll steal it from Estabul!”


    It was already too late. The power of his spell was already expanding before them.


    All Ryner did was look at it. With the same listless eyes as always, he stared - at the method, the composition, its properties, and its power. Everything.


    Then Ryner’s hand danced in the sky, his movements so nimble that they were difficult to follow. “I dedicate the words of our contract - fire the beast of light dancing within the hea—”


    ““—vens!””


    Since Ryner was copying the knight, his words were a split second slower. But his spell fired first. A dog-like beast took shape above Ryner’s head. It barrelled towards the two Magical Knights.


    “H-he’s a monster…”


    The beast violently crashed into them. They lost consciousness from the impact. 


    Ryner confirmed that they’d passed out, satisfied with his work. “Even though I made it weaker for them, they still called me a monster…”


    Just like that, the battle easily ended.


    Ryner alone had defended them from three Magical Knights.


    That was the power of the Alpha Stigma… the power of Ryner, who was a million years behind anyone else in school.


    “You!” Sion yelled. Without warning, he struck Ryner’s face.


    “Uwah! Huh, what? What’s that for, all of a sudden?” Ryner asked, rubbing his newly injured cheek.


    “Stop the tired act! With that power, you could defeat all fifty of the Magical Knights! Then none of our friends would have to have died, right?!”


    “Don’t be an idiot. There’s no way I can beat all fifty of them! The only reason I could get these three… no, these two so easily is because they got sloppy when they saw my Alpha Stigma. I’m telling you, fifty’s impossible!”


    “Even so, if you took that power to the battlefield, we could do something…”


    Ryner turned his back to Sion and sighed deeply. “Geez, listen to you. Look, I’ve got a lot going on too. And it’s been seven whole years since I’ve used this, anyway… and—”


    “Shit! What am I doing? Sorry. I got too worked up over losing so many of our friends at once…”


    “…Yeah. I get it.”


    “Let’s go save them.”


    “Mm…”


    WIth that, they returned the way they’d came.


    But a voice soon called out to them.


    “Hm. So this is your doing?”


    They raised their heads. Another Magical Knight had appeared in front of their eyes.


    No, wait. This wasn’t just another knight. The shape of his red armor was a little different, and he was horribly, horribly calm about the situation. He stared at the three Magical Knights laying behind Ryner.


    “Oh, so you defeated three. How’d you manage that? I didn’t think you guys had that kind of power…”


    Ryner and Sion tensed. The man standing in their path was clearly different from the others. He was diligent, and left no room for surprise attacks. 


    Another Magical Knight soon appeared behind the first.


    “Commanding Officer. We’ve killed everyone to the north.”


    As he spoke he noticed Ryner and Sion, as well as the three Magical Knights behind them… 


    “Wha!? Beddum’s gang!? Y, you bastards did this? Just what—”


    “Quiet, Lax. I was talking. Now then. You’re the ones who defeated those Magical Knights, aren’t you?”


    Ryner and Sion faltered.


    The man’s tone was courteous, but his face was that of a savage beast’s. What’s more, there were already two more Magical Knights here. If they kept coming, then… even if Ryner possessed the Alpha Stigma, they’d still be killed… 


    Ryner moved first.


    He suddenly drew letters in the air, reciting the words to Estabul’s magic.


    But the man wasn’t surprised. He studied Ryner’s eyes.


    “Oho. You don’t see Alpha Stigma all too often. Is that how you beat my subordinates, you Rolander piiiig?!”


    Killing intent radiated from his body, but he didn’t move. His eyes fixed on movement behind Ryner.


    “All soldiers rise. Rare animal spotted. Capture it.”


    Dozens of knights lept from the trees.


    Ryner shouted instinctively and lost focus on his spell. There was no way to win against this many enemies…


    Sion was struck and sent flying first.


    “Sio… ouah!”


    Ryner was kicked in the spine and collapsed forward. Someone’s foot crushed his head.


    “Ghh…”


    It was the beast-like man they’d called their commanding officer.


    Ryner couldn’t move. The kick to his spine had messed up his sense of balance, and it still hadn’t returned. And there were all these Magical Knights… 


    Even if he managed to fight, there was no way he could win… 


    The pressure against his head increased. Ryner could feel his consciousness getting further away.


    “Hahaha. Alpha Stigma’s like a wives’ tale. But it’s not that it’s all that rare. I’ll gouge your eyes out and add them to my collection.”


    Ryner looked up at him with his listless eyes.


    So a worthless guy like this was gonna gouge his eyes out… 


    His eyes… 


    Ah, but… 


    That might be a good thing. They’d always been such a burden.


    They’re what made him both hated and feared.


    Ahh… it was all such a pain.


    He wondered if it’d hurt when they were gouged. Oh, but he was gonna die anyway, so it didn’t really matter. But if possible, he’d really like it if it didn’t hurt… 


    Another violent strike to his head. The man did it casually, like it was natural, but it hurt like he was being crushed.


    “What’s with you? I wanna see more panic in those eyes. Let me have some more fun with it, yeah? I need to blow off some steam. That traitor girl had us come all the way here, and for what? To fight some shitty Rolander brats? To top it all off, you had the nerve to piss me off.”


    He kicked Ryner’s head again. 


    “Guh…”


    The impact cut the inside of his mouth. Everything was going blurry. The man’s words spun around in his head. The traitor girl… Kiefer?


    Ah… was she able to get away?


    Was Sion…?


    His foot slammed into Ryner’s face again. He couldn’t even groan anymore. Even the pain was starting to fade away. He just felt numb. Horribly okay with everything, no matter what it may be… 


    He’d always hated trying his best anyway… even thinking about it… 


    Ryner’s head was grabbed by his hair and lifted.


    “Hey, monster. You seriously piss me off. I hate guys who’re quick to give in. At least run. That way I could have some fun. What’s with those eyes, anyway? Alpha Stigma? Haha. Laughable. Well, whatever. Hey, let’s take a look together. Look, it’s your friend.”


    The man twisted his head around his surroundings by his hold on Ryner’s hair.


    Sion and Kiefer had been caught with their arms behind their backs, forced to stand.


    Kiefer met Ryner’s eyes for a split second before turning away. Sion was glaring at Ryner… no, the man who’d caught him with hateful eyes.


    “What do you think when you look at them? Eh, monster?”


    Ryner didn’t answer. He didn’t have the strength to answer anymore.


    The man struck him again. “If you don’t understand, then I’ll tell ya. We killed ‘em all. Hahaha. These two are all that’s left.”


    “Then… then… Tyle… and Falhe,” Sion whispered in shock.


    Ryner didn’t feel anything in the face of that revelation. His head felt oddly cold, and he just didn’t care about anything at all… 


    “Hey. Your eyes are blanking again. Boring. I guess no matter how many of your allies we kill, it means nothing to a monster.”


    Mon… ster…?


    That word spun through his head.


    Right. He was a monster. He’d always been told he was a monster. A monsterous monsterly monster. A filthy monster. When they saw his power, they called him a monster. If he unleashed his power, he was called a monster… 


    Fear. This was fear.


    Even if people died, even if his friends died, he was a monster that couldn’t even cry… 


    His worries cleared.


    Bam bam bam bam clear clear clear.


    “It’s no use. This guy’s not even responding,” the man said. “Guess I kicked him in the head too many times. Haha. Whatever. We’re done here, so let’s clean up and go home. Kill the lad with the silver hair. As for the girl… do whatever you want with her. But leave some for me.”


    “Guahh!! Guh… uu…”


    They hit Sion. Hit him and hit him and hit him.


    It was a strange sight. While laughing merrily, they ganged up on him and hit him over and over again.


    He’d die if it kept up.


    Ryner watched, eyes vacant.


    He’d die… they’d die… 


    Sion, Kiefer, Ryner, everyone…


    His consciousness slipped further away. Even further.


    If only he feared it.


    Further… 


    Screams and cheers resounded. Kiefer’s screams, and the men’s cheers… 


    “Stop! It hurts!” 


    They’d swarmed around her.


    Ryner’s eyes narrowed. Narrowed, and… completely emptied. He felt nothing. Nothing was important to him. Everything that was had already returned to nothing.


    That was fine.


    It was fine.


    It was what he’d wanted, right?


    His senses began to clear. They cleared and cleared and cleared and cleared and the world’s entire composition spread across his eyes. Its numbers, graphs, patterns… 


    People would die. But that was fine.


    Now, it was time to end it. End everything. Just like he’d wanted.


    Open the floodgates, kill them all.


    Until everything his eyes could see had disappeared… 


    “Ah, ahh.” 


    Even though he lacked consciousness, Ryner’s voice leaked through his lips.


    So what? It didn’t matter what happened anymore.


    Everything was fuzzy. Vague. Everything should just disappear. If people lived, if they died - it was all such a pain.


    “Ah, aaaaaaahhhhh hahahahahahahhahahhaa!” Ryner laughed. Like he’d gone mad.


    The men turned around in sync to look at Ryner, eyes filled with suspicion. “What’s up with him? He suddenly lose it or what?”


    They stared at him. “Hey…”


    “Wh, what’re you doing?”


    Ryner’s eyes were open, a red pentagram fixed directly over them. Pentagram. Pentagram. Pentagram. It wasn’t just one. They repeated endlessly within his eyes.


    Suddenly, one left his eye. It clung to one of the knights.


    “Huh? What’s thi…”


    He didn’t have time to speak. A voice descended on him.


    “Don’t cut me off. I’ll turn your molecules into sand. There’ll be nothing left of you.”


    A strange ping ran out, and the knight turned straight into sand, his form collapsing in on itself.


    “What!?”


    “Bastard! What did you do!?” The Magical Knights yelled, agitated. They moved to surround Ryner. “What was that just now? Magic? Was that magic?”


    Ryner didn’t respond. In contrast to how he’d laughed madly before, now he didn’t even open his mouth.


    And yet… 


    “A god. A demon. A wicked god. A hero. A monster. Which will you scream? Which will you scream? Hahahahaha.”


    That voice resounded. That laughter resounded. It had descended directly into their minds.


    It was a voice that made them uneasy. It made them despair.


    “What is this, what is iiiit!?”


    “K-kill it!!”


    The Magical Knights fell into a panic. Each one began to cast his own spell. If they all crowded together and fired like that, there would surely be sacrifices among their own as well. But they didn’t hesitate. All their eyes had room for was fear for what stood before them.


    “I dedicate the words of our contract - fire the power of the spirit hidden in air!”


    They all cast the same spell. As their words finished, blue twisters swirled through the air and shot towards Ryner.


    “Die, monster!”


    “Estabul’s strongest spell will turn you to dust!”


    “Magic? You call something this simple magic? Hahahaha.”


    Ryner raised his hand. A pentagram spilled onto it from his eyes. It shone in bright red.
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    “Parse existence - release.”


    The blue twisters heading for Ryner were destroyed in an instant. No, not just the twisters. The Magical Knights themselves received the spell’s aftermath.


    The Magical Knights didn’t have the time for words. All they could do was watch, completely overwhelmed.


    This wasn’t the level of a monster.


    It was…


    “…A god…” One of the knights whispered, a shiver running through his body.


    Ryner spread his arms and that voice resounded. “In the beginning, there was destruction. We didn’t create, bless, or save. We just erased until everything was pure white.”


    Ryner moved.


    He grabbed one of the men by their head, pressing the pentagram on his palm into his scalp. “Crumble.”


    Just like that, he crumbled.


    “Hih, heeeehhh!!”


    One of the knights made to escape, but Ryner easily caught him, pressing that brand to him. “Break.”


    Just like that, he broke.


    “Ha… ha… hahahaha. Disappear. I’ll crush you, split you, make you explode.”


    As he spoke, he crushed, split, and exploded the knights one after another. The matter that made up the world obeyed everything that voice said. Without resistance, it was crushed, split, exploded.


    Several of the Magical Knights were completely frozen in fear. Others frantically chanted incantations in an attempt to fight back. But it was useless.


    “M, monster. Are we gonna be killed!?”


    “Ruuun!”


    The Magical Knights began to sprint, frazzled.


    “You can’t run. I will erase you. Erase everything. Everything…”


    A girl was reflected in Ryner’s - no, the eyes of that being. It couldn’t be called Ryner anymore.


    Kiefer and Sion. They were watching in astonishment. Their eyes reflected terror, fear, and loathing.


    It was horribly unpleasant.


    A sharp pain pierced through his mind. He didn’t think he should erase that. It would be easy to erase them, crush them, or break them. Ryner raised his arm, but it just sent shivers through his body.


    He couldn’t do it. Couldn’t kill them. His body wouldn’t move.


    Why?


    “Wha…t…” The voice resounded. “What… is this? Why is my power… the pentagram… disappearing? Why…? The contract is… wrong, everything disappear…”


    Ryner started to move again. He took slow steps towards Sion and Kiefer. He grabbed their throats, each in one hand, and pulled them up.


    “Ah… Ry… ner… stop…”


    “Guh…”


    Ryner faltered at the sound of their voices. His strength was leaving his body.


    That happened earlier, too. He’d weakened when he thought of killing that girl then too. He strained his body, trying to capture his strength. While he strangled Kiefer and Sion, his voice rang out weakly. “You’re… in danger… you’ll die, my power is… leaving… close my eyes…”


    “Ry…neeer!” Kiefer screamed.


    A pain so deep he thought it’d kill him spread through his body. He wrinkled up his face, like he was desperately trying to resist it. His face distorted as his body was wrecked with shivering.


    “Sto…p… Don’t close them…”


    Ryner’s eyes managed to close halfway. When they did, his grip suddenly weakened.


    Sion didn’t miss his chance. He tore himself free from Ryner’s hand, then fought Ryner’s hand off of Kiefer’s neck. “I see, so that’s how it works, is it?” Sion mumbled to himself. He brought his hands to Ryner’s face… no, his eyes. “I’m gonna close them.”


    For some reason, a smile rose to Ryner’s face at the sound of that voice.


    “Stop… you—”


    The voice abruptly cut off.


    Nobody spoke for some time after. Then, Ryner took Sion’s hand. “You saved me.”


    Sion studied Ryner’s face, but averted his eyes like he was trying to escape. 


    Kiefer quietly looked at his usual mellow… no, his usual sad eyes with amazement, then looked around her surroundings from her spot on the ground. Normally, one wouldn’t believe the scattered sand was really a mountain of Magical Knights’ bodies…


    It was unbelievable, as far as scenes of massacres went.


    Ryner looked at his hand. The pentagram was still clinging to his palm. “Still there, huh…” 


    After confirming that Ryner had returned to normal, Sion set to assessing the situation - the mountain of bodies, Ryner, and Kiefer, who he settled on. “Making you my ally was a mistake. The fact that Tony, Tyle, and Fahle - our friends - died is also my mistake. The fact that war broke out… the fact that I’m not currently king…” Sion’s eyes narrowed.


    A great rumbling stirred from the earth. In the far distance behind them, a cloud of sand had sprung up.


    A huge army flying Roland’s national flag was advancing towards them.


    The army.


    A herd of people all assembled for no reason but to kill others.


    Only one word came to Ryner’s mind to describe them. “Worthless,” he muttered.


  




  

    Chapter 5: The Sorrowful Days Gone By


    Ryner Lute was lying down in his room. It was the same as always: a room entirely barren, save the bed. Though Kiefer’s trinkets were still all over the place… 


    He didn’t know where she was anymore. She’d been taken away by Roland’s Magical Knights on the battlefield.


    Ryner gazed at the trinkets littering his room from his bed and sighed. “Don’t leave stuff all over someone else’s room… Cleaning up is such a pain…”


    Then he turned back to face the ceiling, closing his eyes just a hair. 


    Estabul surrendered, so the battle ended easily. The reason was simple: the Magical Knights had been defeated by a single person. The second they retreated into Estabul, things became chaotic for them. They soon issued a surrender to Roland.


    Magical Knights were a country’s strongest military division. It could be said that they themselves carried their country’s pride on their shoulders. If a single person could defeat fifty of their Magical Knights, there was no way they could win the war.


    Right now, their country was filled with joy. They were saved so quickly from a war they all thought would last years.


    And the hero that saved them… was none other than Sion Astal.


    Of course, the truth of the matter was that Ryner was the one to defeat the Magical Knights, but… when the rumor that a single person had defeated the Magical Knights began to spread, Sion quickly introduced himself. There were even rumors that Sion had royal blood going around now… whether that was true or not, it let Sion climb remarkably high in a short amount of time, to the point where people were even calling him the successor to the throne. So, like Kiefer, Ryner hadn’t seen him around at all.


    Compared to Sion, Ryner had lost everything in that short period of time. Even though the war was over, before he realized it, not a single one of the people around him were left. Tyle, Tony, and Fahle had already passed away.


    “Geez… going to class tomorrow will be such a pain… I should rest…” 


    The door to Ryner’s room suddenly opened.


    “Hey, Ryner.” That was Sion’s voice.


    Ryner didn’t raise his head. “Mm?”


    “Don’t ‘mm’ me. Geez. You need to run. Right now.”


    “Huh? The hell, who do I gotta run—” 


    “The army is coming here soon to capture you,” Sion cut him off, strangely exasperated. “The higher-ups learned about your Alpha Stigma, and came to the conclusion that they couldn’t leave you at large. If you’re still idly lying around by the time they get here, they’re going to imprison you.”


    Ryner let out a dumb noise without thinking, then sat up. “What the hell? They think the one who defeated Estabul’s Magical Knights was you, so why’re they coming for me…”


    “It’s true that they’re using my name for that, but they know that you’re an Alpha Stigma bearer, so it soon got out that you’re the one who defeated Estabul’s Magical Knights.”


    Ryner became more and more frazzled the more Sion spoke. “Hey, wait. Isn’t that strange? They know you’re not the real hero here. Why’d you get so big in the military then?”


    “Well, it’s… it’s just so that I can remain in good standing with the people. The military doesn’t have the people’s support, right? So they’re raising a hero to get that support. Do you understand? In reality, the military knows that you’re the one that annihilated Estabul’s Magical Knights. So they’re afraid. They’re retaliating in fear. But they don’t want to lose such a strong power, so they won’t kill you. They’ll keep you locked up like an animal.”


    “An animal…?”


    “Yeah. That’s what they called you.” 


    “Hmmm.”


    Ryner looked like he was thinking on it… or rather, looked like he might not be thinking of anything at all, expression idle as always. He nodded to himself as he spoke, like a carefree older person out in the country might. “But Sion, why do you know about this? Guess it’s ‘cause you’ve gotten all important.”


    Sion wrinkled his nose at Ryner’s carefree demeanor. “The army will be here soon. Hurry and grab your things—”


    This time, Ryner was the one who cut Sion off. “Hey, I have something I wanna ask you.”


    “Hm? What?”


    “You’re one of those upper-crust military men now, so I figure you probably know.”


    “Know what? Spit it out, or—”


    “What happened to Kiefer?”


    That shut Sion right up.


    Ryner’s expression didn’t change. He wasn’t surprised, and he didn’t move from his spot on the bed. He didn’t seem to have any motivation to escape.


    Seeing that, Sion forced a smile. “She was imprisoned. I’ll make it simple: she was sent to Roland as an Estabulian spy. She wasn’t alone, though; she came with her sisters, one older and one younger. Their purpose was to relay information about Roland to Estabul for the sake of the Magical Knights’ trap, but… Roland’s military isn’t that naive. They saw through her shortly after she entered the country. They killed her older sister and held her little sister hostage, and made use of Kiefer themselves. They turned her into bait for the Magical Knights of Estabul. But her little sister had already served her purpose, so…”


    “Hmm,” Ryner said while nodding. He looked bored.


    “…Hey, you… don’t intend to run, do you?” Sion asked.


    Ryner’s tired face scrunched up in a scowl. “Well, see, running away is a real pain. I’d always be on the run, right? No way I’m doing that. I hate that kind of thing.”


    He said it like it wasn’t a problem at all… 


    Ryner lay back down on his side. “Anyway, I’m gonna nap or whatever. Then I can think.”


    The door opened a second time. Armed guards stormed in, one after another. “Ryner Lute. You’re under arrest!”


    Only Ryner’s eyes moved. “Wow, they really were fast,” he said. He lacked tension down to the voice.


    Sion stood by the door, disappointed, arms folded across his chest. “Didn’t I tell you they were already on their way?”


    “Mm… I wonder if it’ll be easy to nap in my cell?”


    “Who knows.”


    “Well… I’ll go and be caged like an animal for a while then. Haha. They’ll give me three meals a day and let me nap, so I’m actually really looking forward to it. See you later, Sion~!”


    With light movements, Ryner let himself be taken out of the room. Just what was he thinking? He was on his way to jail… 


    “Yeah. Later,” Sion whispered, a little sad.


    


    ---


    


    The scene is the Eris family’s dojo.


    It was Sion’s second time in that strangely wide space.


    The first time he was called to the Eris family, this is where he was led. All the other times, he went straight to the garden to talk with Ferris and Iris.


    As Sion understood it, there was another, smaller dojo on Eris lands as well - children of nobility were directed to that one. Apparently, entry to the larger dojo was forbidden to those who weren’t a part of the Eris family.


    Sion naturally regarded that information with doubt - why, then, was he led there?


    The first time, a butler told him that visitors must first meet with Lucile, no exceptions. But when he asked Ferris later, she said that they didn’t have a custom like that, and that she didn’t understand why Sion was in there or what Lucile was thinking either.


    “……”


    Sion was, once again, led to that dojo.


    “He must have… taken quite a fancy to me…”


    When Sion looked around, he saw nothing but the airy dojo. But it was possible that it was just like last time and Lucile was right before his eyes.


    A clear but entirely toneless voice rang out from behind his back. “Hm. Sion.”


    It was Ferris - the peerless beauty with a coldly indifferent expression, like always.


    She stared at him with almond-shaped eyes. “Why are you here?”


    “Eh? Ah, I thought I’d come see you and Iris, but I was led here—”


    Sion stopped. Ferris’ eyes had narrowed. It was really only a minute amount, but they’d changed. It was the first time he’d ever seen her expression change according to her feelings, and his words caught in his throat.


    “I see,” she said as she surveyed the dojo. Then, with an even voice - “Show yourself.”


    A weak shadow appeared in the dojo… no, in Sion’s consciousness. Little by little, it took the form of a lone man.


    Lucile Eris… the head of the Eris family.


    He had the same glimmering golden hair as Iris, and an unbelievably handsome face plastered over with a smile.


    “Welcome, Sion Astal. It goes without saying that I congratulate you from returning from certain death unharmed. And then you went on to become successful to an extent no one else could… Did you already talk to Ferris?”


    Though he’d appeared suddenly like some sort of apparition, Lucile spoke like he was gossiping. Well, Sion was already used to the strangeness of the Eris family, so he wasn’t particularly surprised…


    “Yes. Ferris was working while I was away, so I came for her report…”


    Sion recalled his meeting with Ferris after he’d returned to the battlefield. Soon after he’d called on the Eris family, she’d said these words to him: “What, so you lived. Boring…”


    Sion didn’t speak for some time. He just forced a smile. “Ah, well, sorry for leaving you with so much to do. I should be the one thanking you…”


    “Naturally. I have no words for someone who’s outlived his welcome.”


    “Mm…”


    At that, Sion’s smile became even more forced.


    Lucile watched them, smile never leaving his face. “You two can do pretty good work together. Haha. I’m happy.”


    “Enough,” Ferris said. “Get to the point.”


    “Ahh. Right. Then let’s get to it. Sion, today I thought I’d have you come here so I could hear about your feelings.”


    “Feelings?”


    Lucile nodded. “I have a number of questions for you. They are questions to judge if you’re suitable or not. I want you to answer them.”


    “What…? Suitable? For what? Well, I don’t mind answering… is that all you want?”


    Lucile nodded again. He was in strangely good spirits. “Yes. That’s all I want. That’s all I brought you here for. But my questions have a condition.”


    “Condition?”


    “Mm.” Lucile’s expression changed completely. He closed his eyes, his face became horribly, horribly calm… and he spoke indifferently. “I will ask you a question. Then, if your answer isn’t to my liking, I will kill you. Relax, it won’t hurt. I’ll separate your head from your body. You won’t even feel it. You’ll just die.”


    Die…? 


    Sion grimaced.


    He couldn’t comprehend it. The Eris family was full of incomprehensible things so he should really be used to it by now, but this time… 


    What was Lucile saying all of a sudden? He’d ask a question and kill if he didn’t like the answer? What kind of a condition was that? If he didn’t accept it, he’d never hear the question… 


    Why?


    Why did Sion have to answer such a dangerous question?


    Lucile spoke as if to answer his suspicion. “It’s because this is the Eris family, Sion.”


    In an instant, Sion’s eyes narrowed. He understood everything from Lucile’s answer.


    It was because it was the Eris family.


    Their lineage first and foremost served the king, and the head of their family was testing Sion to see if he was suitable or not.


    Sion studied Lucile thoroughly, then smiled. “I see,” he whispered.


    “Worthless,” Ferris said. “Even though you went out of your way to throw your life away on the battlefield, this is where it fell.”


    Sion ignored her. He didn’t have to hear her out. He wouldn’t hesitate. He’d already decided his path back on the battlefield, when he’d been faced with two choices - lose everything, or move forward.


    If he attained this power, he could kill them all.


    His brothers, his sisters… and the king himself.


    “Sure,” Sion said. “I’ll hear it. Tell me and see… Lucile Eris.”


    Lucile smiled. “Haha. I thought you’d say that.”


    Sion closed his eyes.


    He couldn’t back down. He’d kill everyone standing in his way. He’d do anything to accomplish that.


    Even if… it meant he’d become a devil himself.


    


    ---


    


    It was dark.


    Ryner stood in the dead center of the dark room. He was surrounded by seated people with even faces he’d known since childhood. They were all old and lacked vitality to the point that they looked dead. Right now, fear was tugging at the corner of their dead faces… 


    Ryner looked across the crowd, then spoke. He sounded sleepy. “So this time you’ll keep me in jail like I’m some pet? Geez, what a pain. It’s not like I was gonna go berserk on the academy.”


    “Silence, monster!” The white moustached man sitting directly in front of him yelled. “Who told you that you could talk!?”


    “Monster… huh. Fine, fine. Your blood vessels will burst if you yell too much, Master.” The man who’d just yelled had been the headmaster at the orphanage Ryner grew up in.


    One after another, their voices rose in anger.


    “The unnecessary things you’ve done have caused that Astal lad to rise.”


    “If only you and Astal had died on that battlefield.”


    “Do you understand how much scolding we’ve had to endure as a result of you living?”


    “You’re the root of both those problems! It’s troublesome when lowborn mutts like you guys make it big!”


    Ryner listened with the same listless expression as always. “Did you just come here to nag at me? Oh, wait. I get it. Your stress just melts away when you come sit by your cute pet, right?”


    “Don’t fuck with me!”


    One of the men threw the ashtray he’d kept on his desk at Ryner. It slammed into his head, blood leaking through the fresh wound. A single line of red blood flowed down his forehead… 


    The old men scoffed at it. “Red blood? Are you trying to imitate a person, even though you’re a damned monster?”


    “……” 


    Even though he was a damned monster… 


    Ryner had been raised on those words. He was already at the point that he felt nothing when he heard them.


    It was just annoying.


    More importantly… 


    “Huh? My head kinda hurts right now…”


    It was pouring blood, so that was pretty damn obvious! But when he said it, the old men just got mad again.


    “You can’t play us for fools, you fucker!”


    “You’re making fools of yourselves,” Ryner said easily, mellow as always. “You’re always idiots when it comes to me. So get down to business already. These chains are like, gonna hurt when I’m trying to eat, and I’m not really into it, so it won’t feel good…”


    The men were at a loss for what to say to Ryner, whose tone made it clear he was just fucking with them. Silence returned to the room.


    Then they started to speak, horribly disgusted for some reason. “Well, whatever. We came here today to convey the king’s instructions. In return for your imprisonment, one wish of yours will be granted. Though he said it was unnecessary to grant the wish of a lowly being such as yourself, our king is a deeply compassionate man, and so he will grant it. Be thankful, and quickly, tell us what you desire.”


    Ryner scrunched up his face and looked across the old men’s faces. “Deeply compassionate… but I’m gonna be imprisoned in the end, right? Ah, right… the king must be really scared of what the Alpha Stigma did the other day, so he’s giving me a wish so I’ll behave. He’s a real naive and ignorant guy, isn’t he~?”


    The old men glared at him. “Don’t get cocky - just spit it out!”


    “Hmm.” Ryner nodded to himself. “Well, if you’ll grant anything, then I have this huge dream… see, I want a giant pillow so I can sleep anywhere in my cell.”


    How exactly was that a huge dream?


    Then Ryner’s expression changed, like he’d thought of something. “Ah… I’ve got it. Let’s go with that.”


    


    ---


    


    It was cold.


    Made of stone of iron bars, it was a space composed of despair.


    “Wow,” Ryner said as he studied the inside of the prison for the first time. “It’s more comfortable than I expected. I think I’ll be able to sleep well here.”


    Even in this situation, he wasn’t nervous at all, and only made frivolous comments. This block was one person per cell, so it was actually pretty luxurious.


    The other prisoners came in all ages, male and female, but they were all gloomy compared to Ryner. They stared at him with powerless eyes as if mocking him.


    Ryner waved at each and every one of them, greeting them with a “best regards!” until the jailer slapped his back.


    “Hurry up and walk. Geez, this is the first time I’ve seen a guy this happy to be in jail.”


    “Hmm. But like, in jail you get three meals a day plus naps. I’d think lots of guys would be happy about it.”


    The jailer laughed. “The hell? You’re a funny guy… I’ve never heard that kind of logic. See, everyone here’s a heinous criminal, so lots of people come in shivering. We’ve got first class war criminals and serial killers and the like. It’s easy to think they’ll kill you through the bars and give yourself a stomach ache…”


    At his talkative jailer’s urging, Ryner continued forward. “Sounds like you’ve got lots of troubles of your own, Uncle Jailer.”


    “Yeah. See, these are single room cells ‘cause the prisoners were forming factions. But they’re still dangerous like this. Oh, by the way, what’d you do? It had to be pretty bad to make it in here…”


    If he told him, their friendly conversation would cease and the jailer’s face would go blue.


    Ryner answered easily. “See, I took too many naps and my boss ended up hating me…” 


    “Huh? Naps?”


    “Yeah. He said that if I like naps so much, I should spend the rest of my life napping in jail. I was fine with that, too…”


    For some reason, the jailer patted Ryner’s shoulder, shaking his head and sighing. “You really are an unlucky guy to get put in here for that… Your boss must’ve been quite the remarkable person… a real pitiful guy. Alright! Leave your life here to me. I can’t do just anything, but if you have something you’d like I can get it for you.”


    “Whoa, seriously? Lucky!”


    He and his trusting jailer reached Ryner’s cell.


    It was the same as the other cells - stone walls, iron bars. The only difference between this cell and the others he’d just passed was that this one still had a prisoner. A red-headed young woman sat crouched within.


    “Huh?” The jailer murmured. “That’s strange. Why’s there a person here…?” He retrieved a paper from his shirt pocket to check.


    “Ahh, Uncle, Uncle, it’s fine. I have some business with her, so could you give us a little time?


    The jailer read through the paper carefully. “Ah, you’re right. Hey, this is an order from the top brass at the military… the hell, just who are you?”


    “Umm, I’m their pet.”


    “Hah?”


    “It’s fine. Open the cell, okay? You can come back in about thirty minutes.”


    “Y, yeah. I will,” the jailer said meekly. Orders from the military’s top brass worked surprisingly well. Ryner smiled bitterly and entered his cell.


    After confirming that the jailer had locked the cell and left, Ryner sat beside the girl. She didn’t move a muscle. Maybe she was sleeping.


    Ryner gazed at her listlessly for some time. At her dirty clothes and hair. She hugged her knees in her sleep, face against her kneecaps, like she didn’t want anyone to bother her. Ryner couldn’t see the girl he knew in her.


    After observing her for a while, Ryner smiled maliciously and bonked her on the head. “Hey, Kiefer! If all you do is nap, your grades will drop!”


    “Wah!”


    Kiefer raised her face in an instant. She turned to Ryner, startled, then looked around to confirm where she was. “Huh? Huh? This is a cell, right? Wait, why are you here!?” She yelled. Her loud voice echoed throughout the prison… 


    Ryner covered his ears and wrinkled his nose. “Kiefer, you’re way too loud.”


    “Oh, um… sorry… but what’s the meaning of this?”


    “What’s the meaning of what?”


    “I mean, why are you here…”


    “Ah… umm. Where do I start? What a pain…” 


    “If you’re trying to say that explaining why you’re here is a pain, I’ll knock you into tomorrow.”


    “I-I get it, okay,” Ryner said as if he hadn’t considered taking a little nap first. He shrugged, then clapped his hands together. “Alright. There’s something I have to tell you, Kiefer. That’s why I came here.”


    “…Something you want to tell me?”


    “Yeah. Umm,” Ryner said, continuing in his usual detached tone. “First of all, your little sister was killed a long time ago.”


    Kiefer paled like the blood had left her face altogether. Her teeth began to chatter. “W-why do you know about that…? Only the higher-ups in this country’s military should…”


    Kiefer’s words trailed off. She stared at Ryner, her red eyes losing her cooling emotions. “I see. So you’re one of Roland’s pawns, too. Did you come here to torment me for being a traitor, or did you come to kill me?”


    Ryner didn’t reply. He just watched Kiefer with mellow eyes… 


    That made Kiefer mad. “Why? Why do you guys have to torment us so!? Can’t you just kill me and get it over with? I didn’t want to hear that my sister is dead, and I… didn’t want to hear it from your mouth, Ryner. So you always knew everything, did you? You thought it was funny, didn’t you? I told you I loved you… and you laughed at what a stupid girl I was, didn’t you?”


    Tears welled up in her cold eyes that saw only despair. Even though her eyes were so cold, they still managed to spill tears.


    “Or did you come to avenge Tyle, Tony, and Fahle? Did you decide to kill me because you can’t forgive me? You had to make sure I was despairing to the bitter end, didn’t you? Or is that just not enough yet? Come on and say what you’ll do to me! I know that just killing my sister isn’t enough! There’s nothing I can do about it, it’s hopeless, I… I…”


    Kiefer crumbled to the ground, crying in earnest.


    Ryner stared at her for a while, then sighed. “Uu… what a pain.” He flopped down on the floor beside her, and spoke apathetically. “You don’t get it, do you… Why do we even have wars? I don’t care about territory or anything like that at all…”


    Ryner’s words didn’t mesh with what Kiefer had been saying at all. She raised her head.


    He ignored her and continued. “Tyle, Tony, and Fahle died meaningless deaths, huh? I tried to tell them that naps are what’s really important. But they ended up dying for something pointless instead…”


    “Wh, what’re you saying—”


    “I really don’t get it… War, huh… Why do we do it? It’s something motivated guys cause. Then they get the unmotivated guys all mixed up with it…”


    Ryner suddenly sat up. “So it’s good to be unmotivated, right? If we all just napped, you wouldn’t have to cry, Tyle and the others wouldn’t have to die, and your sister wouldn’t die either, right? I wouldn’t get yelled at by you, and even that girl from a long time ago would… I… I’m not like Sion. Changing the country’s a pain, so I never thought of it, but… if we all just napped, nobody would get hurt… do you think there’s a place where nobody gets hurt?”


    Ryner looked at his blood-stained hands. Had they moved according to someone else’s will back then, or…?


    Ryner ran those hands of his through his bed-head. “What’re you gaping at? Did I say something weird?”


    “No, um… It was just sudden…”


    A voice entered from outside the cell. “Heey. Ryner Lute, your thirty minutes are up. What should I do?”


    Ryner smiled sweetly. “Ah, coming.”


    He stood, forcing Kiefer to stand with him.


    “Okay, Kiefer. Come here.”


    “Wha… huh? What?” Kiefer babbled, perplexed. 


    Ryner brought her to the cell’s door and pushed her out through it.


    “Huh? Wait, Ryner—”


    The cell closed with a clank, cutting Kiefer’s words off.


    She was outside the cell. He was inside.


    “…What’s the meaning of this?”


    “Congrats on your release,” Ryner said, relaxed as always. 


    “Huh? Re…lease?”


    Ryner was amused at her astonishment. “And for me, contrats on my imprisonment. I’ve finally found a place where I can nap all the time. It even comes with three meals a day!”


    The jailer laughed. “You’re the only one who thinks of it like that.”


    Kiefer couldn’t believe them. “W-wait. What is this? Why am I free? Why is Ryner—”


    “Ah, well, in order for Ryner Lute to be honestly detained, he requested that Kiefer Knolles was released. That’s what my orders and report say, anyhow. Wow, Ryner, you’re quite the fiend to be doing trades with the military like this. Seriously, what did you do? ‘Took too many naps’ has to have been a lie.”


    “I’m telling you, it’s the truth.”


    “Liaaar. Well, we’ll be spending lots of time together from now on. You can tell me at your own pace.”


    “What a pain…”


    Ryner didn’t seem to mind being jailed in the slightest. Kiefer drew closer to him. There were bars between them so there wasn’t much she could do, but… with a warbling voice she spoke. “Wh-why…? Why would you do this for me…? How can you be so kind to me…? I… I betrayed everyone. I got Tyle, Tony, Fahle, and everyone else killed…”


    “That’s not true,” Ryner said, tired. “People don’t kill people. Monsters do, Kiefer. The monster is war. The monster is countries. Greed is a monster, too. And I’m also…”


    Ryner stopped and smiled at her.


    “But you’re human, Kiefer. So you don’t have to worry. Do you understand? Anyway, I’m gonna make this the Napping Kingdom. I’ll reign as king, and you’ll do your best outs… uwah!?”


    Kiefer captured his face between her hands from the other side of the bars. He tried to pull his face away from the bars, but Kiefer steered him.


    “Hey, Kiefer!? I’d hate to get caught between the bars… mmph.”


    Kiefer’s lips met Ryner’s halfway through his sentence.
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    They were silent for some time, aside from the jailer’s whistle. Before long, Kiefer’s hold wavered and they seperated.


    Ryner didn’t say anything, listless as always.


    Kiefer looked at him, her eyes a little wet. “I understand why I fell in love with you now. You’re so unmotivated that I didn’t feel like I had to be cautious at all… that’s what I thought, but that was wrong. It’s because you’re really kind, and that’s something I can guarantee. In truth, you’re strong, too… and I feel at ease when I’m with you. So… so, you’re not a monster. I guarantee it. I won’t forgive you if you call yourself a monster again.”


    Ryner still didn’t speak.


    “You’re not a monster or anything like it,” Kiefer said. “I don’t think you’re a monster at all. I’m alive, see? So thank you, Ryner. And… I’ll definitely…”


    Kiefer turned, and was led to the exit by the jailer. Her eyes weren’t filled with despair anymore. She spoke with a strong resolve. “I’ll be going now.”


    Whether the jailer understood any of that or not, he looked like he’d enjoyed it. He nodded to her and led her away.


    Ryner stared at them in awe until they were entirely out of sight. Then he sighed. “She really kissed me until I couldn’t breath… I thought she was trying to suffocate me…”


    It was impossible if that was what he truly thought or not from his weak expression.


    


    ---


    


    Several days later.


    “Heeey, Unkie Jailer. You got a minute? Do you?”


    Today, just like the days before it, an apathetic voice resounded through the jailhouse.


    The jailer’s reply was tired. “Hey, you… I don’t really care but do you think you could stop calling for me so many times a day? If you need something, just ask once. To top it all off, by the time I get here, you’re always napping…”


    “What, didn’t you tell me you’d do whatever, whenever for me?” 


    “Even that has its limits. All you want is stuff like a super special giant pillow or five meals a day. Those’re impossible.”


    “Mm, what did I want to order for today again?”


    The jailer sighed. “Another order…? Well? What do you want today?”


    “Pencil and paper. Are you familiar with the Roland Empire’s Royal Special Military Academy? See, there’s a book I wanna check out from the library there.”


    “A book? Ah, that’s something I can do.”


    “Seriously? Nice. See, a long time ago there was something I wanted to research, but it was a pain so I gave up. But I have a pretty amazing amount of free time now, so I thought I’d give it another try.”


    “Geez, you don’t need to boast. What exactly do you want me to get?”


    “I only want one book though?”


    “Ask for any number of ‘em, just spit out what you want already. I promised my kid I’d come home early to play with ‘em today.”


    “Hm. You’ve got kids?”


    “Yup. Seven years old. Super cute.”


    “Hmmm.” Ryner sat on the floor and crossed his arms. “Hey, Uncle.”


    “Mm?”


    “Does your kid hate that Roland’s flirting with war?”


    The jailer lifted his eyebrows. “Obviously! What kind of parent wants his kid to go to war? War is like… well, seven years ago I was in the war too… It was the worst… Friends, family, and colleagues all died. I declined a promotion to commanding officer and became a jailer instead. But I have no regrets. My kid was born around that time, and… yeah. I don’t wanna go to war.”


    Ryner nodded. “Riiight. Nobody wants to go to war. Okay. I won’t let your efforts be in vain, Uncle. Make it ten books. They’re all heavy, but I’m counting on you.”


    “Huh? What’s with your logic? Well, whatever. Even if you don’t tell me, I’ll go bring you your books. ‘Cause you’re the only one I have to talk to here.”


    “I’ll leave it to you.”


    “So, what books?”


    “That’s what the pencil and paper’s for. You can’t remember the names of ten books at once, right? And they’ve all got suuuper long titles.”


    The jailer grimaced. “Wait here a sec, I’ll go get them. Geez, this is why Cami’s been scolding me about getting home late recently,” he grumbled.


    “Thanks~!” Ryner said, waving. It soon turned into a stretch. “He’s right… war’s no good. Ahh, it’s just a pain… I have to research that all over again.”


    He’d gotten used to talking to himself remarkably often.


    “I’m not even the kind of person that’s supposed to work hard… oh well, nothing I can do but do it…” 


    Ryner stood and looked around. There was obviously no one else here. All that he could see was cold stone and iron bars. At first he’d thought one person per cell sounded pretty luxurious, but now… he couldn’t talk to anyone but the jailer, he couldn’t move around, and his solitary cell didn’t change at all…


    Even the most unruly prisoners would be calmed in a single week, and in a month, everyone… went mad, according to the jailer.


    As Ryner’s mind was wracked by that atmosphere of despair and madness closing in around him, he crossed his arms. “Hmm. A month, huh. It’s not like I’ll be out of here by then. I have lots of time on my hands, so I might as well research.”


    Ryner plopped back down on his side. “I’ll take a little nap in the meantime,” he mumbled and closed his eyes.


    


    ---


    


    They all had their own paths.


    They lost all sorts of things, and yet, the clock kept ticking.


    That was sad, right? Nostalgic days got left behind. He gained something new, and yet he had no way to confirm that it was any better than what he left behind.


    The hand just spun around and around the clock as his back was pushed farther and farther along his path.


    And yet, he had the ambition to meet a better future.


    It was what was stopped there.


    It was what turned back to the past.


    It was what napped…? 


    


    ---


    


    Well, a lot happened, but anyways… 


    It was calm, slow, but time passed.


    


    ---


    


    The first year passed, and nobody had yet realized that change had occurred.


    There was no longer an issue with their rival country, and time passed with a festive flair.


    


    ---


    


    The second year was a little different. This time, the king said they’d go to war with Imperial Nelpha.


    The trigger was a revolution.


    The people had come to a consensus that the king should be exchanged for a new one.


    The revolution was unbelievably skillful. It turned into a violent year of noble after noble going missing.


    But there was no reason for Ryner to know that, imprisoned as he was… 


    And so, two years of this and that passed.


    


    ---


    


    Light didn’t reach him there.


    Not the light of the sun and not the light of the moon.


    So Ryner ended up not knowing if it was noon or if it was day or night.


    That was really tough. It was an agony beyond what others could imagine.


    In any case, it was the dead of night. But there was no way Ryner was able to follow a strict wake/sleep cycle here… 


    “……”


    He stared at the ceiling, eyes narrowed. The stone walls, iron bars, and the space narrow between them, was narrowed and cluttered even further by the documents and books laying in huge piles throughout. So many piles had accumulated over time that the floor, which was supposed to be stone, was just about invisible underneath. It wasn’t clean by any standard.


    It wasn’t a suitable place for a man of his status. If his usual company saw him here, they’d surely be surprised.


    And yet… this sort of thing didn’t bother him. He knew that worth wasn’t decided by that sort of frivolous thing.


    Lately, he was often told that he had uncommon and strange tastes. That may be so. Because the smile hadn’t left his face since he came to this disorganized place.


    He raised his arm to the filthy rusty bars. His clothes were primarily simple black, but had a noble air that made people understand his importance with just one look. He didn’t care if they got dirty here. That sort of thing just didn’t matter to him.


    He understood the hundreds of piles of documents. His eyes passed over each one. “I see,” he whispered, deeply moved. “So this is the path you chose.”


    Despite his words, the cell didn’t seem to house anyone. All that was inside were huge piles of books and documents scrawled over with lists of messy handwriting.


    “…Seems like you were wrong about being able to nap all the time here… This place should be agonizing. I won’t forgive you for enjoying it. I was the only one worrying. Unforgivable. You’re mine. I’ll use you.” He smiled meanly. “Even if you don’t want that.”


    Of course, he wasn’t given an answer. But he nodded, satisfied, and turned his back to the bars and left.


    


    ---


    


    The next day.


    That narrow space was exactly the same as the previous night. The floor was completely covered in disorganized piles of books and documents.


    From within that mountain of books…


    “Ah… uu… uu… uu…” 


    For some reason, he was groaning like he was at his limit.


    “Uwah… aaah… ah…” 


    And—


    “Uwaaaaaahhh!?”


    A young man leapt from the mountain of books with a scream. His shoulders heaved with effort, and his face was that of near death.


    “Hah, hah… this is bad. I’ll suffocate if I sleep buried in books,” he said, his expression earnest.


    Black hair, messy from sleep, and mellow eyes.


    Ryner Lute.


    Though two years had passed, his unmotivated aura hadn’t changed in the slightest… 


    Setting aside whether that was good or bad, Ryner stretched and yawned. “Didn’t get enough sleep… better try again.”


    With that, he flopped back down. He picked up a book, flipping through it. “Already researched this… no wonder I’ve lost interest. Wonder what I should research next. Guess I’ll think about it after breakfast…”


    With that, he threw the book in a pile. It seemed like that was what tidying up meant in his world.


    Then he waited absentmindedly for breakfast to be brought in. Apparently, in two years’ time, mealtimes were the backbones of his internal clock. “Wonder what it’ll be today. Yesterday was pretty damn gross, so I’m kinda looking forward to seeing if they can come up something even worse…”


    It was a pretty dull thing to look forward to. He raised his head just a bit to look through the bars, waiting for the jailer to come bring him his breakfast. “Not yet, huh… maybe I’ll sleep ‘til he comes.”


    Just as he’d been expecting, he started to hear the sound of footsteps - footsteps of the jailer with his breakfast.


    Ryner hopped right up. “Good morning, Uncle!”


    Their routine was two years in the making - every day, they’d talk a bit and Ryner would order various things like books and documents, but… 


    “……”


    No reply came.


    Ryner tilted his head. “Heey, Uncle? Is something wrong? You not feelin’ well? Did you have another fight with your wife?”


    Again, no reply.


    Strange. Ryner looked through the bars into the corridor. His usual jailer was slowly walking towards him. But something about him was weird. He was looking down like he wasn’t feeling well… 


    Speaking of which, he wasn’t carrying the breakfast tray he was supposed to have right about now… 


    Ryner tilted his head once more, then flopped back down on the floor… no, on top of some books. “What the heck?” 


    He waited idly as the jailer took an extraordinary amount of time to cross the small distance to stand in front of his cell. 


    “What’s up with you today, Uncle? Did something happen?”


    He wouldn’t even look at Ryner.


    Ryner became quiet, head still tilted in curiosity. If the jailer didn’t want to talk, then trying to get him to was just a pain… He lacked the motivation for it.


    The jailer was quiet.


    So was Ryner.


    “…Uu.”


    Ryner yawned after some time. “This is making me sleepy.”


    “…Geez!” The jailer broke their silent game with a shout. “Why’re you being quiet now? If you get all silent like that, it’s gonna make me uneasy!”


    “The hell? I was trying to have some restraint. Maybe you got all quiet ‘cause your daughter introduced her boyfriend to you or something.”


    “Liar! You know my daughter’s only ten!”


    Ryner laughed. “Ten year olds these days are pretty amazing. Didn’t you know that, Uncle?”


    “Wh-wh, amazing!? Wh-what do you mean by amazing!? Are you including my daughter in that!?”


    “Don’t all parents think their kids are amazing?”


    “Not like that!” The jailer said. His expression soon grew dark. “It’s… not that…”


    “Hey, you’re getting all gloomy again… Just what happened? Also, where’s my breakfast…?” That was Ryner’s real concern.


    The jailer ignored him. For some reason, his eyes were wet and passionate. “It’s already been two years since you came here…”


    “Uu… hey, why’re looking at me like that? I’m not into that stuff…” Sensing danger, Ryner scooted away.


    The jailer ignored him. He unlocked the cell and opened the door. “When I think about it, you were the only one I had to talk to here at work.”


    Of all the things to say as he entered the cell… 


    “W-wait a minute! Wait, wait! Think about this rationally, Uncle. You have a wife and an adorable daughter, stop! Gyah! Am I gonna be raped—!?”


    Ryner carried on for some time, but finally went quiet when he looked into the jailer’s sad eyes. With a bored expression, Ryner pressed a hand down on his unchecked bed-head.


    “What’s up with you, Uncle?” Ryner asked. “You’re not going along with it at all today. Making a fuss by myself is lonely. So? What happened?”


    The jailer turned away from Ryner with a grave expression. “It’s difficult to say, but…”


    His words trailed off. But Ryner understood. “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it. You don’t have to say it.” 


    The jailer was silent.


    “They decided to give me the death penalty, didn’t they?” Ryner asked, unconcerned. 


    The jailer raised his head. Even while saying something so horrible, Ryner’s face was tired and apathetic as always. He grimaced.


    “Can I ask you something?”


    “…What?”


    “Is it okay if I run away? See, I made a promise a long time ago. I said I wouldn’t die. So if possible, I’d like to survive…”


    “I-I,” the jailer stuttered, then hesitated. “I can’t…”


    Ryner waved his hand to cut him off. “Ahh, yeah, yeah. I get it. If I ran away, I’d be causing you trouble. ‘Cause you’ve got your precious daughter Cami to look after. If I ran, you’d be in trouble. I get it. So when’s the execution?”


    “Well… tomorrow…”


    “So soon!?” Ryner yelled without thinking. Well, that was probably something everyone would yell about…  


    “It was really sudden,” the jailer said, as if trying to explain. “I received the order just this morning.”


    “Ah, it’s fine. I know it’s not your fault, Uncle. But… tomorrow, huh… that soon. So? What should I do now?”


    “I have a schedule of orders for the whole day right here. You’re supposed to come along with me for all sorts of things. It kinda seems like I’m supposed to give you a day of luxury before the execution.”


    “Wow… Luxury, huh…” 


    “First, you’re to take a bath and clean up. Then you’re to be given clothes, fed a high-class meal…”


    “Hah? The hell? Are prisoners on death row always treated so well in this country?”


    “No,” the jailer said, then continued gloomily. “This is different from the usual. Seems our king said he wants to be able to confirm your execution before his eyes. One must be suitably well-kempt to appear before the king, even if they’re a prisoner, so you’ve gotta do all sorts of stuff first. Tomorrow, subordinates working directly under the king will come take you.” 


    Ryner understood.


    The king had become scared of his Alpha Stigma, so he couldn’t rest easy until he saw Ryner killed before his own eyes… 


    “Hmm. So this is how their pet’s life will end.”


    “…Shall we go?”


    Ryner became flustered at the jailer’s question. “Ah, uh, wait a sec. Is it okay if I bring the report I was working on with?”


    “You can’t,” the jailer replied with a sunken expression. “My orders say to not let you take anything…”


    “Seriously? I’m begging you. I’ve been hard at work on it this whole time… how about if I take it secretly?”


    “I’m telling you, you can’t. I’m not the only one here now, see…”


    The jailer waved his hand, and several brawny men appeared. They spoke one after another.


    “This is the death-row inmate?”


    “He’s kinda a lanky, unimportant looking guy, isn’t he?”


    “It’d be easy enough to just kill a guy like this here without all the fanfare.”


    Ryner hung his head, dejected, and sighed. “I get it. I’ll have to give up on my report, too…”


    “Sorry.”


    “No, it’s not your fault, Uncle.”


    “Come on, then.”


    “Mm.”


    The two of them trudged on out of the cell, and the burley men plodded on after them. Ryner confirmed the fact, then turned back around, tired.


    He’d be executed tomorrow. But with Uncle Jailer by his side, there was no way he could run away… 


    That meant he’d have to run away tomorrow when the king’s personal subordinates came to get him. There would probably be so many of them that it’d be overkill.


    “Hmm…”


    He’d win easily.


    To put it bluntly, Ryner was confident that he could get away even if they sent fifty or sixty Magical Knights after him. He’d had that kind of power since the orphanage… 


    And, above all… he had his eyes.


    Ryner tapped the jailer’s shoulder, yawning. “Hey, Uncle. No need to be so down. Let’s spend today well. First was a bath, right? Wonder what it’ll be like. Super luxurious? Think it’ll have pillows?” He spoke with an extremely cheery tone.


    That luxurious time, too, soon passed… 


    


    ---


    


    The next day.


    Ryner had spent the night in a strangely gorgeous inn. He looked up at the sky with narrowed eyes. Sunlight was shining brilliantly, incessantly, from the heavens.


    “Wow, this is really the absolute best weather to get executed in,” Ryner said to himself without thinking.


    The jailer, who’d been checking out of the inn behind him, went dark again.


    Ryner smiled wryly. He moved his arms and legs about and stretched to put his body in order.


    This would be his first time seriously moving in two years, but he had no choice but to run from the king’s personal army. So he had to at least stretch this much… 


    “Mm, mm. Alright. Y’know, these pretentious clothes are unexpectedly easy to move in,” Ryner said as he flapped the bottom half around to straighten it out. He’d been handed these strange clothes last night.


    They weren’t just any clothes. He was given white armor with a navy blue robe. The strange part was the armor: it was a special battle outfit, the likes of which was only ever given to Roland’s Magical Knights. It wasn’t just easy to move in - it also excelled in defense.


    He didn’t understand why he, a death-row inmate, had been given it but… he had, but he wore it thankfully. It was like he was going to war anyway, so this combat uniform would probably come in handy.


    “But—” Ryner started, then yawned. He felt like yawning again and again. “It was my first time sleeping on such a high-class bed. I didn’t end up getting much sleep…”


    “Liar,” the jailer said. “You fell asleep before me. Because it’s today, I wasn’t able to sleep at all…”


    “Huh? Why couldn’t you sleep, Uncle?”


    “Well… you’re…”


    Ryner smiled at the jailer’s dark eyes. “Ah, right. ‘Cause I’m gonna die.”


    “Hey… don’t say that so easilyyy,” the jailer said, amazed.


    Ryner shrugged. “I’ve got nerves of steel. I’m not scared of death, see?”


    Though he didn’t actually plan on dying easily.


    The jailer nodded in admiration. “I… I’m proud of the fact that we’re friends.”


    “Eh? Ah, um, really? Ah, ahahaha…”


    Unused to being admired, Ryner’s voice quickly went dry laughing. This would be the last of their easygoing conversations.


    The words faded between them, giving way to an oppressive silence.


    The time had come at last… 


    Ryner was urged towards the front of the royal court where the king resided.


    The jailer stopped. “This is where I hand you over to the king’s direct subordinates.”


    “Mm.” Ryner nodded and looked around. There was a huge courtyard in front of the refined royal court. There, a single woman was expecting them.


    With how scared the king was of him, Ryner had been expecting him to send more of a crowd capable of tormenting and killing him. There was no way this one woman could do that… 


    “A lone woman?” The jailer whispered. “And an unbelievably beautiful one, at that…”


    He was right. She was so beautiful that it was eerie. She had long, silky golden hair and an unbelievably handsome face. She wore stylish, easy to move in leather armor. Her delicate arms rested on a longsword he could only assume was for decoration at her waist.


    For some reason, she was looking at them so expressionlessly that it was like she was already dead. She spoke evenly. “Mm. I assume the blockhead here is the criminal called Ryner?”


    Nobody answered. Nobody could answer.


    In front of a beauty of her grade, they forgot their words altogether. That went for the jailer, too, and the group of three that’d been hustling around with them since yesterday.


    Only Ryner was still looking around restlessly to confirm an escape route with the same listless eyes as always.


    If anyone’s reaction was strange, it was Ryner’s. There was such a magnificent beauty right in front of his eyes, and yet he didn’t steal glances.


    She spoke with a voice that was ultimately cold. “Good work. I’ll take over from here. The rest of you can leave.”


    The three men made to respond. “Ah, er, but there’s no way we can leaving something this dangerous to a lone woman…”


    “I’ll say it again. Get out of my sight.”


    She had no mercy… 


    The three men couldn’t hide their shock. They left, dripping sweat.


    “So, Ryner,” the jailer said. “Looks like this is where we part…”


    Ryner nodded. “Yeah. Thanks for everything. See you later.”


    “‘See you later,’ you say… Ah, right. When I die, I’ll go visit you.”


    “Right, right. Now, then.”


    His curt responses just gave the jailer the wrong idea. He responded through tears. “You always took me into consideration, too… I get it, you don’t want a gloomy goodbye, so… see ya!”


    He ran off at full speed.


    Ryner watched him disappear into the distance, and then confronted the strangely expressionless woman. He studied her with mellow eyes. “Hey, beautiful.”


    “What, you sex maniac?”


    “Huh…?”  How else was he supposed to react but with shock? “Um…”


    A long silence fell between them.


    Then Ryner tried to recover it. “So, uh. If possible, do you think you could explain why I’m a sex maniac?”


    “It’s your face,” she said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.


    “Hah!?”


    “Also, your personal history. I’ve already heard all about you.”


    “Hey, wait a sec. What ‘personal history’ exactly are you talking about!?”


    “You don’t need to know.”


    Uu… She sure was curt. This was tough.


    He was overwhelmed by her in a different sense, too - while they continued to idly chit-chat, they began to move. His eyes remained weak-spirited as always, but he stealthily raised his hand. “Ahh, see… it’s my bad, but I’ve got a favor to ask of you.”


    She immediately moved her gaze to his movements. But he hadn’t meant for it to come off particularly nimbly.


    Ryner smiled internally. “Sorry, but I need you to let me escape,” he said. As he spoke, his hands danced around in the air at an amazing speed, drawing a circle.


    In an instant - no, in half an instant he’d constructed a complete magical circle.


    “I wish for thunder—”


    She watched him, expression unchanging. “Hmm. So you’ve got the motivation to kill me.”


    Ryner ignored her words and finished his incantation. “—Lightning Flash!”


    A brilliant light was born in the center of his magic circle. He aimed it at the woman.


    “…Huh?”


    Ryner couldn’t understand it.


    Her form grayed, and then… with a whistling sound, her sword aimed straight for his chin.


    “Uwah!”


    Ryner promptly bent his body to dodge. As he did, her sword moved in an arc, ripping through his magic circle and absorbing the lightning, then swung in a straight line. Ryner flipped over, flinging himself to the right.


    In the next instant, a strange sound he’d never heard before resounded. Her sword shot lightning at the place he’d just left, gouging out a hole.


    “…S, seriously…?”


    Her movements were unbelievable. They were just too fast.


    She'd actually managed to rip through his spell before it fired at her. There was no way a normal human could do that. And that was without even going into her swordsmanship… 


    She’d done all that in a single breath, never making anything that resembled an expression. As he watched her, she flipped her golden hair over her shoulder.


    “…Don’t tell me you’re really just one of the king’s direct subordinates,” Ryner mumbled. The fact that he’d been able to avoid her attack was a miracle. And there was always the possibility that she was going easy on him… 


    If she’d intended to kill him, she could’ve easily just cut through him instead of his magic circle and done him in then and there… 


    “Well, it’s worth a try… if I’m not serious too, then I’ll be killed.”


    “Oh? Was that not serious?”


    “It was around 70%.”


    “Hm… I see. So that’s why he wants you.”


    “Mm? Who?”


    “It’s nothing. I shall be serious as well,” she said and drew her sword, then took a battle stance. “Let’s go.”


    “Ah! Ah, wait a minute! I’ll be in trouble if we start now!”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You’re being kinda unfair. See, if we’re gonna go all out, we’ve gotta prepare first. Also, no sneak attacks.”


    “…Hm. And?”


    “I said wait a minute. I’m doing my best to endure how much of a pain this is, umm.” He began to draw letters of light in the air before him. It was magic he’d copied from Estabul’s Magical Knights. Once he’d finally completed his writing, he spoke. “I dedicate the words of our contract - give birth to the beast of malice sleeping within the earth!”


    Ryner’s body began to shine. 


    “Alright, I’m prepared. Bring it on.”


    Their battle started back up.


    Ryner had accelerated.


    The woman charged towards him. He drew another magic circle with unexpected speed.


    She noticed. “Mm,” was all she said, and she herself picked up speed as well.


    Ryner let out a surprised “huh?” and his hand stopped. “S-seriously!?” 


    His movements should’ve been rapid. This was a power he’d gained from the battlefield from Estabul’s Magical Knights, strong enough to be known as grim reapers.


    And yet, this woman’s speed… would soon overcome his own.


    She had to be using some kind of magic. Something that drastically improved her physical capabilities. Something better than what those guys from Estabul had.


    If that was the case… 


    Ryner stared at her, a pentagram rising in his eyes. He’d see what spell she was using, analyze it, and use it himself. Right, no matter what type of magic it may be, he could see it and analyze it with that pentagram.


    Method. Composition. Properties. Power.


    He’d quickly ascertain them all and analyze it… 


    “……”  


    She wasn’t using any magic… 


    “Huh!? You shouldn’t be able to move like that without—”


    She easily caught up to him and swung her sword as if to cut his head into two equal pieces.


    “Kuh!”


    He managed to complete a magic circle in response. “I wish for rain clouds - Leveling Rain!”
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    Fluid gathered and compressed itself in the center of his magic circle; it burst open, sending rapids towards her.


    She regarded it with composure. She changed her target from Ryner to the ground and thrust her sword in, using it to swing her own body up.


    It was truly a splendid sight to behold. Her body spun above the splashing water, almost like she was dancing in midair, as she flew towards Ryner’s chest.


    He fell back on his butt, but her sword rose back up and towards the nape of his neck.


    “Mm. Is this the end?”


    “…Umm… ah… yeah.” Ryner raised both arms in surrender.


    She was so strong that it was unreal. One didn’t typically think a human could do that kind of thing… 


    She wordlessly kept her sword pointed at Ryner’s neck. It wasn’t like she could kill him, but she couldn’t put her sword away, either.


    Ryner, who had completely given up, watched her with exhausted eyes. It’d been a long time since he’d done his best, and now everything was back to being a massive pain. If he decided against working hard, then there was no way he’d up and shout “one more time!” or anything like that.


    She spoke with the exact same emotionlessness she’d had since this all started. “You were going easy on me.”


    “Huh? Why do you figure?”


    “Earlier, if you had used fire magic instead of water, it would have had a wider area of effect… there would be a possibility that I’d get caught in it. And yet, you didn’t… why?”


    “Uu… I don’t like it. ‘Cause you might’ve died if I did that, right? Plus, it’d suck to burn such a pretty face… since you’re as beautiful as you are and all,” Ryner said without hesitation, tired as always.


    She stared at him and was quiet for some time. Whatever her intentions might be, she sheathed her blade. “Hm. I see. My beauty’s enough to bring the world to its knees, so it’s no surprise your sex-crazed mind was unable to focus on the battle for dirty thoughts, unable to make good judgments… I see, so that’s how it is.”


    She said all that with a straight face… Ryner was at a loss for words for a moment. “Hah? Enough to bring the world to to its knees?”


    She turned her back, completely ignoring him. “Stand. Let’s get going. The king is waiting for us.”


    “Even if you say ‘let’s get going,’ there’s not a single guy alive that’d honestly follow along to his death sentence…” 


    “If you don’t want to come, then don’t. But you’d probably really regret that.”


    Her words left a horrible aftertaste. She began to walk at a brisk pace.


    Ryner groaned. He understood that it was a trap. It sounded strange, like it was just something she said to get him to appear before the king.


    Ryner spoke, softly, words only meant for his own ears. “Don’t listen to her, Ryner. Now’s your chance. If you run now, you won’t be executed.”


    But in the end… 


    “…Augh! No! Hey, wait! You coward! What do you mean by regret? That wouldn’t make anyone go from ‘I wanna run’ to ‘there’s no way I can run,’ you know.” 


    …No matter how you look at it, a guy who says that was definitely planning on running.


    She turned back to face him. “Regrets are regrets. If you run, the king will hear about it and expose your embarrassing past to the world.”


    “…Embarrassing past? The hell’s that supposed to mean? I can’t recall anything particularly embarrassing—”


    She cut him off, laughing like she took him for a fool. “Is that so? You’ve been an old digger since you were six. I suppose you don’t think being a homewrecker is embarrassing. Let’s go. Then you can decide what to do.”


    She walked with the same brisk pace from earlier and disappeared within the royal court.


    Ryner just stood, amazed. Her words swirled around and around in his head.


    Homewrecker. Old digger since he was six.


    They were nostalgic words. Words he should’ve never heard again. And yet… 


    He’d been brought here for his death sentence.


    What did it mean? What was happening?


    Those words frantically spun around in his head, leading him to a single answer.


    “…Seriously? That’s how it is now? The hell? Hey, w, wait up!”


    He ran to catch up after her, flustered. 


    The path they were on… should lead to the king of their country.


  




  

    Prologue II: —Even So, We Want a Reason to Live


    The ceiling was obscenely high, supported only by stiff, heavily decorated pillars. It was the biggest and gaudiest building in all of the Roland Empire, and frankly it cost the most to make out of every building in Roland.


    It was the place the king of all Roland resided in, after all… 


    Right now, it all belonged to Sion Astal. But if you asked him, it was all a horrible waste of money… 


    The old men surrounding him told him that it was important for the king to put on airs and show off his status for the sake of his authority.


    “Putting on airs… how useless is that,” he mumbled atop the throne.


    Social status couldn’t save anybody. Putting on airs wouldn’t help their people. That much was obvious. If he didn’t give them anything, and yet sat here and put on airs, would anybody believe in him?


    It was all very stupid. Incompetence in a ruler was a sin. Not knowing the people’s pain was a sin, too.


    And yet, when he’d come here, there hadn’t been a single competent person in sight.


    “This is… the king.”


    His eyes had narrowed. He had to change things. Everything.


    That was the conclusion he’d arrived at. But that was only the beginning.


    Their country had been sick for a long time thanks to the incompetent king, the nobility, and their long, meaningless wars. It had to be changed at the roots.


    But… 


    Sion’s eyes fell to the bundle of papers in his hands. He smiled.


    It was a report. Shabby words that were by no means readable lined the pages. Just what was in his hands held an enormous amount of information, and that wasn’t even one full section of it. If he assembled the whole thing to read through, he’d surely spend a number of days leafing through it… 


    Sion had obtained this report from prison the previous day. He’d split it with five scholars, and they each read a piece and then reported on their portion. So he basically understood the contents.


    And amazing contents they were.


    It was the sort of thing he hadn’t known anyone was thinking about. It greatly different from the norm.


    In two years, he’d managed to research down to the smallest details, and this was the conclusion he’d come to.


    The guy who’d written it… was changing the world itself.


    “And here I went through hell to change it… geez, he’s a pretty big deal.” Sion smiled bitterly.


    To top it all off, the title of the report was as follows: “What Do We Need to Do to Create the Napping Kingdom?”


    He was really fucking around by giving it a title like that. The scholars lost motivation as soon as they read it, but Sion just laughed.


    “He never changes.”


    He was someone who calmly thought things through while his head looked empty.


    Sion was happy about that.


    Allies shouldn’t be like that. No, countries shouldn’t be like that. No matter what one thought, no matter what kind of guy they were, we should accept them without discrimination.


    Now, to briefly explain the report’s contents.


    


    The world’s history was once overshadowed by the great power of a people; a demon king, devil, or perhaps wicked god; those who called him by these names were innumerable. These devil kings had perfected a system of magic, gaining power far past what the people of today could imagine. Even an army of magicians and soldiers couldn’t defeat a single monstrous demon king.


    


    Time and time again, the world tried to destroy the demon kings. Finally, the legendary heroes - Knights of Light, as they were known - appeared. These humans were said to have held the military ability to defeat the demon kings. However, this is dubious - just what were those heroes?


    


    Leaving aside whether the heroes or demon kings truly existed… these beings known as “humans” obtained the power to defeat the monsters. Just what were they? The monsters were unable to stand up against their armies. According to a vast number of written histories, the monsters were easily purged by a single hero whose power outnumbered that of the hundreds of great magicians he’d sacrificed.


    


    Stories of legendary heroes like this are scattered through the world. Though no one is searching for them, it should be possible to find documents related to them as well as the weapons and armor they used. Unfortunately, documents on the demon kings have proven to be even more difficult to find.


    


    However, if these Heroic Relics are truly stronger than monsters, should we not make an effort to harness their power?


    


    As an aside, the existence of the demon kings and heroes can be proven by the Alpha Stigma. It too is a wicked power; though it doesn’t directly prove the existence of the heroes, it does prove that such power can exist.


    


    Searching for those relics is of unfathomable value. Because, with a power like that, wars might be stopped entirely before they even start.


    


    The report continued on to list the probable locations of Heroic Relics, and even included a map of all the locations to check.


    That was the gist of it. Depending on the person, some found it horribly foolish. To those who hadn’t witnessed the true power of the Alpha Stigma, it sounded like a fairytale. No, to everyone but Sion, who’d seen that power right before his eyes, the report was just too delusional.


    And yet… Sion read it over and over. His eyes fell back to the first page, the forward where the author’s reason for writing it lay. When he read it, he couldn’t help but feel that the report was interesting. That it had worth.


    His eyes were once more drawn to those words—but then he felt a presence. He lifted his face.


    He stood, smiling. “Hi, Ferris. Good work, and welcome back. So? How is he?”


    At some point, Ferris, the beauty with long, glimmering golden hair, had entered. He’d sent her to ascertain the author of this report and see if they could make use of it, but… 


    She studied him with her usual emotionless face. “He has a fairly stupid face, and to top it off, he always looks half-asleep. I couldn’t find even a shred of motivation.”


    “Haha, right?” Sion agreed. “And?”


    “Mm. Even when the situation changed, he didn’t react to it. He just yawned, far too relaxed. His ability to act under pressure is remarkably poor, and he’s dull as a doorknob.”


    “And?” Sion asked, grinning.


    Her tone turned indignant at his urging. “You’re as unpleasant as always, you know that? He was strong. I don’t think he could win, but… it’s the first time I felt threatened by a human other than my brother. He was even going easy on me.”


    Sion’s grin broadened. “I see.”


    He moved his gaze from Ferris to beyond. To a lanky man, who was sleepily stepping in.


    “You came. Welcome to my court, Ryner.”


    


    ---


    


    Ryner was astonished by the scene before him.


    Sure, he’d vaguely felt it. He’d felt it from the conversation with that amazingly strong woman earlier, but… 


    Right before his eyes, Sion was at the royal throne.


    He didn’t really understand what’d happened, but… that meant Sion had become the king. 


    That meant Ryner would likely forego the death penalty… 


    That meant that all his hard work today was pretty useless, in the end… 


    Ryner sighed. “I’m already really tired, so I’ll go to sleep for today. Night~.”


    In order to quickly escape from reality, Ryner lay on his side for a nap.


    Apparently, the knowledge that his friend had become king wasn’t worth the shock of it.


    “Hey, you. Don’t sleep. Even if it’s only for an instant, I’ve become king, see?”


    “Don’t care. I’m tired!”


    “Geez… don’t be like that. If you keep it up, why I don’t I tell you something horrible about Kiefer?”


    “Whatever.”


    “She’s dead.”


    “Huh!?” Ryner jumped up in an instant, grimacing in Sion’s direction. “That’s…”


    “A lie. Ahahah. You’re finally awake,” Sion said, smiling maliciously.


    It was about that time that Ryner made a vow to kill that asshole someday. He sighed. “Right, that’s the kind of guy you are… only you would spread rumors about me being a homewrecker…”


    “Don’t be stupid. I wouldn’t have been able to become king if I wasn’t like this.”


    “If a guy like you is king, this country’s done for.”


    “Hahaha. Maybe. How about you become king, then?”


    “No way. That’s way too much of a pain. So, what happened to Kiefer? You know, don’t you? See, I’ve been in jail the whole time, so I really don’t know.”


    “Mm. Want me to tell you?”


    “Not particularly. It’s fine if you don’t wanna tell me.”


    Sion shrugged. “Fine. I guess you can’t be manipulated with her.”


    “Hah!? You’re trying to manipulate me?”


    Sion laughed, then continued. “It’s fine, I’ll tell you. Kiefer entrusted you to me and left the country to go see other lands. It seems that after being in Estabul and Roland, she became interested in travel.”


    “Hmm.” Ryner nodded along, looking like he lacked interest. For some reason, Sion smiled at that… 


    “Anyway, I didn’t bring you here to tell you that,” Sion said. “I brought you here so you could tell me about this.” He picked up the papers he’d set on the throne and waved them at Ryner.  “This matter that you spent two years researching.”


    “You read that!?” Ryner shouted without thinking.


    Sion didn’t mind. “It’s of particular interest to me. Legendary Heroic Relics, hm? Amazing. You really thought it through.”


    “Hey… don’t go reading someone else’s report on your own.”


    “I already read it.”


    “Give it back.”


    “I don’t want to. I’m king, so you have no right to order me around.”


    Ryner turned to the woman standing off to the side. “Uwaah. Ugh. Did you hear that? It’s like people are just objects to him. This country’s already done for with him as king.”


    She still hadn’t changed her expression the whole time he’d her known her, but she replied. “This isn’t the first time a king’s had poor character. Also, he acts too friendly.”


    “So that’s how it is between the two of you?” Ryner asked.


    “No, that’s how it is between the king and the sex maniac.”


    “Aren’t I the one with the most common sense out of the three of us?” Sion said.


    It seemed there wasn’t much difference between any of them… 


    “Anyway,” Sion continued. “I liked the report. Ryner, I want you to go and actually confirm the contents. I want you to travel the world in search of the Heroic Relics.”


    “What!?” Ryner yelled. “Why me!?”


    Sion ignored him and continued. “But if you went alone, I worry that you’d just slack off. So I want Ferris to help you.”


    “……”


    She stared at Sion. “What’re your intentions, bastard King?”


    She didn’t sound like she was addressing him properly as a king at all… 


    Neither of them were happy with it. “Don’t decide something like this all on your own, Sion. I only did that research because I had a lot of free time. I thought I had my whole life to leisurely sit on it and fill my head with dreams, ‘till I got old.”


    “You think I care? If you don’t obey, you get the death penalty,” Sion said nonchalantly. 


    That was absurd.


    The woman… Sion had called her Ferris, spoke next. “Even if I’m of the Eris family, I’m not the head. I am not actually your subordinate. I have no reason to obey you, no matter how many times you order me.”


    “I thought you’d say that, so I showed Lucile the report. He also found it interesting. He said if you fail, Iris will die. So, Ferris. If you don’t properly accompany Ryner, Iris gets it, see?”


    “Mm. No problem. She can protect herself—”


    “Don’t be naive, Ferris,” Sion interrupted with a smile. “Lucile also said that if you won’t listen to me, Wynnit Dango will be destroyed in an instant.”


    In an instant, Ferris yelled like he’d never heard her before. “Huh!? What cowards you are!”


    Then, a man’s voice resonated from somewhere. “You’d better leave in the next two minutes.”


    It was really impossible to tell where that voice came from. Ryner looked around. It was really like no one else was there, and yet, he’d heard a voice.


    “Guh……. you’re serious about this,” Ferris grumbled, voice barely above a whisper. She suddenly whipped out her sword and held it against Ryner’s neck. “You heard the situation. We have no time. We’re leaving.”


    “Hah!? What situation? I had nothing to do with any of that! The hell’re you deciding all on your… uwah…”


    His words stopped when her sword stopped not a millimeter from his throat. 


    Ferris spoke, her face so expressionless that it was scary. “I’m telling you, we have no time. Make your choice. Your neck flies, your whole upper half flies, or you come with me. Which will it be?”


    Her eyes were dead serious. Though they hadn’t changed once from their meeting earlier in the day, and could always be called serious…


    “Uu.” Ryner stood to escape her steadily approaching blade. “I’ll remember this, Sion!!” Ryner yelled, cursing him for anticipating everything with a smile.


    “Haha. Glad you’re finally motivated to go.”


    “Who says I’m going? I’ll definitely—”


    That voice again resounded from an indiscernible location. “One minute left.”


    “Hey, what the hell is that voice!?” Ryner yelled.


    “This is bad,” Ferris said. “We don’t have the time for this. The dango is in danger. We’ll be going now, King.”


    “Mmhm. I’ll leave Ryner to you, Ferris.”


    “Mm.”


    “Like I said, stop deciding things on your—huh?”


    Metal flew towards him at an otherworldly speed. It was Ferris’ sword. Not the edge, but the blunt base.


    “Bwuoh!?”


    He collapsed to the ground, unable to find the power to stand back up.


    “Alright,” Ferris said. 


    “It’s not alright!”


    “What, you’re surprisingly energetic. How about if I do this?” Ferris asked. She stepped hard on his back.


    Ryner lay limp under her.


    “Now then. Let’s go, partner.”


    “……What sort of partner… I’m not into… ugyahh!?”


    She grabbed the nape of his neck for her finishing blow and dragged him around as she walked… 


    With that, the horribly incompatible pair set off on their journey.


    Sion saw them off, then sat in his throne. He smiled, then picked Ryner’s report up again to look at the first page. How many times had he read it since yesterday?


    Sion spoke to the empty room. “Lucile. What do you think this means for the path I’m on?”


    “I don’t know,” Lucile replied. He suddenly appeared before Sion.


    He wasn’t surprised about that anymore, though… 


    “It’s another path, isn’t it? And this isn’t where your path ends. So I won’t kill you yet. A king is an object - a single gear in what makes up a country. I won’t ruin something new. Haha. You’re still new.”


    Sion stared at the man who could say something like that so easily.


    That was the sort of place he was in now. This too was something of his.


    In exchange for power, he’d lost various other things.


    Even so, he felt he had to move forward. No matter what he lost. No matter how much sadness he encountered. Because this was the path he himself had chosen.


    His eyes fell to Ryner’s report again. An entirely new path was written here.


    “That’s fine,” Sion whispered.


    Ryner could take that path.


    “Even if it’s different from mine…”


    


    I hate it when people die.


    


    I also hate killing.


    


    I hate crying and I hate being made to cry.


    


    What’s the feeling called when you know you can’t choose your life? When your family dies? What about when the person you love dies?


    


    Nobody wants those things to happen, and yet this world wishes for pointless sadness, laughing all the while.


    


    I’ve never wanted to change things. I know it’s futile. But I’ll keep being sad if things don’t change, and I don’t want to lose anything else… 


    


    This is a pain to write, but… I think it’s about time to move forward. I’ve averted my eyes from the past until now, but if it’s necessary, I’ll look at it. For the sake of making a world where nobody will lose anything anymore.


    


    A world where that kid and Kiefer don’t have to cry, where Tyle, Tony, and Fahle don’t have to die, where Sion doesn’t have to torment himself over the state of things.


    


    To a world where everyone smiles and it’s okay if all we do is nap.


    


    Ryner Lute


  




  

    
      Afterword
    


    
      On a certain day, the super capable, super shrewd M-san (supervisor: is this like chopping people up with a smile? That’s disgusting) who was able to develop me today said,
    


    
      “Kagami-kun. I heard that there’s a ‘Dragon Cup’ in Tokyo. Want to take part?”
    


    
      “Heh? What’s that?”
    


    
      “Un, six authors are to come up with a short story and fight for the serialization on Dragon Magazine through readers’ votes…want to take part?”
    


    
      Of course I do.
    


    
      That’s 1 month before my first work ‘Warrior-officer El-win’, and I immediately agreed.
    


    
      “If I can take part in it, I’ll definitely try it.”
    


    
      “Un, there's a planning meeting on Monday. You have two days to raise some simple plot for this ‘simple creative planning for work’.”
    


    
      “Ha!? Two days…is it? ……Really?”
    


    
      “Really.”
    


    
      Why, WHY DIDN’T YOU TELL ME EARLIIIIEEEERRRR!!??
    


    
      I really tried my best to restrain myself as I answered,
    


    
      “I…I got it…I’ll do my best.”
    


    
      

      That was the process—
    


    
      Speaking of which, this is Kagami Takaya who took the mission of the fourth ‘Dragon Cup’!
    


    
      Nice to meet everyone!
    


    
      

      I feel like the leader of a pack of berserkers…
    


    
      Just like that, the ‘Legend of the Legendary Heroes’ has finished its release of the first volume. Having met everyone now, how do you feel about this?
    


    
      

      Right now, let me explain this work to those readers who never read the work itself—
    


    
      This work originated from the weekly Dragon Magazine. 6 authors were to come up with a story story and let the readers vote for the work they wanted to read. In a certain sense, it was a work that was born with some competitiveness.
    


    
      Thus, with everyone’s generous support ‘DenYuuDen’s finally released.
    


    
      I supported this intense battle that lasted for two months and succeeded—
    


    
      Like the above illustration, I’m the leader of the berserkers, the fourth generation ‘Dragon Emperor’…
    


    
      So let’s not talk about this!
    


    
      

      Ah, speaking of which, I have to mention this to everyone. During this competition, another work got the same number of votes and became the fourth generation ‘Dragon Emperor’…
    


    
      This work is called EME, and under the shady planning of the editorial department, ‘DenYuuDen’ and ‘EME’ are currently rivals and may end up with a bloody battle of life and death…
    


    
      But ‘EME’…
    


    
      Has a completely different style from my works. It has a bystander view, the protagonist’s cool, and there’s a lot of Hollywood-style actions. The term ‘cool’ seems to be the reason why this work exist.
    


    
      While our lead that has no will here. Who knows if we can fight against them…
    


    
      My heart would ache as I think about this every time (tears).
    


    
      Just like that, ‘DenYuuDen’ and ‘EME’ competed in the questionnaire, and the current Dragon Magazine showed a completely equal competition…
    


    
      As for this work, ‘Densetsu no Yūsha no Densetsu - The Ambition In A Kingdom of Afternoon Naps’, it was started before the serialization.
    


    
      The serialized story had much more comedic elements. In contrast, the characters in this long story seem to be a little more stern in their lifestyles (laughs).
    


    
      

      Anyway, to the readers who’re reading this work for the first time, the story starts from this long series.
    


    
      Please enjoy yourself as you read.
    


    
      

      As for the readers who read the serialized portion, I shall reveal the setting that was completely designated as a secret.
    


    
      Now I finally know why they started on such a journey (laughs).
    


    
      Speaking of which, the creation of the scenario in the opening of this afterwords was a complex idea that was compressed. After discussing with the editor, we decided to split them into long and short forms.
    


    
      I suppose everyone should know this. The start of the story was written in my easygoing style, but ever since the middle…
    


    
      I assure you that everyone was shocked (laughs).
    


    
      Just like that.
    


    
      I’ve almost finished what I wanted to say.
    


    
      But like I mentioned it before, I still have to thank everyone.
    


    
      This work was unexpectedly popular. The initial plan was to serialize for 6 months, and now it went past that and continued to be serialized. This is thanks to you readers for voting for this work generously and cheered for me, Toyota-san who made these beautiful illustrations for me, everyone on the editorial department and everyone else from the other departments who chipped in.
    


    
      Either way, books can only survive when people are willing to embrace and read them, so I feel that this work was completed with everyone.
    


    
      No matter how it was,
    


    
      For example, maybe you are just flipping this book in the bookstore or recommending this book to a friend, but this little action will bring about change.
    


    
      And through the planning of letting the readers express their views in this Dragon Cup allowed me to reaffirm this again, which made me exceptionally delighted.
    


    
      I really want to thank everyone.
    


    
      Let’s continue writing together in the future.
    


    
      

      So, the next time we meet is…
    


    
      I still need everyone to support me! (laughs)
    


    
      See you next time.
    


    
      

      Kagami Takaya
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