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    Prologue I: No Matter How Much Sadness We Carry—


    “This is already the end of the line for me, so there’s something I have to tell you,” she said to him in a kind voice. But he had nothing to say to her words… 


    Because he didn’t want to hear them. Because he was scared.


    All he could do was cry… all he could do was shake… 


    “I was happy,” she continued. “My life began to have meaning since you came into it…”


    He thought that was a lie. There should’ve been no way she was happy.


    She’d been separated from the person she loved, then thrown away in the end… they called her a filthy, low-born mutt, and forced her to bear their relentless hatred.


    She just lived to protect him, her life being shaved off little by little in the process… 


    Certainly, she laughed. She was always smiling gently and laughing like she was happy in front of him. Always laughing, like the sad things just didn’t exist.


    Even in the end, she… 


    He gazed at her, eyes cloudy with tears. She was lying in bed, exhausted. But she still faced him with a gentle smile… 


    That was painful.


    He couldn’t support her even a little, and he was so powerless that he wasn’t even able to protect her. How could he not be furious with himself?


    She embraced him kindly despite his weakness. “I’m not scared, Sion. I raised you to be a kind child. That’s all you need to be, and a splendidly kind child you are. Whatever mean things people may say about you don’t matter at all. Because I’m sure that many, many people will love you… so even if I’m gone… you won’t be alone. Please understand…”


    She smiled at him until the very end. 


    No matter how much agony she had to endure, no matter how scared of her quickly approaching death she was…


    In the end, she…  


    


    


    ---


    


    


    His mother died that day, and a magnificently decorated box was suddenly delivered to him.


    Inside was a dirty, muddy dead mutt and a single polite letter.


    She wasn’t even a human to them.


    


    


    ---


    


    


    He was always hated. Always, endlessly hated… but he didn’t feel anything about it anymore.


    He crushed the letter between his hands expressionlessly.


    Then he indifferently cleaned, made some food, and finished preparations for her funeral… 


    He sat on the bed she was still lying in. The smile had never left her face… 


    “You said I was kind, but… just what is kindness? What kind of kindness do you want me to have?” He whispered to himself. His tears had already run dry.


    He stared out the bedside window with sharp, willful golden eyes.


    “What if I can’t do it? I mean, I don’t think I’m kind at all… but… I think I want to change this country. If I can, I’d like to even change this mad world… I don’t know if just that can save people, but I want to try. Try to make it a world suitable for your sleep…”


    He stood and blew out the lamp, then made to leave the room.


    “You did well, Mom. Please… rest in peace.”


    He closed the door behind him.


    He couldn’t turn back anymore.


  




  

    Chapter 1: The Unmotivated Runaway


    A dozen soldiers all began to draw magical circles at once— 


    It gave birth to a massive flash of lightning. It almost seemed like they’d fire it to intimidate their opponents… 


    He gazed at the light. “Like I said, you’ve got this wrong. I’m tired, and my limbs are all heavy, and why do I have to go through this again?” Ryner Lute complained.


    A stream of lightning flashed and struck out a huge chunk of ground at his feet.


    Ryner sighed. “Bullies…”


    His black hair was messy, and his black, motivationless eyes looked awfully done with what was currently happening. His lanky body had the tendency to slouch, and for some reason he was currently wearing the white battle armor and robe of Roland’s strongest soldiers, the Magical Knights. In spite of his armor, he was overflowing with laziness.


    “Also, I’m actually, like, pretty against bullying. Yeah. So let’s make peace here and all take naps instead,” Ryner said, lacking even the vaguest nervousness as always.


    In an instant, thunder roared.


    Several places around his feet were all gouged at once.


    “Uu… seriously? I’m not allowed to leave? I hate running, you know. It’s such a pain… get what I’m sayin’?”


    Even as he spoke, lighting was shot all around him like a storm. A storm made to destroy. It was powerful enough that if he took a direct hit, he’d be burnt into charcoal.


    That destruction fell incessantly upon Ryner’s surroundings, like it was raining an abnormal light. He avoided it with great agility, despite his tired eyes. That, too, was abnormal… 


    There was someone else with him, too - a blue eyed beauty who dodged the lightning with ease. Her glossy golden hair fanned out around her as she moved. Her unusually handsome face was accompanied by a slender and graceful body clothed in leather armor. She had a longsword sheathed at her waist.


    She was truly a beauty of an unbelievable degree. She could steal anyone’s eyes, forcing a sigh out admiration out of them… 


    Ryner looked at her. “Hey… you…”


    He let out a sigh… of lamentation.


    Even in this situation, she was completely expressionless. She reached into her pocket, and took out some dango to eat…  


    “Mm. Dango from Wynnit’s really is delicious.”


    “…Hey, this isn’t really the time for that, is it!? What’s up with you! Don’t you understand the situation here? It looks like they’re gonna kill us!”


    “Hm. But you don’t seem nervous at all?”


    “I don’t wanna hear that from you! Geez,” Ryner said and sighed. “I’m getting really tired for some reason… I’m gonna take a nap, so make sure things go well while I’m out, okay?”


    In the midst of that destructive rain of lightning, Ryner carelessly layed down on his side… 


    In the end, neither of them had a word like “nervous” in their vocabulary… 


    They were currently passing through the border between the Roland Empire and Imperial Nelpha. They were trying to do so without authorization, so… that would be why security guards were currently attacking them with magic. To top it off, there was a massive wall at their backs keeping them from advancing. So they were completely closed in.


    The soldiers surrounded them.


    A bearded man who appeared to be the soldiers’ commanding officer came forward. “Hahah! We finally caught you, you taboo breakers! There’s no way you can get away now, just try! I’ve served for twenty-five years! There’s no way you guys can get past a veteran border patrol officer like me!” He even struck some kind of pose while he spoke in that heated tone of his.


    Ryner completely ignored him and spoke to the beauty beside him instead. “Hey, Ferris. This is my first time being attacked crossing here, so I have some seeeeeeerrious doubts. Hear me out?”


    Her expression didn’t change in the slightest, and she responded flatly. “No. I’m busy with dango.”


    “……”


    She hadn’t hesitated at all… her response was fast enough to give him vertigo.


    “What does that even mean!? God, I don’t get you… I’ve said it tons of times already, but think about the situation we’re in! This isn’t the time for you to be ‘busy with dango,’ is it!?”  


    Ferris’ cold eyes darted to Ryner, her expression unchanging. “So?”


    “Huh? Ah, um… er… w, well, even if you say ‘so?’ all cold like that, I’m not scared of you! Uu… it’s not like that! So answer my question.”


    “So what is it?”


    “Well see, it’s like, weird, yeah? We’re leaving the country on that guy - the king’s - order’s, right?”


    “Right.”


    “Then why were we suddenly attacked while we’re trying to leave? And they even called us taboo breakers! But we’re here on the king’s orders so we should be authorized, right?”


    “Right,” Ferris said with a nod, bored.


    By the way, a ‘taboo breaker’ was someone who had practiced the Roland Empire’s magic, then attempted to leave the country without permission. They could be a runaway, a deserter, or something similar. When these ‘taboo breakers’ were caught, they were forced to endure a harsh punishment.


    It was a system created to avoid leaking the Roland Empire’s magic to other countries.


    Of course, if they had permission from the king, there wouldn’t be any problems… 


    That should’ve been the case, but Ryner looked around. The soldiers, steeped in killing intent, had surrounded them like they were preparing for an all-out war. It was an explosive situation.


    “So why’d this happen, anyway?” Ryner wondered.


    Ferris didn’t even stop eating to respond. “Who knows.”


    “Hey… you threatened me to come all the way out here with that sword of yours. Don’t go pretending it’s got nothing to do with you now!”


    “Mm. The king’s orders were to accompany the older women loving sex maniac out. Because he didn’t know what you’d do then, I was ordered to kill you instantly should you prove unmanageable.”


    “…Kill me instantly…? Well, I had the feeling Sion would say something like that, but… why am I a sex maniac, again!?”


    “It’s your face.” 


    “Uwah… at least hesitate… wait, no! Augh, geez! I’m through with you! Like I could travel alongside someone like you! It was strange from the start, right? Why do I have to listen to what that guy says? He rummaged through my report all on his own, became king without me knowing, and to top it off, gave me a blank faced girl with a bad personality as a partner! Seriously, I’m done! I’m going home! And sleeping! Okay!?”


    Ryner yelled out his words to the soldiers surrounding them and began to walk.


    It was like he didn’t care at all about the atmosphere surrounding them… 


    The soldiers watched him for awhile, dumbfounded, before speaking. “Wait!! E-even if you say that, we won’t be deceived! You definitely won’t get—”


    Ferris suddenly spoke. “Alright. Dango break’s over. Now, then.”


    She unsheathed the sword at her hip. The soldiers made thoughtless noises as she did.


    She spun her sword around gracefully, then pointed the blunt side at the back of Ryner’s head and swung.


    “Gyahh!?”


    It hit with a dull sound, and Ryner collapsed on the ground. It drained him of the power to get back up… 


    The soldiers winced at the scene before them. “Eh? Ah, wait… what does this mean?”


    Ferris ignored them completely. She turned on the heel of her foot and stared up at the giant iron wall.


    “Mm.”


    In an instant, her body disappeared.


    No, it didn’t disappear… she just jumped with such speed that she appeared to disappear, but she didn’t.


    Her sword flashed, and in the same moment, the gate was torn into two equal pieces.


    “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Ryner muttered, amazed, from his spot on the ground.


    The soldiers’ expressions were matching exaggerated shock - their mouths had fallen open, but no sounds came out. 


    It was an unbelievable scene - her swordsmanship was so fast that no one had seen how exactly it happened. She’d sliced through the iron gate like it was so soft that it couldn’t offer any resistance to her sword… 


    She was an absolute monster.


    If a monster like her were to lift a hand against them, they’d be killed in a second… 


    “And to top it all off, she’s got a bad personality… uu… seriously, why do I gotta travel with her…”


    For some reason, Ferris grabbed Ryner’s back.


    “Gyah!?”


    She tugged to confirm that he wasn’t ready to stand yet, then moved her hand to his collar. “Let’s go, Ryner.”


    She dragged him slowly through the gate.


    Trying to stop her would just be reckless. So nobody did anything.
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    They somehow managed to progress.


    Time moved on, and Ryner and Ferris left the Roland Empire for neighboring Imperial Nelpha.


    Ryner trudged along the highway, looking like he’d given up. He sighed. “Geez, I get it already… I don’t want to be killed by you, so I’ll obey. So? Is our goal seriously to go find the Heroic Relics scattered across each country like I wrote about? Is it really okay to believe in that?”


    Ferris, who was walking beside him, nodded. “It doesn’t matter if I believe in it or not. But our injust king’s holding hostages, so there’s nothing I can do but obey his orders.”


    “Hostages? Ah, right… they did say something like that back in the royal court. Your little sister, right?”


    Ferris shook her head. “My sister’s life is fine. Because she’s my sister. She can do anything by herself. More importantly, if I don’t listen to the king’s orders, Wynnit Dango will be destroyed… if I couldn’t live off their dango, then what could I live off of?”


    “……”


    So what?


    Ryner scowled, but delving into that issue would be a pain, so he just nodded. “The king really is a horrible guy, isn’t he? And to top it all off, I gotta do this with someone with as bad of a personality as you… with him as king, the country’s already done for…” 


    “Hm. It’s just as you say. On top of being despicable, he’s made me accompany a sex maniac. It’s obvious what kind of path he’ll bring the country down.”


    They went quiet for a moment. Then Ryner spoke. “Hey… you know I’m not actually a sex maniac, right?”


    “I could say the same of you. You know that my personality isn’t really bad, don’t you?”


    And so, Ryner and Ferris glared at each other… 


    A few seconds passed.


    For some reason, Ryner was far more worn out than a moment ago. He walked, dead tired, dragging his feet. “Anyway, we’re like, supposed to be finding the Heroic Relics scattered across every country. They might be hiding an amazing hidden power…”


    “Mm. Right. We can’t let other countries get their hands on such tremendous hidden power.”


    “Well, they’re kinda like fairy tales, so I doubt anyone else has thought to seriously search them out though. I think we’re probably good on that front…”


    Ferris looked dubious. “Mm? Really? But I heard from the king that you’re the one who wrote that splendid report on heroic relics.”


    Ryner smiled bitterly. “Splendid report… huh. Well, I did write it, but… whatever. Anyway, we busted through the border a little too flashy, so it’s not like we can just walk right back into Roland now, so we might as well chase after Nelpha’s heroic legends. Geez, how’d this get to be such a pain… anyway, let’s head for Nelpha’s imperial capital.”


    “Mm. Is there a heroic relic there?”


    “No… there isn’t, but… to tell you the truth, I could only find information about Roland’s relics for my report. So we’ll have to research the heroic legends in Nelpha if we wanna find Nelpha’s Heroic Relics.”


    “Hoh. So that’s what we’re going to the imperial capital for?”


    “Yup. To visit the royal library.”


    “Then let’s go,” Ferris said. Her pace turned brisk.


    “Hey, d’you think you could walk a little slower? You’ve already hit me here and there, and I’m covered in injuries… also, I’m tired, and my legs feel heavy, and I really don’t like walking and traveling with that “alright, let’s reach the next town today” attitude, you know? So—”


     Ferris unsheathed her sword, and turned to point it at Ryner. 


    “Alright alright!” Ryner said, flustered. I understand, ma’am. I’m walking, I’m walking.” He began to walk again. “Shit, you’re a demon! How did you even destroy that massive gate? What are you?”


    Ferris ignored his question. “I don’t want to hear that from you. You’re always taking hit after hit from my sword, but you’ve shown me you can avoid it… so I could be asking you the same thing.”


    “Uwah… you’ve even figured that out?”


    “Obviously. Next time I’ll strike you dead with one hit…” 


    “You’re gonna kill me!?”


    They walked along the highway while carrying on that sort of conversation.


    The path they walked led to Nelpha’s imperial capital.


    


    ---


    


    The scene changes once again, this time to the most powerful and most unnecessarily large building in the Roland Empire: the king’s residence, the castle.


    The castle’s master was within a single, almost plain room.


    His silver hair had an air of nobility, and his golden eyes reflected a strong will, and he was fairly symmetric.


    Sion Astal.


    An illegitimate son of the king, Sion had climbed to the top of the ladder after a brilliant service in the campaign against the Kingdom of Estabul.


    He was the hero king who’d identified the misgovernment of the previous king and led a revolution with blinding skill. The king, still only nineteen, was born with exceptional charisma, power, and cunning, the likes of which he used to gain the support of the people.


    But the government was what really accepted the support of the people, and the so-called nobility hated him for it… 


    “Hmm,” Sion mumbled. His gold eyes narrowed, and his thoughts were wrapped up in the documents he was staring at. “If this river isn’t managed soon, it’ll become problematic for the nearby village… I’ll need the development on Lord Beryl’s land to wait a bit for this. But there’s no way Lord Beryl will listen quietly… hmm…”


    From his side, “Um… Lord Astal.”


    It was sudden, but Sion didn’t raise his face. “Hm? Ah, wait a minute, Fiole. Right now, I need to… okay.” He finally turned to face Fiole. “What is it? Did something happen?”


    Fiole was a young man of 16 or 17 who stood a little shorter than Sion and had a familiar smile. But right now, he was a little mad. “Don’t ‘did something happen’ me, Lord Astal. Just how long do you plan to keep working without a break?”
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    “Huh?” Sion thought for a moment. “However long it takes, I suppose.”


    Fiole swiped the documents Sion had been looking at. “You haven’t left your seat for twenty hours now, and you never look away from your work. Also, you aren’t eating often enough… you’ll destroy your body like this! So take this! Until you eat it all, I’m not giving you these documents back!”


    Fiole pointed to the luxurious meal he’d brought in on a serving cart.


    When Sion saw it, he laughed like he was troubled. “Fiole, you’re scary. I get it, I’ll rest for a bit.” He raised both hands as a show of surrender.


    Fiole made a face that screamed ‘well, obviously’ and skillfully performed his duty of clearing Sion’s desk and lining up his meal.


    Sion folded his arms. “More importantly, Fiole. Lord Culliard’s fiefdom isn’t paying taxes in opposition to the nobility.”


    “You still want to talk about work?” Fiole asked as he continued to set up the food. “I’ve already compiled a document regarding the fiefs’ opinions on the matter. But I’m not showing it to you until you’re done eating!”


    “I-I get it, I get it, I tell you. But you’ve already compiled a document? Then there are already problems, even in these early stages… I knew leaving it to you was the right thing to do. You’re excellent.”


    “W-what’re you saying all of a sudden? Nothing will come of praising me so much!” Fiole said, embarrassed, his face going red.


    “I was serious,” Sion said with an honest expression. “You’re always helping me out quite a lot. But if you’ve managed to compile a complete report in such a short amount of time, you probably aren’t sleeping much at all either, are you?”


    Fiole shook his head. “I’m fine. I was raised in a poor family, and lost both parents to the war the previous king caused. You found me and my little sister while we were homeless and took us in. It’s only natural that I’d devote myself to you. But…”


    Fiole’s eyes, which still carried some of the innocence of youth, scrunched up in an all-out scowl.


    “How am I supposed to repay my debt to you when you’re always busier than I am?”


    Sion laughed. “So you’ve been thinking of repaying me. Hmm, that is a problem. It’s a little different from my ideals. I won’t accept your repayment. The nobility opposes you because of your low social status, so I can’t officially promote you, even if your excellence is clear to anyone’s eyes. Those nobles want to use you in secret…”


    Fiole shook his head. “What are you saying? This is plenty enough for me. Life here is like a dream, and thanks to you, I’ve even been able to properly provide for my sister. I don’t need status on top of—”


    “That’s wrong!” Sion said, cutting Fiole off a little too loudly.


    “Huh…?”


    Sion met Fiole’s eyes, then smiled and spoke. “You mustn’t think like that, Fiole. Status is relevant. Your birthright is relevant. This is still a country with a noble class and a king… but when you look at me, am I truly more noble than you? When you look at the nobility, do you think they’re more noble than you? They’re not. Everyone’s the same. I believe that people are intrinsically equal. Of course, we all have our roles to play, but… someday, that’s the kind of country I want to create. A country without war, where everyone is equal…” 


    Sion paused for only a moment before continuing.


    “I’ll overcome any number of obstacles for that goal. In order to revamp the old, rotting system we’ve made enemies of the nobility in a short amount of time. They only cared about their own protection and money, after all. Fixing the them will take time, and I’ll need excellent people like you for the job. But even those aren’t what’s most important…” 


    Sion closed his eyes. Countless images rose up beneath his eyelids. The dead body of that dog he’d been sent. The faces of the nobility as they called him the son of a filthy, lowborn mutt.


    She may have had humble origins, but his mother’s smile was the most noble of them all… 


    Sion smiled. “What’s most important is that we don’t give up, Fiole. That’s what I think. Your status may be low, but… please don’t give up on it. People may look down on you, but in the end, you’re not alone. I’m sure all sorts of people are by your side, so… well, that’s what I was told a long time ago. I’m just passing it on.” He shrugged.


    Fiole was at a loss for words. All he could do was stare wide-eyed at Sion… 


    “What’s up, Fiole? Did I say something strange?”


    Fiole shook his head, flustered. “No! Not at all! I just…”


    “Hm. You just?”


    Fiole laughed happily. “I’m just so glad that you became king of this country…”


    “Huh?” Sion’s eyes widened. “Hey, nothing will come of praising me.”


    Fiole shook his head. “It’s true. I think you should be proud of the fact that you’ve become king. Now my sister will be able to grow up in this country, thanks to god’s grace.”


    Sion’s expression turned trouble. “You’re praising me too much.”


    Fiole smiled. “No, it’s just the right amount. My opponent’s the king, after all~ Buttering you up can only help me.”


    “Ahh, I see. You’re quite the schemer. You really are excellent.”


    “Hey, stop repeating that and get to eating. Soon, the nobility will assemble as the doors open to their dinner party.”


    Sion nodded earnestly. “A swarm of nobles doesn’t just have ‘dinner.’ Geez. Having periodic banquets just isn’t something I can get used to. It’s such a waste of the peoples’ tax money… and all they do at them is frantically try to marry off their daughters to me, and I’m sick and tired of overambitious girls trying to court me.”


    “Hahaha. But I’m sure there are plenty of kids who genuinely yearn for you, Lord Astal. If you weren’t king, but had some other title instead, I think I’d ask you marry my little sister.”


    “Hmm, really? I’m sure your sister’s a good kid. How old is she, again?”


    “She’s three years to my junior - fourteen years old.”


    “So what’s she up to now?”


    “Thanks to you, she’s been able to start school. It seems she’s pretty excellent in school, unlike me - she has good grades. She has a good attitude about it and works hard. Recently she even sent me a letter… my boss’s work has been too busy, so I haven’t had the time to send out a reply… ah, she’s probably getting lonely, isn’t she?”


    “…H-hey, are you implicitly blaming me for working without resting too much there?”


    Fiole resolutely shook his head. “No. I’m not blaming you implicitly, I’m blaming you directly,” he said. Then his face softened to concern. “Really, if you don’t take better care of yourself, you’ll end up ruining your body.”


    Fiole looked like he was going to cry. Sion shrunk back. “Yeah, I get it. After the banquet I’ll return to my room to sleep for the first time in awhile… In exchange, you have to take the weekend off.”


    “Huh? Take it off? N-no way, sir. There is absolutely no way I can—”


    “Hmm? You’ve been trying to stuff me into a bed this whole time, but you yourself don’t intend to rest? Then I won’t sleep either.”


    “Th-that’s so childish… Even if I don’t rest, I—”


    “I’m not telling you to rest for your own sake. It’s for your sister’s sake. Go see her.”


    “Ah.” That shut Fiole right up. He was silent for a moment. “Understood. Then I will take advantage of your proposal.”


    He looked happy.


    


    ---


    


    The previous king had constructed that salon for recreational purposes. It was made in a fan shape with the king’s seat as the point. The building was called the Blue Phantom Palace, and decorations were plastered here and there along the entire span of the floors and ceiling, if he recalled, and it was as if the entire nobility of Roland - all thousand and their wives - was engaged in friendly conversation.


    High-class meals, needlessly expensive wine… 


    Sion looked at it all… and sighed.


    Just how much did it cost to have routine banquets like this…?


    He had Fiole try to run the numbers once, but all it did was make Sion’s head hurt. If he took that money and spent it elsewhere, just how many people could he save?


    But it wasn’t like Sion, the king, could stop these money-sucking banquets. The nobility’s power was too strong.


    Sion crossed his arms, his bitterness clear on his face. If only he could deal with the nobles that’d been personally supported by the previous king… 


    Nothing had changed at all.


    No, that wasn’t exactly right. Since he’d dealt with the previous king, something had begun to squirm under the surface.


    Several men wearing military uniforms surrounded Sion as if to protect him. When they looked at him, they pulled similar bitter smiles. One in particular was a man in his mid twenties with perfectly arranged red hair and sharp red eyes, along with perfect straight posture. He spoke to Sion.


    “It’s bad of you to look so glum, Sion. C’mon, look. Pretty girls are looking your way. Let’s go over there, c’mon. Mingling with the nobles is another important part of the king’s work, yeah?”


    “Claugh, you just want to go pick up girls yourself,” Sion said, fed up with him.


    “Ah, you figured me out…”


    “You’re here as my army, so don’t just think about flirting…”


    “Oh, is that what you’ve been doing?”


    He looked the other way to a charming boy with wavy blond hair, blue eyes who left a stylish impression.


    “At a banquet like this, if you reach out to the nobles’ daughters, their parents will figure you out, too… it’s happened to me before, so cut it out, Claugh, sir.”


    “Don’t be an idiot, Calne. If your senior’s in trouble, you help him out, alright? That’s a junior’s job.”


    “I’d bow! Bow all the way down, face to the ground! The nobles’ kids will whine and cry like dogs… and then they’ll say to take responsibility, like some kind of pet, and then I promise fidelity.”


    “Hohoh… fidelity, eh? I know about that too. I heard you and Lord Paul’s wife—”


    “Wah! Wahh! What are you saying in front of Sir Sion!?”


    Claugh and Calne began to argue, up in arms.


    Sion had met them both in the military before he became king. They’d become allies, aided him in the revolution, and now that he was king maintained roles as chief vassals.


    Right now, their voices were steadily getting louder.


    “Geez… it’s human nature to reach out to lots of girls, is it? No, no. Of course I don’t wanna become an adult like that.”


    “You’re seven years older than me, aren’t you already an adult!? I-in the first place, Lord Paul’s wife and I… well… um… in any case, it was serious!”


    “Didn’t you say it was serious the last time you committed adultery, too?”


    Their completely unproductive conversation greatly perplexed Sion. “H-hey, you guys, you’re too loud. Think you could be a bit more discreet? I get the point, so it’s okay if you want to go over by the girls, Claugh.”


    Claugh stuck out his tongue. “Hah! If the king orders me to!” With that, Claugh disappeared into the crowd of nobles.


    Sion heaved a sigh. “It’s only times like this that he calls me king.” He noticed Calne staring at him like he wanted something. “Alright, alright. I’m fine here, so you go and see Lady Paul.”


    Calne’s face shone. “I’d prefer if you didn’t take that detail into consideration… but… well, I’ll take you up on that!” Calne said and ran off with a bounce in his step. 


    “Geez, those two… I wish they’d follow Fiole’s example,” Sion said, smiling bitterly.


    Now that he was left alone, several women in dazzling dresses grew closer… 


    No matter which he looked at, they were all showy and beautiful in that characteristic noble way, where it was clear that their beauty was bought with money.


    One caught met Sion’s eye as he looked and turned red. Another looked at Sion, brimming with confidence, and spoke.


    “Lord Astal. I trust in good spirits?”


    “You shouldn’t hide in a corner like this. How about you go to the center of the party?”


    “My Lord, would you care to take my hand?”


    Sion smiled, and took a tone wholly different from that which he’d used when talking to Claugh and Carne before. “My, you are a beautiful woman. Are you inviting me? Even though only the most distinguished of nobles are in the Blue Phantom Palace today…”


    She laughed. “My… Lord Astal, you’re certainly a joker. Nobody here shines brighter than you.”


    “I see. And I see no women shining brighter than you inside this Blue Phantom Palace, either. It seems the goddess of luck has smiled upon me tonight.”


    “Well, aren’t you good.”


    As soon as Sion had replied to the woman, a crowd of six noblemen had looked his way and moved closer. A tall man with narrowed eyes spoke.


    “You’re as popular as always, King.”


    Sion returned his smile. “Lord Beryl, Lord Paul, Lord Ishurna. Are you enjoying yourselves this evening?”


    “As always, when the king opens the doors to the Blue Phantom Palace for banquets it dazzles and amazes me,” the pudgy middle-aged man called Ishurna replied. “To those such as myself, whose territory lies in the Roland countryside, it is truly magnificent… as expected, of course.”


    “Oh, not at all,” another noble said, and the other nodded in turn.


    Sion narrowed his glittering eyes. “Really? Lord Paul, Lord Ishurna - perhaps it is due to your administrative abilities outshining my own. I heard of your recent bountiful harvests?”


    Paul and Ishurna’s faces distorted in unison. “Mgh…”


    According to Fiole’s report, those two had a history of imposing unfairly heavy taxes on their fief as well as leaving them in manure soiled clothes during the previous king’s era. The two nobles quietly studied Sion with cold eyes, but their lips were frozen in smiles. 


    “Please continue to do your best for Roland’s sake.”


    “L-leave it to us!” Paul said.


    “For the sake of this country, we have cut down on our own thoughts,” Ishurna said. “Isn’t that so, Merill?”


    One of the girls who’d called out to Sion before nodded. “Yes, Father. We are always devoted to His Majesty in mind and body.”


    The other girls did make an attempt to check their severe expressions, to their credit.


    A man that Sion didn’t know the name of who’d been quiet the whole time resolutely marched up past the other nobles and bowed before Sion. He more or less introduced himself, then continued. “By the way, Your Majesty. This has been unfortunate indeed… I happened to overhear your conversation a moment ago.”


    Sion tilted his head at his sudden words. “Unfortunate…? To what do you refer? I’m sorry, I don’t understand…”


    He was shocked at Sion’s reaction, and fell into silence like he’d been struck when he least expected it, and soon panicked. “Ah… well, c-could it be that you don’t yet know…? Th-then please forgive my rudeness.”


    “You don’t need to apologize. More importantly, what exactly do you mean?”


    “Ah, to hear it from my mouth is a bit…”


    Beryl smiled bitterly. “You mustn’t stop there. You’ve already said too much. It’ll only weigh on his mind.”


    “Th-that is so. Though I’m not sure a showy place like this is ideal for broaching this topic…”


    Sion shook his head. “I don’t mind. Please tell me.”  


    He appeared to hesitate, but finally steeled his resolve. “Understood… however, I only just learned of it from some nobles conversing over that way… in any case, the boy you recently appointed to a high post, Fiole—er, I seem to be forgetting his surname… but I hear your commoner secretary was found slaughtered a short while ago…” 


    Sion’s eyes narrowed.


    Fiole… had been killed?


    In an instant, his mind collapsed into chaos.


    While Sion had been enjoying himself at a banquet… that boy was… 


    While he was conversing happily with a woman… that boy was…?


    This wasn’t right. In the first place, he hadn’t heard it first. He heard it from nobles, and according to the rumors, he’d just been killed… 


    “My, my,” Beryl said. “This conversation reeks of blood. It isn’t suitable at all for the occasion. Of course, it is unfortunate, but one could say that if someone had to be killed, it’s good that it was just a commoner.”


    Paul continued, a smile rising to his face. “Yes, quite right. Quite right indeed. If a noble had been killed, it’d be quite the problem.”


    Last was Ishurna. He was also fixed with a smile. “Now, let us stop this dreary conversation and rouse our spirits. Merill, some wine for the king?”


    “Yes, Father.” She seperated herself from Sion’s arm and went to fetch some.


    “…I see. So that’s how it is,” Sion whispered to himself in a voice too soft for others to hear.


    “Hm? What was that?”


    Sion shook his head. And then… he laughed. It reached every corner of his face, leaving it without a single trace of gloom. All smiles, he finally replied. “Yes, you’re right. I also think it’s for the best that a commoner was the one who was killed. I shudder to think of if it’d been a noble. Everyone, your words have been a great comfort to me. Thank you, truly.”


    He looked around his surrounding with that smile. Several of the smiling nobles had averted their eyes… 


    “……”


    Sion held his smile.


    He already knew that these guys always played by those sort of rules. They always, always had, since long ago… 


    Killing intent swelled in his heart. Dazzling hatred swelled in his heart. But he didn’t let it show on his face.


    “Now then, let’s enjoy this evening,” Sion said with a smile. He forcefully took the hand of Merill, the girl who’d just returned with wine. “Now, my lady, would you mind taking my hand for a song?”


    “My, would you be pleased with me?”


    “But of course.”


    He set out for the center of the room, all while accepting the stares from nobles with a cloudless, sunny expression… 


    


    ---


    


    It was a horribly plain room.


    Nothing inside could be considered a luxury. Only the bare essentials for living were present.


    A desk and a bed—


    He didn’t use a magical light. Instead, the room’s lightsource was a candle atop the desk.


    When he saw what lay in the dead center of the room, Sion whispered a curse. “Shit… shit. This is my fault…”


    Fiole was in the center of the room. He was broken, submerged in a huge pool of blood. He was chopped up so unnecessarily fine; it seemed to be done just to spite Sion. 


    “…It’s my fault!” Sion yelled and punched the wall hard. It didn’t hurt at all. Only blinding anger swam through his head, painting over all other feelings.


    The nobles’ smiles rose to the front of his mind. Those dim smiles didn’t think of people’s lives or their feelings. 


    Sion moved to punch the wall again, but was stopped by Claugh who’d come in behind him.


    “Stop it, Sion.”


    Sion turned. He saw the blood flowing out of his own fist. “My bad. I’m done. Would you mind leaving me for a bit?”


    Claugh’s face clouded up. He went quiet.


    “Please.”


    “…I get it. C’mon, Calne.”


    “But—”


    “We’re going.”


    “…Alright.”


    The two of them left the room, closing the door behind them. The room fell even darker than it’d been before.


    The candle was illuminating a letter on the desk. Sion picked it up and read.


    


    Eslina, thank you for always sending me letters. Sorry my reply is pretty late. But you seem well. That really reassures your big brother. It sounds like your grades are good too, and that you’re doing your best, so I’ll do my best to cheer you on.


    I am blessed with a good boss. Lord Astal, the king, is a wonderful person. He treats commoners like us just the same as anyone else. I’m truly glad that he became king of this country. I think we can be proud of Roland as long as he leads it. I’d like it if you could meet Lord Astal once, too.


    Ah, right, Lord Astal has given me vacation time this weekend. See, isn’t he kind? I think I’ll go see you then. It’s been a while since I’ve come home. Make me mom’s special stew, okay? You’re good at cooking, just like she was. You’ll become a great wife. If your partner were Lord Astal… well, that’s not something people of our status should be saying, is it~?


    In any case, I’m looking forward to seeing you this weekend.


    


    Fiole Folkal


    


    Fiole had really been looking forward to seeing his sister. He also managed to convey that he enjoyed working for Sion from the bottom of his heart. His letter painted a wide and hopeful future. And yet, his letter… was dirtied here and there by blood.


    “You idiot,” Sion whispered. “I told you that social status meant nothing at all, Fiole…” 


    He looked to the pool of blood. A normal person would surely faint at the sight of so much. Sion drew closer to Fiole’s torn body… and held it.


    “You’re an idiot. Don’t praise me that much… I’m so powerless… I can’t protect anything…”


    Sion’s gold eyes distorted in sorrow for a moment in the dim candlelight… but they soon narrowed.


    He stayed like that for awhile, then sharply breathed in. “Claugh! Calne! Get in here.”


    The door opened. When they saw Sion’s clothes dyed red with Fiole’s blood, they were at a loss for words. But Sion didn’t mind.


    “Claugh, you’re in charge of burial preparations. Calne, protect Fiole’s sister Eslina before the nobility gets to her as well. We should… let her see her brother one last time, shouldn’t we?”


    With that, Sion made to leave the room.


    “Ah, Sion, sir,” Calne said. “Are you alright? I really think I should accompany you back to the royal court. They killed Fiole. They’ll be after you next…”


    Sion shook his head. “It’s the other way around, Calne. Because they couldn’t kill me, they aimed for Fiole instead.”


    Claugh nodded. “The king’s role comes with a monster attached. From the Eris family…” 


    “Eris… family, you say?”


    “Yeah. There’s no way you haven’t heard of them, right? They’re a super noble family, given the special name of the swordsman’s clan. They’ve guarded the Roland Empire’s king for generations. Sion’s the king, so he’s backed by that household. So as long as he’s in the royal palace, no one can kill him.”


    Sion shrugged. “That’s how it is. So rather than worrying about me, you should be careful that you don’t get killed. If any more of my subordinates let their guards down and are killed, it’d honestly hurt.”


    Claugh laughed, relaxed. “They can’t kill those of us that survived the revolution. Also, we understand the danger thanks to Fiole. I’ll tell the others to be cautious.”


    “Mm. I’m counting on you.”


    With that, Sion left the room.


    


    ---


    


    The garden path back to the royal palace was again lit by stars.


    Sion stopped and gazed at the sky… 


    A voice resounded from somewhere. It was a gentle voice, yes, but it was wrapped in ecstasy… 


    “Sadness. Hatred. Anger. Remorse. Revenge. Resignation. I wonder which ones of those are swirling around in you?”


    It was only a voice. Even if Sion looked around, it was unlikely that he’d be able to ascertain a presence. So he just continued to stare at the sky as he answered the empty air. “All of them, Lucile. No, all but resignation.”


    He spoke to Lucile, the current head of the Eris family, who didn’t show his form. When he did, he was awarded a shill but innocent cackle.


    “Will you make those hateful fellows repent now?”


    “I want to,” Sion answered immediately.


    Suddenly, a lone man appeared in his field of vision. He acted like he’d been there all along.


    He had golden hair, closed eyes, and a face so well-proportioned that one wouldn’t instinctively think of him as human.


    Lucile’s mouth, scarlet and glossy like a devil’s, gently curved into a smile. “Then let’s massacre them. I’ll help you. It’s my specialty, see. Massacre.”


    Dread and ecstasy gushed from his whole body. It was an atmosphere that made it hard to form words, but… Sion smiled. “No, not yet. Fiole wouldn’t want that. It’s not time yet. I need a little longer to put things together first. Then we’ll crush them in one fell swoop.”


    “Hmm. Do you have the self-control to wait until then? You’re shaking with anger, gnawing through your lips.”


    Blood was in fact dripping from Sion’s smiling lips. At some point, he’d bit through them… Sion wiped at the blood. “I can bear it. If I’d said that I’d make them repent now, you’d have killed me, wouldn’t you? Isn’t that why you showed yourself?”


    “We don’t need incompetent kings, kings that can’t understand when the time is right, or kings who are weak of heart, after all,” Lucile said. Just like how he’d appeared, his form disappeared into the night.


    Sion confirmed that he was gone, then heaved an exhausted sigh. “I feel a little depressed… maybe it’s because I haven’t slept. I should sleep today, just like Fiole said to…” 


    Clouds obscured the moon. With only the light of the stars to guide him, they seemed so much brighter. It was almost like they’d been lying in waiting for the moment the moon’s power weakened… 


    For the moment the king’s power weakened… 


    “…Geez… this place is truly a breeding ground for monstrous greed. I’m a little… jealous of Ryner and Ferris, who can travel and do as they please…”  


    Sion stretched his arms wide towards the starry sky.


    “They must’ve entered Nelpha by now,” he mumbled.


  




  

    Chapter 2: The Girl, the Demon, and...


    Though it was still mid-morning, the streets were filled with pedestrians. The latticed path was home to a steady stream of horse-drawn carriages dropping off luggage. The buildings that were lined up at the side of the road were of a different architectural style from that of Roland’s, making them look altogether new to him.


    Nelpha’s imperial capital, Élarun, was brimming with liveliness.


    Ryner looked around, taking in the exotic atmosphere. “Hau… I’m tired. Enough. I’m hungry, and I’m sleepy… and we just keep walking and walking. I’ve thought all this unexpected travel was a pain the second I heard ‘unexpected!’ That’s the kind of person I am, y’know? Maaan, I sure have been working hard. It’s amazing. Any more than I’ve already done’s impossible! Let’s go an inn, come on. Aaalright, after all this, I’m sleepin’ ten days straight!” Ryner said. He spoke with absolutely no sensitivity.


    Ferris showed no excitement for being surrounded by a foreign country’s townscape. She spoke with her usual expressionlessness. “Hm… so you want to go to an inn in mid-morning. I see. You intend to invite a woman, and then for ten days straight… it’s as the king said. You’re a sex maniac.”


    “…The hell?”


    Ferris shook her head, willing Ryner to stop talking. “When men invite women to inns, without fail, they tell them ‘I definitely won’t do anything. I’m really just tired, I’ll just sleep.’ But then once they’re checked in, he turns into a wild beast, his mind becoming wilderness. I read it in a book.”


    “Wow, what an eerily realistic story… not! You have the wrong idea. I’m not gonna do that stuff, you know?”


    Ferris was quiet for a moment, studying Ryner. “Mm. Yes, it seems so. From attractive older women to kidnapping and raping little girls, you’re a master degenerate that specializes in the extremes. There’s no way you’d do something so roundabout.”


    “…M…master degenerate…? Did you get that from Sion too?”


    “No. It’s the result of my evaluation on your bad behaviour while travelling together.”  


    “Hah!? I don’t do any of that stuff!” Ryner yelled.


    But Ferris ignored him and set out on a brisk walk. “Mm. Now then, playtime is over. Let’s go. The inn can wait, we’re searching for the library now.”


    Her words filled him with exhaustion. “Ah, just now, you were playing with me?”


    “Heheh.”


    Ryner watched her retreating back, absolutely fed up with her. “I was being played with…”


    He shuffled sluggishly on after her…


    


    ---


    


    Eventually, they found the library in the center of the city. It was built on an imposing scale, and was filled with an innumerable amount of security guards and important primary sources.


    When he saw it, Ryner’s eyes shone. “Oh, isn’t this amazing? Looks like there’ll be all sorts of sources here to read.”


    Ferris nodded. “Mm. Now hurry up and go in and hurry up and research.”


    Ryner sighed at her horribly unsociable words. “Hey, you… I’m gonna have to do my best and look through huge amounts of books one by one, yeah? It’s a huge problem, you know. So can’t you say something a little more motivating? I mean, you are really beautiful, after all. Throw me a ‘do your best!’ or an ‘I’m expecting great things ♡” or something. Normally people just coerce me and I hate that, so…” 


    “Hm,” Ferris said and nodded to herself.


    Sheen! She unsheathed her sword with a high-pitched sound. In an instant, it slashed towards Ryner’s neck.


    “Au… eh… umm, ah, I feel like I became really motivated just now,” Ryner said shrilly. “Uu… s, so… don’t you think it’s a good time to put your sword back away?”


    Ferris nodded, satisfied, and sheathed her sword. “Next time, your head flies. Does that motivate you?”


    “…Someday you’re seriously gonna kill me…”


    They’d gotten remarkably friendly lately, as you can see. They moved to enter the library, but in that instant—


    “Hey! Wait a sec!”


    “Huh?”


    Ryner turned. For some reason, a bunch of security guards plus an old man with a stark white beard, called out to him.


    The old man looked him over carefully, then Ferris. “W-who are you guys?” This isn’t somewhere your race a’ barbarians is welcome!”


    Ryner tilted his head. “Hah? Barbarians? What’re you talking about…?”


    For some reason, Ferris nodded like it was appropriate. “Hm. I see. It must be that. He has figured out that night after night, you walk the night roads for women to rape…”


    “You shut up! “ Ryner sighed. “Geez, what’s up with these guys? Whatever… anyway, old man. What you you mean, we can’t go in the library because we’re barbarians?”


    The old man looked at Ryner like he was an idiot. ”Hn. The fact that you don’t even understand that is proof that you are a barbarian. The library that we protect is a spring of sacred knowledge. Letting in the likes of you, with that pretentious heavy armor, would be absurd!”


    Ryner looked at himself and Ferris. Ryner was wearing white armor with a robe. The robe was fine, but… yeah. Ferris had leather armor complete with a longsword at her waist. It was pretty conspicuous.


    “Ah… yeah, we’re not really dressed for the library,” Ryner admitted. 


    Ferris nodded. “It’d certainly be dangerous to let an armed sex maniac in.”


    “Hey, I think you’re the bigger problem here.”


    Ferris turned to him like she didn’t understand it. “A beauty can wear whatever she wants without a problem.”


    What a thing to say about herself… 


    Ryner was at a loss for words. The guards and the old man, too… 


    They all stared at Ferris. Her face turned faintly red and she looked down. “I meant it as… a joke…”


    The old man gripped his hand in a fist. “You pass! You pass!! The beauty gets full marks for charm. It’s my loss. It’s as you say, someone as beautiful as you can make anything stylish. More importantly, won’t you become my grandson’s bride… no, become my bride!?”


    A security guard pushed the old man from behind. “Hey, don’t go getting a headstart without me! Won’t you become my lover?”


    “Wait!! Why don’t you go on a date with me instead of him!?”


    While they were all clamoring over her, Ferris walked right into the library.


    “The hell?” Ryner muttered. He made to follow with half-lidded eyes, but the old man sudden sprung at him with a kick.


    “I said barbarians aren’t to enter the library!”


    “Hah!? How come Ferris can go and I can’t!?”


    “Idiot. This is why I hate talking to barbarians. Aren’t you familiar with the phrase ‘a beauty can do whatever she wants!?’”


    “There’s no such saying! Er, oh, I know! You’re only saying that ‘cause you don’t know how ferocious she really is. You’d regret this if you knew!”


    Ferris turned her expressionless face back and spoke matter-of-factly. “Mm. He’s just resentful towards women because he was dumped a long time ago.”


    “Hey, you and me never even dated!!”


    Setting aside their arguments at the base of the library… 


    “What’s wrong with you, brat!? I’ll fucking kill you!”


    “Kyyaaaaahhh!!”


    Shouts and screams echoed towards them.


    “What?”


    “Mm.”


    Ryner and Ferris set aside their mutual insulting and turned towards the scene. A few ruffians stood in the center of the street, a boy of five or six who’d gone pale white lying on the ground between them. When she saw the boy, a young girl rushed over. For some reason, she was holding a large book to her chest. It seemed like the girl was the one who’d screamed a moment ago.


    Then a young man stood between the kids and the ruffians to protect them. “What’re you guys doing!?”


    He had a dignified voice and dark brown hair. He studied the men with a strong glint in his eyes. He looked kind, and somehow high-class. Truthfully, he didn’t look like he could take all of those men on his own, but his voice was firm anyway. 


    “Ibel is still just a kid, but you kicked him anyway.”


    The men glared at the young man. “Ahh? And who’re you? Are you this kid’s brother or somethin’? This kid just happened to end up under my foot.”


    The young man shook his head in astonishment. “Well, I think it’s pretty obvious you were beating Ibel up.”


    “What’re you sayin’!? Because of that filthy brat, my clothes got all dirty. I need compensation, I tell ya! Compensation!”


    “…I see. So that’s how this started. But then you succumbed to evil in front of these kids. You’re being a bad role model.”


    “Ahh? Sounds like you want a black eye, asshole!”


    The boy had regained consciousness. He and the girl watched, worried.


    “T-Toale!? Are you okay?”


    “Can you win?”


    The young man they’d called Toale’s calm expression was traded for something sharper. He smiled. “No way! But I definitely won’t let him get to you. You guys just need to get away while I’m fighting, okay?”


    “Huh!?” The kids shouted in unison.


    The scuffle began, five men versus one.


    One punched, then another punched back. A third threw a kick.


    “C’mon, hurry up and run! Ibel, Tellua!”


    “B-buut…”


    Ryner watched the scene with a vacant expression. “Hey, what do you think of that?”
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    “Hm. They must be your accomplices. And that Toale guy is a hardcore masochist.”


    “…That’s not what I meant. I guess you don’t intend to save him or anything?”


    Ferris made absolutely no effort to move, and spoke with a completely unconcerned voice. “Mm? Has that girl caught your eye this time? I won’t forgive bad people like you as long as I’m here.”


    “…Ah, I just sorta realized why I gotta travel with you,” Ryner said, amazed. “But no matter how I look at it, those guys’re way worse than me, right? Anyway, it looks like they’ve got hold of a pretty good guy. C’mon, hurry up and save him.”


    “Mm. You go hurry up and save him.”


    “It’s a pain, so I don’t wanna.”


    “Me neither.”


    “……”


    Ryner and Ferris glared at each other.


    “Hey, just how cold are you!”   


    “I don’t want to hear that from a demon serial rapist.”


    Their arguing started back up again, neither making the slightest move to go save the young man. No matter what anyone said, in the end, those two were far from good people themselves… 


    While Ryner and Ferris bickered, one of the men had begun choking Toale. “I’ll make you pay for that attitude ‘a yours. You’ll die at this rate, yeah?”


    “Guh… uu, shit…”


    The kids still hadn’t run away. Instead, the boy ran to grab at the man who was choking Toale.


    “Y-you’re bullying our brother… ukyah!?” 


    He was easily pushed off. 


    The girl raised the book she’d been holding up above her head. “B-brother, I’m gonna save you, okay!” She heroically took off in a sprint towards him.


    “Uu… don’t come any closer! Hurry, get out of here!”


    It was a tear jerking single-act play.


    A man turned towards the girl… and raised his fist.


    A sudden surprised sound escaped Ryner’s mouth. “Ah.” Then his expression turned earnest. “Seriously!? This is bad!”


    He ran towards her, faster and more fluid than one’d think his exhausted, motivationless body was capable of moving. He forced his way between the man and the girl. “Gotcha.” He hugged her, and before the man’s fist had the chance to connect, Ryner threw a kick at the man’s head. He fell to the ground, out cold.


    Ryner confirmed that fact, then set the girl down and sighed. “That was dangerous.”


    The girl stared, shocked. “Th-than,” she tried to stutter out nervously.


    Ryner took the book she was holding. “I’m researching this stuff. It’s an old book, so I was worried it’d get ruined… what a close call.”


    The girl blinked in surprise. 


    “W, who the hell’re you!?” One of the other men yelled.


    Ryner’s face scrunched up. This was bad. “Shit, my body moved on its own… I just wanted to save this book, see…? You aren’t gonna beat me up because I got in the way, are you!? Uu, what a pain…”


    He’d returned to his usual exhausted self… 


    And sure enough—


    “You ran out here all of a sudden and kicked him, the fuck’re you doing? You coward!”


    “You want us to beat you, is that it!?”


    Well, it’d seemed like a good idea at the time.


    “Actually,” Ryner said. “I didn’t really kick him? He just ended up getting hit by my foot by chance. You were saying the same kind of thing earlier, right? It’s just like that. So let’s just let it go…”


    “Like hell we could do that!!” The men yelled and came running at him to attack.


    Even now, Ryner’s behavior was decidedly lazy. “Ah, I’m tired from travelling, and like, I don’t wanna have to move much,” he mumbled and turned his back on the enemy. “Now, little lady. Think you could let me have that book of yours?”


    “Huh? Ah… um, okay… ah! Look out!” She screamed.


    In the same moment, Ryner’s body shifted just to the side. A man threw a punch in the empty space he’d just been in. He threw a kick in return. In contrast to his listless expression, his kick was unbelievably fast. The man hit the floor with great force, then stopped moving.


    Three left.


    “Wh-what was that!?”


    “You underestimatin’ us!?”


    “Die!!”


    They came rushing towards Ryner, punches at the ready.


    Ryner’s aimless, sleepy eyes met theirs…


    Ryner kicked a man who came at him with a punch. Well, it was more like a light press with his foot, but it was enough to get him to fall onto another man’s fist. He fainted in agony.


    The other man turned the arm he’d attacked his friend with around. “Ow ow ow… stop!”


    Something caused his body to flip over.


    In their surprise, they’d forgotten to keep an eye out for Ryner’s sluggish movements as he approached… 


    “Ah, ah, ah…”


    The men drew back in fear.


    “Yeah, it’s over…”


    A flattened hand slammed into their necks, and they collapsed just like that.


    Five men lay on the ground.


    Toale, the girl, and the boy all watched with dumbfounded expressions… 


    To Ryner, a fight like this was no sweat, but… he’d been raised as a pointless killing machine… 


    And to top it off, there was a woman who’d make his own abilities look like child’s play close by. “Geez, why’d I have to be the one to do this? If Ferris did it, it only would’ve taken a second. In the first place, I main magic. But there’s no way I can use Roland’s magic in Nelpha where anyone could see, so really, Ferris shoulda done it. Yeah. That logic’s not wrong. I’m not wrong. Her bad personality’s gonna be the death of me,” Ryner grumbled to himself as he walked towards the girl holding the book.


    But in that moment, a sharp attack approached Ryner’s eye at an unbelievable speed.


    “Nnah!?”


    Ryner moved to dodge in an instant. But considering that attack’s speed, there was no way he’d make it in time.


    He’d been able to dodge the attacks from the men from earlier like they were nothing, but this one was different. Just how terrifying of an enemy was this?


    It drove into his face and Ryner tragically collapsed onto the ground. His frightening opponent stepped on him. “Mm. Now all the bad people have been defeated. That was dangerous, girl… this man is a serial kidnapper of little girls. If I hadn’t been here…”


    Rather than terrifying, her words were just plain idiotic… Ferris turned to look at Ryner.


    “Youuuu!! Just what’re you sa—gwah!”


    His words were cut off by Ferris stomping on his back. She moved her foot back and forth on him as if she was putting out a fire. “Whose bad personality’s gonna be the death of you?”


    “Gyaaahhh!! Y-you heard that!? Ow, ow, I’m sorry!”


    Toale and the kids watched them, trying to figure out what kind of relationship they had exactly with astonished expressions.


    “Uh, um,” Toale started timidly. “Thank you so much for saving us.”


    Ryner, laying on the ground, and Ferris, who still wasn’t stepping off of him, emotionless as she was, turned their faces to Toale.


    “Ahh~,” Ryner said. “If you’re that thankful, you can get this demon o—ugyah!”


    “Maybe it’s best if I deal with this kidnapping demon now before he decides to take another victim,” Ferris said.


    Just what were those two doing…?


    They continued for some time until they were satisfied. Then Ryner was freed. He stood.


    The kids were embracing Toale and crying, rejoicing that they were all okay. He watched with tired eyes. “Ah, so what should we do now? There’s no point being here if I can’t enter the library. The armor’s no good, so I gotta go change clothes.”


    Ferris nodded. “Mm. That aside, you had business with that girl’s book, yes?” 


    “Huh?” Ryner said. For a second he looked like he didn’t know what she was talking about before he remembered. “Ah, yeah! Right! I, I did. That’s why I went out of my way to help even though it was such a pain. Yeah. Right,” Ryner said, inconsistent and flustered.


    Ferris stared at him emotionlessly for some time before nodding. “I see. You really do have a wicked liking for the girl—”


    “Why do you keep saying that!? And also, you were gonna move to help too.”


    “Mm. Because I’m a beauty whose pure heart holds more love than an angel’s.”


    Ryner pictured a heaven overflowing with angels like Ferris, who although very beautiful, had terrible personalities… 


    “…Just now, I thought it might be nice to go to hell…”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Don’t worry about it…”


    Toale approached them as they continued their fruitless conversation. “Really, thank you so much for saving my little siblings. I would really like to repay you for it, if at all possible.”


    “Ah, don’t worry about it,” Ryner said, his expression unconcerned. “Stuff like that’s just be a pain… let’s go, Ferris.”


    “Right.”


    They began to walk away.


    Toale went quiet for a moment, astonished, but quickly caught up. “Er, um… sorry, but look. I’d be setting a bad example for my little siblings if I let you go without repaying you for saving their lives, so please… Even if it’s only something small…”


    Ryner and Ferris didn’t even look at him.


    “Ah, I’m seriously tired today,” Ryner said. “Hey, Ferris. I won’t talk any more shit on you, so let’s look for an inn for the day.”


    “You bastard, you still want to—”


    “That’s not what I’m after!” Ryner said. He picked up his pace.


    Toale looked like he’d finally given up. His dejected voice sounded behind Ryner. “I suppose it can’t be helped. Ibel, Tellua, go return that book to Gynell in the library. Big Brother needs to go get groceries for dinner.”


    “Okaaay,” his siblings said in unison.


    Ryner and Ferris looked at each other, then turned back to Toale.


    “I only just thought of it, but actually, there is something you can do to repay me,” Ryner said.


    “Mm. We shouldn’t refuse the kindness of another,” Ferris added.


    Toale was perplexed at their sudden change in attitude for a moment, but he soon smiled. “I’m glad. We should be kind to those who were kind to us in turn. It’s human nature to want to repay people. For now, I’ll show you to our home—”


    “No, more than that, could you help us get into the library?” Ryner asked, turning Toale down easily. “For some reason, the old man there hated me and wouldn’t let me in.”


    Ryner looked back to the library’s entrance. The men he’d beaten up lay in the shadow of its pillars. When the old man and security guards looked at them, then noticed Ryner looking back, the old man spoke.


    “No! Even if a suspicious rampaging fellow like you were to blacken my eye, I still wouldn’t let you in!” So he said - and vigorously, at that - but the old man didn’t budge from the shadow of the pillars… 


    Ryner shrugged, then turned his tired face back to Toale. “See? It sounds like you guys’re pretty familiar with the library, so d’you think you could persuade him for me? I have something I really need to research there.”


    Toale nodded, then spoke with a firm tone. “Hey, Mr. Gynell. These two saved me but you’re still not letting them enter?”


    The old man unhooked his folded arms, flustered. “W-well, I certainly did see them helping you, Lord Toale… but I must carry out my post’s duty. There are important documents in this library, and…”


    “And that position of yours says not to let him in even though he protected me? May I remind you who was standing in the shadows over there this whole time?”


    “W-well…”


    “I’ll say it one more time,” Toale said. “These people saved me. So I want to repay them for their kindness. I’d obviously want to repay my benefactors, right? So you’ll let them pass, won’t you?”


    “Uh… I, I understand. There’s no helping it… if Lord Toale wishes it.”


    Ryner and Ferris exchanged another glance.


    


    ---


    


    They made it inside the library.


    As expected from its strict guard (though the guards were awfully spineless), the institution itself was amazing. The books were from everywhere as well as all the ages of history, nearly overflowing from their tightly packed shelves. In addition to what was open to the public, there were also special shelves for outstanding students and nobles - the upper echelons of society - to use as they pleased.


    So that left one possibility for why Ryner was allowed entry: Toale, who persuaded that old man called Gynell to let him in, was either an outstanding student or otherwise a member of the upper echelon of society… 


    “Uwah, this place is amazing. Toale, Ibel, Tellua, get that and that, and this and the book way over there. I’ll use that, too, ah, and Ferris, you go get that… ah, no, that was a lie. I lied. You don’t have to do anything, I’m sorry. You really took your sword into the library, huh… geez… umm, Old Man, pen and paper, please. Guess I’ll work the morning away…”


    Ryner’s eyes shone as he looked around the library. He had everyone set his materials out as he himself sat.


    Toale and the others nodded at his orders, and flitted around the shelves just as he asked… 


    Gynell’s face turned bright red at the scene. He turned on Ryner. “Y-you bastard! Myself aside, how long do you intend to treat Lord Toale like this!? You may have saved him, but remember who he is!”


    Ryner’s expression showed no interest in Gynell’s astonishing words. “So? Is he someone important? A noble from somewhere or other?’


    Gynell suddenly puffed up his chest. “Heheh. Won’t you be shocked when you hear. As a matter of fact, Lord Toale is the grandson of Imperial Nelpha’s king, Gread Nelphi!” He said proudly.


    “Wooow, amazing. Ah, Toale, not that one. The big book beside it.”


    “Oh, sorry. This one?”


    “Yep, bring it here.”


    “Got it.”


    “Gooootttt iiiiiittt!!!??” 


    The old man’s loud voice vibrated through the entire library. As expected, Ryner, Toale, and everyone else turned to look at him…


    “Whoa, whoa. Your face’s all red,” Ryner said. “Don’t tell me your lifespan’s—”


    “—Over? Of course not, you bastard! Were you even listening to me? This man is Imperial Nelpha’s emperor’s grandchild!!”


    Ryner was at his wit’s end. He blinked his sleepy eyes. “I was really listening. I said it was amazing. I was all shocked and everything. Do you have a problem with—”


    “Obviously! You heard me, so what are you thinking using Lord Toale like this!?”


    “What am I thinking…? Well, it’d be a pain to get the books myself…”  


    “A… pain…? I’ll kill you! I’ll never forgive you! You’ll die by my hand!” The old man yelled and lifted his fist… 


    “Mr. Gynell, stop,” Toale said, his expression troubled. He was hugging a huge number of books to his chest with one hand. 


    The old man made to take the books from him, flustered. “L-Lord Toale, what are you doing? This is work for a horse’s back… Imperial Nelpha’s name itself sheds tears at this!”


    Toale shook his head and scowled. “I think Nelpha’s name would cry harder if I didn’t pay back my benefactor. Besides… my dad has women here and there he’s thrown out, and I’m the child of one such affair, thrown out along with my mother. Why should I suddenly start acting all important like him?”


    Ryner raised his face like the conversation finally caught his interest. He looked to where Ferris and Toale’s sister Tellua were reading a book together earnestly. “I see,” he mumbled to himself. “So that’s why Sion’s character never twisted into a noble’s. It certainly wouldn’t suit him…”


    His words trailed away.


    For some reason Ferris, who maintained an emotionless expression no matter how critical the situation was, had turned beet red… 


    The girl who was enthusiastically reading with her spoke. “See? It’s amazing, right! I always read this when my brother goes shopping. But it’s been my secret until now. Um… top secret, you know? It’s that.”


    Ferris nodded. “I understand. But… this is included in Nelpha’s education for children, is it… in Roland, this would be treated as a terrible menace,” she said. She turned the page. “Ah!? This is… unbelievable…”


    Ryner looked at the book Ferris, who was always so expressionless, was holding. It was titled The Voluptuous Lady’s—


    “No!” Ryner shouted. “What the hell are you guys reading!?”


    He took the book from them as fast as he could.


    Ferris looked at him with her usual expressionlessness. “Mm. This girl was enlightening me on Nelpha’s most important confidential materials—”


    “Hey, you… doesn’t it go without saying that you shouldn’t read this kind of stuff with this kid? It’s bad for her.”


    “Certainly. We’ve only read the beginning, but it’s already clear to me that if she reads this, she’ll grow up to be an adult like y—”


    “I don’t read this stuff… and like, if you’re here, you should research…”


    Suddenly, the old man’s voice interrupted. “Ah, it’ll soon be closing time. Now, everyone, time to head home.”


    “Huh? But I only just gathered all my documents. I was gonna start researching now…”


    The old man smiled meanly, satisfied with himself. “You can’t. The favor you asked of Lord Toale was just to let you into the library, correct? So his debt has already been repayed now hasn’t it. So he doesn’t have to do anything else for you. Now shoo, shoo.”


    “No… I won’t. Barely any time’s passed since we got here. I haven’t researched a thing yet.”


    The old man’s face became more and more full of itself. “Heheeeh. I had no way of knowing that. It’s your fault for starting your research so late.”


    Ferris nodded in her typical way. “The old man’s right, Ryner. You were reading titles like The Voluptuous Lady’s Travel Diary 4 instead of working.”


    “That was you, not me! Ugh… for some reason, I’m really tired suddenly,” Ryner said. He let out a big sigh.


    Toale smiled cheerfully. “The sun’s already gone down, so how about we check these books out and continue researching at my house?”


    “Augh!? Lord Toale, even as a joke, Imperial Nelpha’s—”


    Toale shook his head. “Uncle Gynell, don’t make me keep saying it. They’re my benefactors. I can’t not repay them. Besides, I’m… no, we’re not that important of people in this country. Certainly, I’m that man’s… no, the heir to Nelpha’s child, but… that’s all it is. My mother is low-born, and we were all discreetly shoved out and into another residence with other children that man made while messing around. So I have all sorts of little siblings. But those children have no mothers to feed them her milk, you know? Even though there are infants who have been separated from their mothers… the only one they have to call a guardian is me.”


    Toale pulled Ibel and Tellua close and pet their heads. 


    “Do you really think people living in those circumstances are going to stand at the forefront of this country’s politics?” Toale asked.


    “W-well...  but, I… no, all the people of this country yearn for the chance to raise those children ourselves, and it’s a blessing that you, Lord Toale, will speak so familiarly to us all. You could even surpass Prince Starnelle… your studies tower above his own, and you’re far more excellent and well-known…”


    Toale smiled bitterly. “That’s just your own vision, Uncle Gynell.”


    “No, I have truly seen how happy you make this country. Did a minister not see you back then and fix important problems by using you as a window to the populace? And since then, this city… no, this country has grown to be one of wealth. That is something the entire population is aware of. You have the support of a great number of ministers and nobles… So if possible, my wish is that you should come to lead this—”


    Toale stuck his tongue out. “No waaay. My current lifestyle is pretty carefree. I like it. I can raise my siblings without making them see the filth of this world, too… besides, if anyone heard you say that, they’d arrest you, Uncle Gynell. Academics is really the only point I’ve surpassed the official princes in. Even the ministers… only came to talk to me because they couldn’t get a hold of the princes for discussions… do you understand? I’m not deserving of all that praise. And having someone like me as king? That’s impossible. I don’t have it in me. Now then, Ryner.”


    Toale turned to him, smiling relaxedly. 


    “Which books are important?” Toale asked. “We’ll check them all out and bring them to my place. I don’t know if it’ll taste good or not, but I’ll treat you to my home cooking anyway.”


    “Big brother Toale’s food is tasty!” The boy added. “It’s his specialty! Right, Tellua?”


    “Yup!”


    Ryner watched them, then nodded. “I can understand why they want to elevate Toale’s position. I think his circumstances are pretty similar to Sion’s… but there’s a big difference between Toale’s good personality and that guy’s bad one. He doesn’t call people old diggers or sex maniacs, for one…”


    Ferris nodded in agreement. “Yeah, that damned king threatened to destroy a dango shop, too… I can’t help but think of that as something only a demon would do.”


    They kept talking about them like Toale wasn’t there. He stood before them, arms full of books. “Let’s head out now. My home is full of kids, so it may get a bit loud, but I’d definitely like to introduce them to my benefactors.”


    “Let’s hurry and go!” Ibel said.


    “I’ve got lots of other amazing books at home!” Tellua told Ferris. She took her hand and led her out.


    The old man watched them, a little sad. “Shit… how pitiful… those kids are of low status, and to top it off, were even thrown away by their parents… Isn’t there anything I can do for them…?”


    Ryner’s eyes narrowed at his words. “They’re pitiful because their status is low? Because their parents threw them away? That’s not it. They’re happy. To be even a little like those kids—”


    “Give it a rest!” Gynell cut him off. “What do you understand?” 


    The old man’s severe eyes met Ryner’s gaze. Ryner’s eyes were as tired as always, but for some reason, he seemed sad. “I could say the same of you. You don’t understand anything.”


    With that, he left the library.


    


    ---


    


    The scene changes once again to the Roland Empire.


    A wooden sword was approaching in a sharp arc. The girl made to stop the wooden sword, but… 


    “Augh!?”


    …But she couldn’t do it. They weren’t going easy on her at all - the sword slammed into her head and flew back away. Her blood danced in the air.


    She fell and rolled on the ground, but she didn’t falter. She quickly readied herself again, tensing her body.


    She was a petite girl. Her flaxen hair was pulled in a ponytail, and she was on the verge of tears. But no tears fell from her big red eyes.


    She was probably around fifteen or sixteen. Blood was leaking from her straight lips after that attack… but even so, her wavering head was full of pep. She studied the men before her.


    There were five brawny swordsmen, each with his own wooden sword.


    It didn’t look like she could win. If one just felt their aura, they’d understand that. Five men were five men, and they were all pretty skilled… the girl grimaced and turned to the man in his forties or so who was staring at her intensely.


    “Do it,” he said.


    In an instant, three swordsman raced at her with their wooden swords.


    She understood that it was impossible for her to take the three of them at once. She threw her wooden sword and took her hand to the air before her to draw a magic circle of light.


    She used the Roland Empire’s particular style of magic. She deployed her spell with unbelievable speed.


    “I wish for thunder… eh!?”


    Before she finished her spell, a swordsman threw his sword. It hit her chest dead on, and the sharp pain caused her to stop her spell… 


    The other men approached, swords fixed on her neck while she recovered…


    Were they going to kill her!?


    She closed her eyes tightly. But… no attack came.


    When she opened her eyes, the wooden swords were stopped just before her neck… 


    They were looking behind her to confirm their victory with the older man, who’d been watching them closely. They spoke to the older man politely.


    “Umm… the match has been decided… what’s the matter, Lord Callaud?”


    The man, whose hair was streaked with grey, stared at the girl with cold eyes. “Why did you stop? Continue. Hit Milk just as you were about to.”


    “Huh!?” A swordsman said, his volume rising in surprise. “B, but… if we were to do that, there’s a possibility that our lady would lose her life…” 


    “If she dies, then that’s all she amounted to,” he said. “I’d just buy a new kid. If she isn’t capable of breaking this level of a deadlock, then she isn’t needed as a daughter of the Callaud family.”


    Even if he said that, the swordsmen stood with their swords lowered, bewildered. 


    “Do it!” Callaud shouted, turning to the girl called Milk.


    “Sorry!” A swordsman swung his wooden sword at her.


    “Kgh…”


    Milk collapsed on the ground.


    The other swordsmen lowered their swords on her, too.


    “Uuh… augh!? Ah…”


    Milk’s consciousness got further away as sharp pain ran through every corner of her body. 


    If they kept hitting her, she’d probably die.


    Even so, she could feel it. It was hard. She wanted to cry. It was hopeless.


    A man watched her as she was beat. Her father. Her father, who’d bought her with money.


    Right. Milk was his puppet. She was bought just like one.


    It wasn’t like it’d ever been loudly declared or anything, but this abominable system was natural under the previous king’s reign. Instead of using their own children, the nobility used puppets to gather military achievements under their name… 


    That was why Milk was being kept as a puppet under the prestigious Callaud name… 


    Nobody needed an incompetent puppet.


    Anyone would get rid of an incompetent puppet… 


    That was the life she lived.


    Day after day, she went through abnormal military training… 


    Her tears began to overflow.


    If this was how every day would continue for her, then… 


    Maybe it was better if she did die now… 


    She’d lost count of how many times she’d thought that as she was hit and hit by wooden swords… 


    The pain weakened as her consciousness finally left her… 


    But—


    Words suddenly rose in her mind.


    The words of a boy with black hair. He lacked ambition and drive, and his eyes were always sleepy and unmotivated, but his face was truly kind.


    “You cry too much. And don’t say you’ll die - you’re tough. I don’t plan on dying either, so…”


    So… 


    Milk opened her eyes. Her tears stopped falling.


    Her arms were already powerless from pain. But she moved them. “So… don’t die… don’t die… don’t die…”


    She whispered the words that boy had told her over and over again.


    She hid her arms with her back, and began to draw a magic circle where the men couldn’t see. “I wish for rain clouds - Leveling Rain!”


    Fluid gathered below her, then exploded, covering the ground with rapids. 


    “Uwah!?”


    “What!?”


    They spoke over each other, falling over against the force. The water carried the swordsmen away.


    Milk confirmed that they’d been swept away, then drew a second magic circle from her position in a waterless spot. “I wish for thunder…”


    She held a hand up high. Her voice was hoarse from pain. “Don’t move, everyone. If you move, I’ll use this spell on you. If I do, you’ll all be electrocuted. It’s my win.”


    She looked at Callaud as she spoke. So did the swordsmen.


    He nodded. “Alright, it’s over. Food’s in an hour. Your next training session’s in two. Don’t be late, Milk.”


    She understood that…  


    When she got good results, she was quickly pushed into another session.


    And another and another and another.


    It was to raise her value as a tool.


    Callaud walked out. Milk watched him go.


    “…Yes, sir,” she replied quietly.


    


    ---


    


    Some time later.


    (Do your best, Milk! It’s okay. You can do it, yeah! Don’t make a sound. Use proper manners, and be on your best behavior. It’s okay. If you just ignore the pain… ah… it does hurt, but… keep doing your best!)


    She recited those words to herself within her heart as she drank her soup like she was on the verge of starvation. Her whole body hurt from being hit, and if she dropped her soup, she’d probably be done for… 


    “Mm… ah.”


    Sharp pain raced through her at the slightest movement.


    (If I don’t eat here and now… my body won’t be able to survive! Drink up, Milk! C’mon!)


    She was currently enduring a painful battle at the candlelit dinner table. The whole Callaud family was assembled.


    They were Milk’s adoptive father, mother, and sisters who were close to her in age.


    In contrast to Milk, they were having a pleasant and fun chat. Dinner was a time they could enjoy.


    The sister who was just older than her spoke happily. “Mother, Lady Anna invited me to travel with her over our next school break. May I go?”


    “Well, does Lord Anna have Marquess​ Ishurna’s permission? And where has she invited you to?”


    “To stay by the Cornell coast so that we may enjoy swimming in the ocean.”


    This time the daughter the same age as Milk spoke. “Whaat! No fair, sis! I wanna go too!”


    “There’s nothing I can do about that. Anna is my friend. So, Mother? May I?”


    Their mother tilted her head, troubled. She turned to the head of the family. “What should we do, Father? Nallua is saying she wants to go now, too. What do you say the whole family takes a vacation?”


    “Hm. Sounds nice,” Callaud said with a small nod.


    His daughters cheered. But Callaud quickly turned to Milk.


    “You understand, don’t you?”


    “Huh?”


    Milk hadn’t really been listening. The hand holding her spoon stopped and she raised her head to look around her. “Ah, yes. I understand. I have military training, so…”


    Milk’s sisters looked at her, at her wounds, and hung their heads.


    Milk noticed and smiled, flustered. “Ah, Lady Amy, Lady Nallua. I’m happy for you. Please enjoy your travels.”


    “Y-yeah.”


    The two sisters’ expressions sunk even lower.


    Milk’s adoptive mother looked at her like she was something dirty. Callaud continued to eat silently.


    It was a completely average meal for them… 


    Milk didn’t pay too much attention to the girls. She just went back to eating with a smile… 


    “…Ah,” she whimpered. The pain she’d been enduring until now flashed through her even stronger than before. Her spoon fell from between her fingers… 


    It made a harsh, high-pitched sound as it hit the plate. That sound echoed through the dining room.


    “…Uu.”


    Milk raised her hand, a pained expression on her face. “I’m s-sorry,” she finally managed to say.


    But Callaud was already standing, moving towards her with his fist raised. 


    Milk watched him. She was at ease. After enduring that tough military training day after day, her endurance and reflexes had far surpassed that of a normal person’s… 


    But she didn’t dodge. Dodging was meaningless. He’d just hit her again. He’d come closer and closer, until there was nowhere she could run.


    She watched his approaching fist with eyes that’d given up… 


    It slammed into her, pushing her petite body right out of her chair.


    “Kyaaah!” Her sisters screamed after the fact.


    Milk lay on the ground like a marionette whose strings had been cut… 


    She coughed. “Augh…”


     Her cheek was cut open a second time today, and blood dripped from her mouth… 


    Callaud looked down on her from behind, his eyes horribly harsh on his unfeeling face. “It appears that you don’t yet understand the weight of the Callaud name. You’ll soon be entering the military under the Callaud name. By then, you must be more skillful than anyone so as to not bring shame to our elegant name. That is why I bought you. It is your only value…”


    Milk rose slowly. “I-I understand. I apologize.”


    He nodded.


    Right.


    That was the only reason why it was okay for her to be here. He always told her that. Since he bought her when she was five years old, she was always, always told that that was the only reason she was born. Every coming day was dyed by the blood spilt in her military training, training that so often walked the line between life and death. Her life was inherently not enough. If she died, then that was that. If she couldn’t survive, then she wouldn’t earn the right to carry the Callaud name into the military… 


    That was her life.


    Nobody loved her, nobody would gaze at her… 


    Then one day, she suddenly realized something.


    The promise she’d made long ago. Her dreams from long ago. She wouldn’t be able to make good on any of it.


    She despaired. She didn’t have anything left. Her life had no meaning. There was no light at the end of the tunnel for her.


    Even so, she couldn’t just give up and die. She couldn’t lose here and now.


    Because she’d promised that boy that she’d do her best.


    So… 


    She smiled with all her might.


    So as to not bring shame to the Callaud name.


    So as to keep that boy from from laughing at her.


    She smiled elegantly… with her blood-stained face.


    


    ---


    


    Young people’s voices.


    The thunderous roar of spells firing again and again.


    They were the Roland Empire’s Advanced Military Academy’s training grounds.


    It was a military academy for the children of the nobility - a truly elite military academy.


    Sion had come to visit. He had a sweeping view of the young students from the glass window of the observation deck. He gazed at the students’ training for some time before his eyes fell to the thick documents in his hands.


    It was an orderly survey on prospective personnel that Fiole had compiled. It contained detailed profiles about their abilities and personalities, if they were nobles, if they might serve Sion… 


    Such as… 


    Those who were not the children of nobles, but had instead been bought by them. Whether they had grudges against the nobility or not. Depending on the person, it even detailed the sort of upbringing they’d had in their noble families. Sion gazed at the files.


    “Ahh, geez… That Fiole didn’t have to go leaving me alone with such a thick document to go through myself,” Sion said sadly.


    Sion often came to this academy to gather people according to this report to stabilize his position. That should’ve been Fiole’s duty, but… 


    Fiole wasn’t with him anymore… 


    Claugh, his guard, spoke from behind him. “So what kind of guy caught your eye today?”


    Sion raised his head from the documents and smiled meanly. “A girl, just for you.”


    Claugh, who’d been obviously bored, was suddenly wide awake. “Oh, seriously? Man… I had this feeling when I woke up today. So I told Calne to leave guarding you to me for the day. Looks like it was destiny.


    Sion stared at his older subordinate, exasperated. “So it was destiny that I’d interview this kid today?”


    “Heheheh. Don’t treat me like an idiot, Sion. It’s destiny when I meet any girl.”


    “Ah. Undeniably.”


    Suddenly, Claugh took a wise tone. “Your Majesty the King, I am not worthy of the honor of your praise… anyway, jokes aside, who’s today’s pick?”


    Sion nodded at Claugh’s question. “She’s really excellent.”


    He looked at the documents. Today’s target’s grades were outstanding. Her magic formulation, from theory to technique and her hand-to-hand combat put together made her combat abilities quite versatile. Her abilities all indicated that she was something of a genius.


    But that wasn’t what made her stand out to him. What made her stand out above all of her peers was her outstanding grades in tactics. The team she commanded in tactical simulations has, to date, never lost… She set an amazing record for it.


    Magic and hand-to-hand combat were both skills that could be learned with effort. Tactics were different. They required a certain kind of genius. Quick-wittedness and popularity.


    One had to be quick-witted to understand strategies and tactics and adapt them for every situation. They also had to be able to form completely new tactics as the situation called for them.


    As for popularity… 


    It was definitely the hardest out of everything. A team, and even an army, had to have complete trust in their leader. With just that, their battle ability drastically improved.


    In any case, this particular person towered above the rest in those regards. All at the tender age of sixteen, no less.


    It was easy to see why Sion wanted her… but now that he was observing her, he didn’t really see that kind of ability… 


    “Well, see for yourself,” Sion said. He handed Claugh the documents.


    Claugh immediately lost interest. “Mm… ah? What the hell. This is a daughter of the noble Callaud family… Don’t expect much. They’re stinking nobles, through and through… how exactly are you thinkin’ you’ll make an ally out of her?”


    Sion laughed. “What? You’re always going around seducing nobles’ daughters, but I’m not allowed to make allies out of them?”


    “This and that are different. Claugh’s voice sunk low, and he traded his usual flippant tone for something sharper. “See, I… I’m mad about what happened with Fiole. The nobility uses dirty, underhanded methods without thinking about the pain it’ll cause others. I can’t forgive that. After this noble brat joins us, she’ll just stab us in the back. Nooo thank you.”


    Sion nodded. “But Claugh, it isn’t like all nobles are our enemy. There are surely nobles who aren’t comfortable with the current state of affairs as well as nobles who understand people’s pain.”


    “Well, that’s true, but…”


    “Plus, the person we’ve come to recruit today is someone Fiole chose. I believe in him. Also, this kid was bought by the nobility.”


    Claugh knit his eyebrows. “I see… But… buying people, huh. I hate that. I really don’t like those nobles.”


    “I feel the same.”


    Then Claugh’s eyes started to shine. “Then I’ll take the hand of this sixteen year old girl, who’s been the nobility’s plaything all this time…!”


    “Hey, you. You can’t. The kid we’re meeting today has a previous engagement.”


    “Hah? Previous engagement? The heck is that?”


    Sion laughed boldly. That was the real reason he’d chosen this girl… 


    According to a detail in these documents, she’d been affiliated with the same organization as that man. It was known as Roland’s Special Institute #307.


    Roland’s Special Institute #307.


    It was a name that had fallen to the dark side of Roland’s past. It wouldn’t be wrong to call it hell.


    On paper, it was an institution to raise children orphaned by the war so that they could live on their own… but reality was different. It only accepted children who showed signs of talent and gave them exhaustive military training. Children who couldn’t keep up were soon thrown away. The few kids who lived were sold off to nobles for a high price and sent to war while they were still young… 


    She was one of the few who survived.


    And she was also that guy’s… 


    Someone knocked on the door, and soon spoke from the other side. “Milk Callaud,” she introduced herself. “May I come in?”


    Sion and Claugh exchanged a glance. “You may,” Sion said.


    An energetic, petite, and beautiful… no, cute girl entered. She stood before them, unmoving and clearly nervous… 


    “Your Majesty the King, I have heard that you called for m… aah, ow!!” Halfway through her sentence, she lost her articulation and turned around and crouching down. “I bit my tongue… It hurts… uu… but I can’t lose heart from just this! Do your best, Milk! Go get ‘em!”
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    What a thing to whisper to herself, crouched on the floor… 


    Sion and Claugh watched her, dumbfounded.


    When she stood back up, her face was bright red and she was on the verge of tears. “Ah, um, I’m sorry. Really sorry. Uh, um, er… Your Majesty the King, I have heard that you called for me! And that you would like me to take some sort of exam.”


    This time she said it without any mistakes. She stared up at Sion, her eyes free of ill will. Sion couldn’t feel any of that hatred particular to nobles from her. Instead, she gave the impression of a kindergartener that still didn’t know how disgusting the world was… 


    Sion and Claugh shared a look.


    Then Claugh laughed, pained, and moved to whisper in Sion’s ear. “Hey, Sion. She’s here for a job, right? She’s so funny. I like this funny girl already.”


    Sion laughed at that, then cleared his throat. He looked at Milk. She had an adorable face with big and round eyes, flaxen hair tied up in a ponytail, and a petite build.


    She looked really… undependable… 


    She didn’t look like she had outstanding grades in every subject, or like she led an undefeated team in tactics practicals… 


    It was even possible that she’d used the Callaud name to unfairly raise her grades… 


    If that was the kind of person she was, he didn’t need her.


    Even if he had history with her… 


    “……”


    Milk was nervously standing at attention. Sion gazed at her for some time. Then he exchanged a look with Claugh, who nodded. His hand moved quickly, and he threw a pen Milk’s way. It headed for Milk’s cute, innocent face with amazing force.


    Milk was still staring straight at Sion, like she hadn’t noticed Claugh’s pen at all.


    It’d hit her.. Sion was sure of it. Her documents were all nonsense… 


    Milk’s hand moved casually. She wasn’t looking at the pen, but her hand moved to precisely the right place to stop it. She looked at the pen for the first time when it was already caught in her hand. 


    She suddenly become flustered. “Augh!? D-did you know I forgot my pencil case!? Um… I”m sorry. It won’t happen again… I’ll be borrowing this, okay? So where should I take the exam?”


    What a response. It seemed like she didn’t think catching the pen was impressive in the slightest…


    Claugh laughed happily. “She’s the real thing.”


    “Right. But… just by the look of her, I’m really doubting that her leadership skills are as high as we’ve heard.”


    Sion stared at her, unblinking. She stared back, head tilted. She was pitiful and yet precious in the same way animals were… Sion forced a smile and softly. “At a glance, she’s completely undependable. Would subordinates really follow her? What do you think, Claugh?”


    Claugh grinned. “Unreliability can fire subordinates up. Especially since she’s a girl.”


    “Hmmm… does that sort of thing really happen?”


    “It happens. You’ll see when she’s a commanding officer.”


    “You sure are pushy. Well then, Claugh. Why don’t we make her your boss and see?”


    “Hah!? W-wait. Why’s she gotta be my boss?”


    “Mm? Are you dissatisfied?”


    “Well… I wouldn’t say dissatisfied.” He looked at Milk. “But like, I prefer a more adult-like woman. Ah, but not older women like Calne likes. It’s like, I like them ladylike, see, so when I invite them at night…”


    Claugh kept talking and talking, carrying on a thoroughly one-sided conversation about his ideal woman. Sion listened for a while before sighing. “Alright, alright. I get it already. I never really intended on placing her with you. Her path’s already decided.”


    “Oh? Where’s she going?” Claugh asked, deeply interested.


    Sion smiled meanly. He looked to Milk, who was watching them talk with a mystified look her her face. “Milk Callaud.”


    “Y-yes!” Milk said, tensing instantly. 


    “I am appointing you a first lieutenant here and now.”


    “…Huh? Uh, aahh!?” Milk raised her voice in shock, her already large eyes widening. “Um, umm… but I still haven’t graduated yet? And even a second lieutenant would be a lot… so first lieutenant all of a sudden is, well…”


    Sion laughed. “You don’t think your grades are enough to have earned you the spot?”


    “Well… but…”


    “Are you dissatisfied?”


    “No! That’s not it! I just think there’s someone more suitable than me. Someone with good grades who’s already graduated. Making me a first lieutenant before them is just…”  


    Sion and Claugh forced another smile at Milk’s modesty. They didn’t think she’d say that in this situation. The path to success in life was unraveling before her. Normally one would eat a chance like this up. And yet, she was seriously bewildered… 


    Was it her way of revolting against the noble who bought her? Becoming successful in the military was exactly what the Callaud family wanted… 


    Sion studied her with sharp eyes. “You’re hesitating. Is the duty of a first lieutenant too much for you? Or are you revolting against the Callaud family?”


    “Huh?” Milk stared unblinking for some time before finally breaking out of her silence. “Your Majesty, you even know about that?”


    “Yes. My subordinates are excellent, you see. They’ve already gathered information on you going all the way back to your birth. Even back to Roland’s Special Institute #307…”


    Milk shivered.


    “So what is it?” Sion asked. “What’s making you hesitate? Do you hate the idea of following me?”


    Even though he’d asked her a question, Milk just stared at the floor like she was thinking of something… like she was recalling something… 


    “I… don’t hold a grudge against the Callaud family or anything,” she finally said. “It was so strict I really could have died, but… they did raise me up until now… if I had the chance to repay them for that, I feel like I should take it. I don’t think my mother liked me much, but Amy and Nallua are kind, and… I don’t hold a grudge on Roland’s Special Institute #307 either. Because that’s where I…”


    Her words were so quiet that Sion couldn’t hear them from there. But he could imagine what they were.


    Because it was there that she met him. 


    Milk raised her head. Her face was different from before, like she’d finally found her resolve. She smiled elegantly. “I understand. I accept the position with pleasure.”


    Her answer was satisfactory. “Well then, Lieutenant Milk Callaud. I’m sure the Callaud family will be glad to hear of this. I’ll notify them of your assignment. Until then, please rest at home for a while.”


    “I will! Thank you so much!” Milk bowed her head, then left the room.


    “She’s a real good kid,” Claugh said. “I want a daughter like her.”


    “Hm? Shouldn’t you hurry up and settle down with a family then? You already have plenty of partners.”


    “If I did that, they’d kill me!”


    “That’s what you get for sleeping around,” Sion said.


    “I’m impartial, what can I say?”


    “Listen to you.”


    “Anyway, that girl… Milk, right? Where are you gonna put her?” Claugh asked.


    “Captain of a Taboo Hunter team,” Sion answered easily.


    Claugh’s eyes widened. “Why’re you bothering with that again?”


    His surprise was natural.


    Captain of a Taboo Hunter team. It was always an assignment people hated.


    Catching taboo breakers - personnel who left the country without permission - meant arresting or even killing people who used to be one’s allies, even if their only crime was running from war.


    But if people didn’t accept this post, then it was dangerous for them. Deserters would just end up supporting other countries. Taboo breakers were those who had studied Roland’s powerful magic, after all.


    Because they had to eliminate taboo breakers regularly, Taboo Hunter captains were held in contempt as committers of amicicide. So children of nobles really didn’t want assignments like that. The people that ended up taking the jobs were those who certainly had the ability, but had no status such as orphans… 


    So Claugh was surprised. “Sion, what’re you thinking?”


    Sion shrugged. “Heheh. It’s a secret. Anyway, I’m entrusting her to Miller and Luke.”


    “Luke? He’s already done taboo breaker stuff. Why’re you making him do it again? He already did during the revolution…”


    “Haha. He said he likes being Miller’s subordinate. He has no interest in promotions.”


    “Even so… You can just promote Miller more…”


    “It’s important to give Miller a job where he can control who lives and dies. He said himself that it suits him. ‘I was asked to become a lieutenant general, but turned it down without a second thought. It’s easier to move around as a major,’ is what he said.”  


    Claugh made a stupid face. “I-is he an idiot, staying in such a hated position…?”


    Sion laughed happily. “This county will be fine as long as there are people like them around. Even if someone like me is king.”


    “I see.”


    “Don’t agree with me,” Sion said and stood. He closed his documents. “We’re done for the day. Shall we go?”


    “Yeah.”


    They made to leave the room, but right then… they were struck by an overwhelming murderous intent… 


    It was coming from beyond the door.


    Claugh moved forward as if to protect Sion. “What was that!?”


    “I don’t know… but…”


    Sion scowled at the door. He understood that something dangerous was there. It wasn’t just one person, either. It was several people.


    “The nobles didn’t stop caring about what it’d look like and come to kill you, did they…?”


    The door… slowly opened.


    A lone man stood on the other side. Sion couldn’t find anyone else there. He watched the man suspiciously. He had long, pitch black hair that was beautifully straightened. His height was around that of Claugh’s, but compared to Claugh, he came off as rather thinner.


    His face was surprisingly handsome… but there probably weren’t many people who realized that. Because at the center of that face were cold, dark blue eyes that seemed to look down on others. They were cold enough to cut deep, and gave him a horribly dark atmosphere… 


    Age-wise, he was a bit older than Sion - twenty-two or twenty-three, perhaps?


    He looked at Sion and Claugh with those cold eyes of his, then smiled.


    “Who is he…?” Claugh muttered. He studied the man with his own eyes, red and overflowing with vigor.


    The man raised both hands in feigned innocence. “It appears that I’ve surprised you, Major General Claugh Klom and Your Majesty the King.”


    He entered the room with a relaxed pace and stood before Sion and Claugh. He placed a hand bearing an unusual black ring on his chest, then politely lowered his head. “I am Miran Froaude, son of Marquess​ Karlal Froaude and a lieutenant colonel in the Roland Empire’s army.”


    Claugh all but spit his words after hearing an introduction like that. “Hoh. And what business does the son of an honorary noble have in a place like this?”


    Froaude gave a small nod. “I heard that His Majesty the King came here to stealthily gather personnel in opposition to the nobility.”


    “Ah!? You bastard!”


    “Calm down, Claugh,” Sion said, then faced Froaude, whose cold, icy gaze met his sharp golden eyes. “Lieutenant Colonel Miran Froaude. I know about you. You became a second lieutenant at seventeen, magnificently suppressed many conflicts during the civil war, and rose to your current position of lieutenant colonel via your outstanding talents. You may be Marquess Froaude’s son, but… I heard that you were really bought, too. You were originally an orphan. Isn’t that right?”


    A weak smile rose to Froaude’s face. “Marvelous, as expected. Lord Sion Astal. If I may make an addition - ‘though his achievements aren’t entirely despicable, he will do anything to rise through the ranks. Due to his faithfulness to Marquess Froaude, winning him over will be difficult, but I will do it’ - is that not what the documents left by the late Fiole Folkal have to say about me?”


    He said it all easily. But nobody but Sion should’ve seen Fiole’s documents… 


    Sion didn’t let it bother him. “What business do you have with me?”


    Froaude’s eyes flicked to Claugh, then he resumed studying Sion.


    “…If at all possible…”


    That was all he had to say.


    Sion smiled and nodded lightly. “That’s fine. Hey, Claugh, can you leave for a minute? Lieutenant Colonel Miran Froaude has something he wants only me to hear.”


    Claugh instantly became flustered. “Hey hey hey hey hey wait. There’s no way I can do that. I came here to protect you. What kind of a conversation could you even have with this guy that you don’t want me to hear?”


    Sion smiled wryly. “It isn’t that I don’t want you to hear, it’s that the Lieutenant Colonel won’t open his mouth if you’re here. But I want information, no matter how trivial it may be. You know that, right? It’s my character.”


    Claugh face-palmed. “Yeah, I know… guess you’ve made up your mind and don’t wanna hear my opinion on it… geez, if Calne hears about this, he’s gonna complain and tell me off for being a useless role model.”


    “Haha. Well, he is pretty good at that stuff.”


    “Mm. But…” Claugh glared at Froaude for a moment. “Be careful.”


    “Yeah,” Sion said with a nod.


    Claugh reluctantly left the room. Once he was gone, Sion turned back to Froaude.


    “So? I’ll ask again,” Sion said. “What business do you have with me?”


    That was the real issue at hand. Froaude thoroughly studied Sion, then spoke. “I believe that is something you have already realized. Is it not? Seeing that you would need me, I came here myself.”


    “Um? That’s not quite—”


     “You have probably already realized it,” Froaude interrupted. “Just by looking at him, it is clear that Major General Claugh Klom shines. Fiole Folkal, too, and Milk Callaud from a moment ago. You have assembled people filled with light to take the center stage of politics. I wonder, is that truly enough to accomplish your true goals? Do you alone intend to shoulder the darkness? That’s impossible. Perhaps you have been able to do that until now, but you have already become king, the light of the country itself. So you must have someone else to shoulder the darkness. I will do it so that you may obtain what you truly desire.”


    It was almost like he saw directly into Sion’s heart as he spoke. “You’re saying you want to shoulder my darkness? That’s pretty serious. So, do you understand what I want?”


    “Of course I am aware,” Froaude replied. His expression didn’t change in the slightest, nor did he falter.


    “Oh?” Sion said, smiling like he was enjoying himself. “Then try to answer.”


    Froaude paused for a moment, closing his eyes. Then he began to speak in a detached tone. “Right… The Roland Empire is currently only a single country among many on the Menoris Continent… but the continent should be covered by a single Great Roland Empire with you as the king. I was thinking that I would like to help you achieve that dream.”


    Sion raised his eyebrows. “You’re saying that’s my dream? Haha. That’s quite the ambitious dream. But I’ve never thought of something so extreme? All that I want is a country with no wars where the people can smile.”


    Froaude smiled coldly in satisfaction, then lowered his head respectfully. “Of course, Your Majesty. No matter what is truly inside, that is what a king must say. I will shoulder the remaining darkness. For that, I am even prepared to raise my hand against my own father.”


    Sion gazed at Froaude, whose head was sincerely lowered.


    “Please, allow me to stand at your side,” Froaude said.


    “……”


    What a bullshitter. 


    That’s what Sion thought of him.


    He had horribly cold eyes and a sharp mind.


    The fact that he’d said those words with ease was no small feat.


    He said that he wanted to carry Sion to the throne of a Great Roland spanning the entire continent of Menoris. That’d drive the whole continent deep inside the horrifying flames of war… 


    And yet this man said that was what Sion wanted… 


    What he wanted… 


    He wanted… 


    Sion’s eyes narrowed. Had Lucile not said the same thing? What he wanted was not just to be the king of Roland, but far, far more… 


    Sion internally shook his head. How stupid. What he really wanted was what his mother wanted, what Kiefer wanted, what everyone wanted.  What he wanted… 


    An unremarkable, peaceful world with no wars… 


    Sion looked back to Froaude. “Don’t say strange things, Miran Froaude. You probably want to kill your father, don’t you?”


    Froaude raised his face. For a moment, he was surprised. “Ha, haha. Please, don’t joke about that…”


    A smile so dark it was like a corpse’s rose to his face.


    It held a deep darkness. This man was dangerous. But he was also necessary.


    He had a sharp mind, and he could make cold-hearted decisions that Sion, Claugh, Fiole, and the others couldn’t.


    He had the same smell as Lucile. No, he wasn’t such an eccentric monster as Lucile… Froaude’s darkness was far more human than Lucile’s.


    Could Sion manage him?


    Sion scoffed at his own weakness.


    “…Fine. You may work for me as well.”


    Froaude lowered his head again. “It is my humble pleasure,” he said quietly.


    


    ---


    


    Several days later, Froaude was promoted to Colonel and was moved to be one of Sion’s direct subordinates.


    He carried out his work so perfectly that it was unpleasant.


    He did what Sion couldn’t have left to Fiole, the dark things only he himself had been doing until now, one after another.


    Today, too.


    Froaude gazed at the document Fiole had assembled on the situation with Lord Culliard’s fiefdom refusing to pay taxes in opposition to the nobility, featuring the opinions of the fief, with cold eyes.


    “Let’s leave this problem as it is for a while,” he said.


    Sion raised his head from the documents spread across his office. “This is a problem because Lord Culliard raised the taxes, right? The people are suffering. We can’t just leave it…” 


    Froaude didn’t even glance at Sion. “Your Majesty. The nobility has the right to speak before the weak commoners do. You do not presently have the right to tell the nobles no on this matter. To top it off, Lord Culliard is a part of Duke Staelied’s party. Unfortunately, we do not currently have the power to oppose them. Our best and only course of action is to keep the fief as they are and allow their dissatisfaction with the anti-monarchy party to grow.”


    Keep the suffering populace… as if they were animals or something… 


    Sion scrunched up his face. “Even if that was the best course of action, it’s not one that I can accept. If I did, I’d become the same as the previous king—”


    “It is so that this country may belong entirely to you as quickly as possible,” Froaude interrupted. Should we commit a hypocritical act in the present, causing the populace to suffer… or should we resist that course of action and advance towards a military rule…” 


    “……”


    Froaude was correct. Opposing the nobility’s anti-monarchy movement would only give them more fuel. The ones who would end up suffering the most from it were the people. The way Froaude suggested was necessary. They had to weaken the nobility’s influence while strengthening Sion’s first.


    But… 


    “I can’t do it after all,” Sion said. “I’m sending relief to the people of the Hewled region.”


    Froaude narrowed his eyes at Sion, a little disappointed. “Relief… you say?”


    Sion smiled meanly. “Yes. Relief. But it’s not like I can send it under my name. I’ll send it under the name of a wealthy merchant or something. Of course—”


    Understanding dawned on Froaude. “I see. And that wealthy merchant will of course be one of your supporters, causing the people’s opinions of you to rise in turn… alright, that is what I’ll do this time. But we cannot always use this sort of plan…”


    “…Yeah, I know. I know, okay… I’ll leave that to you.”


    “…Understood,” Froaude said and bowed. As he left, he passed Claugh and Calne who were just entering Sion’s office.


    Claugh turned back to look at Froaude, then forward at Sion. “Seems like he did pretty well enticing you to ally with him?” Claugh said, disheartened. 


    Sion smiled. “Yeah. He seems to be quite able. He’s helping me out a lot now.”


    Calne looked around restlessly, from Sion to Claugh to the door Froaude had just left through. “Eh? Who’re you talking about? The new hire from a second ago?”


    Claugh nodded gloomily. “He’s a guy Sion scouted when I took your place guarding Sion the other day.”


    “Huh? He was scouted…? Huh? But when I asked, you said it was a cute girl, didn’t you?”


    “Ahhn? Stop naggin’ about the details,” Claugh said. “Not talking about men is a principle of mine.”


    “What kind of principle is that… I’m not sure I’m comfortable leaving my work to you anymore,” Calne said.


    “Hoh… and yet you’re always saying I’m so remarkable. Aren’t I the one who’s always giving you work?” Claugh asked.


    “What’re you saying? You don’t give it to me, you force it on me. You make me do all the work you think is going to be a pain… oh, whatever. It’s fine. More importantly, who was that? The new hire, I mean.”


    “Froaude. Miran Froaude,” Sion said.


    Claugh grimaced. “He’s an unpleasant guy… Hey, Sion. He’s probably not here for your sake… he’s difficult, and to top it off… his eyes’re just horrible…. they’re icy, hateful eyes… they’re clearly different from ours.”


    Calne tilted his head. “It’s rare for you to hate someone so much.”


    “Ahh? I hate all men,” Claugh said.


    “I mean, I prefer girls too, but… that’s not what I meant…”


    Sion forced a smile at their back-and-forth. “It’s because Froaude is the son of a noble, Calne.”


    “Oh, my senior here does hate nobles,” Calne said. “Though he’ll still date noble girls…”


    Calne nodded to himself. In contrast to his talkative friend, Claugh looked to Sion. “So I guess you’ve changed how you think. Since you allied yourself with him and all. D’you think you’ll be able to use him?”


    His expression was serious. Claugh looked straight into Sion’s heart with earnest eyes so different from Froaude’s.


    “Using people is what a king does best, isn’t it?” Sion asked.


    Claugh was silent for a second, then smiled. “Fine. If that’s what you’ve decided.”


    “Obviously,” Calne said. “Unlike you, when has Sion ever been wrong?”


    “Aah? I’ve never been wrong, either,” Claugh said.


    “Hah?” Calne said. “Then why do I have to go around apologizing to girls for you!?”


    “You tryin’ to pick a fight, asshole?”


    “No way. I’ve yet to meet anyone who could win a fight against you. But when the match is cards, you’re the one who ends up black and blue.”


    “Hoh, listen to you. Can’t you tell I’m different from usual today?” Claugh asked.


    “Aren’t you always saying that kind of thing?”


    “Shut it. Today I’m making up for all my past losses!”


    “Even if I lose I’m not gonna give you any money… but fine. Let’s do it,” Calne said.


    Claugh suddenly slammed some documents on Sion’s desk. “That’s how it is. I’m gonna beat this guy black and blue, but I’ll be right back. Here’s the report on that investigation we talked about the other day. See ya.”


    With that, Claugh left, swinging the door too hard on his way out.


    Calne eyed the papers. “I’ll have a look at this report t—”


    “Calne, get your ass out here!”


    “Ah, well, I’ll be leaving then!”


    Sion watched the two of them as they left… 


    “…Geez, do some work, you two,” he mumbled to himself and sighed.


    Meanwhile, outside of the room… 


    “So, what game are we going to play today?” Calne asked. “Poker, crooks, fists?”


    Claugh didn’t answer.


    Calne tilted his head. “Senior?”


    “Huh?”


    “Weren’t we going to play cards?”


    “I’ve got work to do,” Claugh said.


    Unbelievable. That was as unbelievable as sudden news of a horrible natural disaster. Fear shadowed Calne’s face as he stood, utterly shocked. He took two, three steps back. “S-s-s-s-s-senior, that’s unbelievable!!”


    “…What the hell do you think of me? Well, whatever. More importantly, it’s Froaude.”


    “Froaude? Oh, that new hire. Does he bother you that much?” 


    Claugh nodded earnestly. “Yeah. He’s bad. I can feel it.”


    “You’re intuition’s always saying guys are sooo bad. It’s soo trustworthy. They’re always beas—”


    “It’s not just my intuition. I think you know what I mean… anyway. What’s our duty?”


    “Our duty…? Well, I’d say it’s protecting Sion. Right?”


    “Right. I thought this finally became the country I wanted it to be when Sion became king,” Claugh said.


    “I think so too,” Calne agreed. “Sion can lead this country on the right path. That’s why we follow him.”


    “But that guy’s different from us. This country needs him. So protecting him is…”


    “…Our job,” Calne finished seriously. “So you thought you’d investigate that Froaude guy, and…”


    Claugh smiled. He ruffled Calne’s wavy golden hair. “Geez, what a troublesome king. He always needs us to look out after him.”


    “…I spend more time looking out after you, though…”


    They talked as they walked through the halls.


    They passed by Froaude at some point, but they didn’t call out to him… 


  




  

    Chapter 3: The King's Melancholy


    The manor Toale led them to was big.


    Ryner was given a room to immerse himself in his research in.


    “Hmm… who would’ve thought this region had so many heroic legends? Oh, but this one’s gotta be fake… although this legend does seem to have an awful lot of variations across different countries’ folklore,” Ryner mumbled to himself as he turned pages one after another, writing a report as he went.


    The room Ryner had been allocated was needlessly large, seeing as it only housed a bed and table, but that made it ideal for research.


    He made the best of the room’s size - well, when he left, he just left things as they were, but thanks to the mountains of books that’d accumulated, getting from the table that Ryner was currently seated at to the door was a bit of a labyrinth. 


    A kid’s voice called to him from the door. “Ryner! Dinner tiiiime! Hurry uuuup or it’ll get coooold!”


    “……”


    Ryner didn’t reply to the kid. “Oh, okay. I get it,” he mumbled to himself. “This folklore changes depending on that fairy tale… that means…”


    “Heeyy, I’m talking to you!”


    “If you don’t want your food, I’m gonna eat it all!” Another kid said.


    “Is that okay? Is that really okay?”


    The children took turns talking. There were over fifteen children in this manor… the youngest was only one year old, and oldest was Toale, who was nineteen… it made one wonder how someone could even have that many kids.


    Because of how loud it always was, it was never really that good of a place to do research in.


    “Hey, are you listening!? Ryner, I said it’s time to eat!!”


    “Hm, hm. Then that region’s god was adopted by this other region… so that’s why I wasn’t getting any results from all the research on that topic…”


    After staying here for four days, Ryner had gotten a little too good at ignoring the voices of children.


    “Ugh! If you don’t eat your dinner, you’ll be haunted at night! Toale said so! And I don’t care even if you do get haunted!”


    “Yeah, what he said!”


    With that, the kids ran off noisily.


    Ryner raised his face and sighed. “If I let those guys get to me, I’d be stuck being their toy for the whole day…”


    The second Ryner had arrived at the manor, kids caught him in a hug one after another and forced him into playing tag with them. When he managed to escape that for a nap, Ferris hit him and told him to do his work… on top of that, he had to help a kid with the… 


    So it went without saying that he couldn’t leave his room carelessly.


    Fortunately, Toale had told the kids not to enter Ryner’s room.


    “Geez, those guys won’t listen to anyone but Toale…”


    Toale’s word was absolute. To the kids, he was their father, their brother, their friend, and their teacher.


    On the other hand, Ryner was just their toy… and that was putting it nicely.


    “Uu… better get back to work,” Ryner said and returned to his book. It wasn’t written in this country’s official language; instead, it was written in the ancient language.


    The window opened soundlessly. Wind flitted through, weakly blowing at the curtains for a second - no, less than a second. Then the window closed, soundlessly as it had opened. The room returned to its original stillness.


    A normal person wouldn’t have noticed any of that. But Ryner’s body tensed a bit as he continued to read. He’d sensed the change.


    What a pain… just what exactly had come in?


    The intruder hid their presence splendidly as they moved about soundlessly. It was clear that they weren’t a robber or anything like that. Their movements were well-trained, typical of assassins… 


    So that meant the person who entered was an assassin… 


    So that meant there was a possibility Ryner would be killed… 


    So that meant he had to move a little to get them to go away… 


    “What a paaiin… what did I even do to deserve this,” Ryner mumbled to himself in a relaxed tone, never raising his head from his book.


    Suddenly, a voice came from inside his room. “I’ll get you with this!”


    It was the voice of a surprisingly young girl. But Ryner knew better than anyone that that wasn’t a problem. He was fighting in Roland’s Special Institute #307 from a young age, too, as potential was all that mattered there… 


    Whether it was potential as an assassin or potential for war… 


    Ryner didn’t let his mind wander from his opponent. He surveyed the situation with his exhausted eyes, just as they’d taught him to in that institution… 


    He felt a distortion in the room. A soundless distortion. Ryner understood that she was moving.


    “Mm.” Ryner turned around to confirm. “Hey.”


    She was nowhere to be seen. A single book flew towards Ryner.


    “Shit!” Ryner said and clicked his tongue. The distortion had been a decoy. She threw the book, and then, moved her completely hidden presence to another place to attack from… 


    


    

      [image: DnYnD_v02_159]

    


    


    “Wham!”


    “Uwah!?”


    An intensely powerful fist struck at him from behind. Ryner moved, flustered, and threw his own attack to where the book had flown from, where his opponent likely stood. She moved out of the way naturally, like she’d known that’d happen, and kicked off the wall to fly back at him.


    What tremendous physical ability. She jumped around as if the distinction between the ceiling and floor didn’t exist at all.


    Ryner studied his opponent as she came hurling at him. Scary as this was, she was really just a little girl. She was probably around seven or eight years old. For some reason she was wearing a frilly dress and a little red backpack. She had golden hair, and though she was of course still young, an unbelievably pretty face. She wasn’t yet at the age where she was a beauty, but she was undeniably a beautiful girl.


    And yet, her abilities were separated from that of humans… 


    “…Gh.” Ryner realized that the adjectives he’d used to describe her had an awful lot in common with someone else he knew and let out a shocked sound. “What does this—” 


    She didn’t give him the time to put his words in order. She was lunging at him, her hand ready to karate chop him and her expression serious as a heart attack. “I-I’ve gotta beat you quickly! If I don’t, you’ll turn into the abominable beast of legend and go out of control on my sister, Sion said so… I, I have to do my best!”


    “Hah!? Hey… Beast? Sion? Sister? Can you wait a—”


    The pretty girl didn’t listen to his words. Instead, she continued to fire off an attack that could kill him 100 times over.


    Ryner moved skillfully, somehow managing to avoid it.


    “Sh… this is kinda bad,” Ryner mumbled to himself and scowled.


    Then the door opened to show a peerless beauty carrying a tray of food in one hand. “Mm. Iris is here. Why did you come to such a place?” She asked as she looked between Ryner and the girl with her usual expressionless eyes.


    Suddenly, the girl called Iris stopped her attack and leapt for joy. For her, that meant kicking off the walls and flying high into the air like some kind of superhuman.  “Sisteeer!?”


    Ferris made to embrace her and pet Iris’ head with her free hand.


    “Sisteer, Sisteeer~!”


    Iris clung to the hand that pet her affectionately. It was a strange scene, and just by watching, it was hard to place if there was any love in it. So Ryner just stared, astonished. “Sister…? Are you telling me that is Ferris’ sister?”


    “Yes. She’s similarly beautiful, isn’t she?”


    “…No, well, I guess I can’t deny that…”  


    More than that, their family resemblance lay in how troublesome they were… but he’d take that thought to the grave.


    “Mm. By the way, Ryner. Is your research going well? Toale asked me to bring you your dinner.”


    “Hey, before we talk about that, doesn’t it bother you that your bothersome sister’s here? This is Nelpha, yeah? A kid this little coming all the way…”


    He recalled the amazing speed Iris had moved with.


    “…No, I guess that’s a non-issue… Why’d you come, again?”


    Understanding dawned on Ferris. She looked down at Iris, who was still cuddling her hand. “Hey, Iris. Why are you here?”


    Iris’ face shone. “Geez! Iris came to save you, Sister! Because you disappeared so suddenly. Every day I went to a bunch of dango shops to look for you, but you were never there… I cried and then Sion came and said you left with an atrocious beast on a quest to find the ultimate dango… So Iris sort of… um… did this and that and connected the dots! Was I remarkable? Remarkable?”


    What a thing to say, Iris. It was a pretty hard-to-understand explanation, but he understood that she’d be useful for relaying information back to Sion.


    Ferris nodded and pet Iris’ head. “Mm. You’re remarkable. But there’s one part that wasn’t good enough.”


    Iris smiled. “I know thaaat. I brought you a souvenir from Roland! Here you go. Wynnit Dango’s combo set!”


    She retrieved a box of dango from her backpack. And another, and another… five whole boxes of dango. The backpack was completely flat once it was all out. It looked like dango was all she’d brought with her… 


    He was beginning to doubt that she’d made it all the way here herself without even a set of travelling clothes…  though Ryner and Ferris had also made it here with nothing but the clothes on their backs. Those clothes were currently sitting atop his dresser.


    Anyway, Ferris’ expression had changed to one of satisfaction. “You get a perfect score.”


    The second the words were out of her mouth, Iris leapt for joy. Then she looked at Ryner. “Yay! I got a full score! Amazing! Amazing, right? Ehehehe!”


    It was, above all, quite scary… 


    It was really pretty unthinkable that this girl was Ferris’ sister… 


    He squinted at Iris, whose expression turned troubled. “Ah! Oh no! Sister told me that when you talk to beasts, more kids’ll be born in a flash!!”


    “…Hey…”


    “Mm. You remembered well,” Ferris said as she chewed on her dango. “Iris, look at the man making a stupid face over there. He’s a prime example of a beast who attacks women and children night after night.”


    Iris stared in astonishment. “P-prime example…? Oh no… what’ve you done to my sister?”


    For some reason, Ferris’ face went red. She hung her head sadly. “Sorry, Iris. I… ended up talking to that sex maniac.” 


    “Nooooooo!!”


    Their conversation was really pushing Ryner to his limits. “Hey… you guys… if you can have a conversation like that with a kid, then the world’s fallen on tough—”


    “I won’t forgive you!!”


    “Huh?” Ryner said, his eyes widening.


    Iris’ fist was coming straight for him with unbelievable speed… 


    “Gyaaaaahhh!!”


    His scream echoed through the manor.


    


    ---


    


    Sometime later, Ryner, Ferris, and Iris - who was glued to Ferris’ side - were sitting around the table eating and drinking tea.


    Iris pulled a notebook out from her backpack. “So anyway, tell me the situation. I’ve gotta report it to Sion. C’mon, tell me!” She half-yelled, energetic as could be.


    Ryner sighed, tired of her, and Ferris continued chomping on her dango. He wasn’t sure how many skewers she’d finished off by now.


    “C’mon, hurry huuurryy!”


    “…Right. Geez, why’s Sion always making me deal with people like this…? Ah! I-i-it was a joke! Maaaan, I sure am happy to be surrounded by such beautiful sisters…. so can you please put down that dango skewer you look like you’re about to throw? I wouldn’t be able to dodge one of your attacks…”


    Ryner sighed.


    It felt like he was doing that a lot lately… 


     “So, anyway, the current situation,” Ryner said, tired. “Um, even if I do a good job explaining it, nothing good’ll happen, right? I’m researching this region’s legends in detail at Nelpha’s imperial library right now. Yeah, that’s about it. That’s all you need, right?”


    Iris nodded along as he spoke. It wasn’t clear if she understood or not, but she was writing something in her notebook.


    Ryner waited for a while.


    “……”


    Iris was still writing.


    “……”


    Iris was really still writing… 


    “…Hey, do you really have that much to write from what I just said?” Ryner asked.


    He was getting kinda curious. He peeked over at Iris’ paper. She was drawing a bunch of weird pictures… 


    “Hey, you weren’t listening to me at all!” 


    Iris looked up at him, startled. “Th-that’s not true! I understand everything when I look at these pictures!”


    “Liar.”


    “I’m really not a liar! It’s really true!” Iris said, waving her shaking hands around defensively. 


    Ryner nodded to appease her. “Yeah, yeah. Anyway, I’m gonna read now, so don’t talk too much. I wasn’t getting any research done even before you came…”


    Ryner opened a book up. Iris pouted, holding a fist up. “I hate being ignooored!!”


    “Gyyaaaaahh!!”


    Just how many times had his scream echoed throughout this house?


    


    ---


    


    Sometime later… again.


    Ryner recited what’d happened since entering Nelpha to Iris. He gathered from another one of Iris’ poor explanations that Sion didn’t just want information about their search for the Heroic Relics, but information they gathered while travelling through other countries, too.


    He continued, wholly disinterested as usual, as Iris drew her own artistic representation of the events.


    “Uh… so the detailed version is right now, we’re staying with the son of the crown prince, Toale. This Toale guy’s pretty popular with the people here, and compared to the idiot heir, he seems like a pretty good guy. If he wanted to, he might be able to stage a revolution. His lineage is pretty similar to Sion’s… ah, but when you look at the streets, everyone’s full of life, so there likely won’t be a revolution… it seems like this country hasn’t seen war for a while now. When I think about it, the current king must be a pretty accomplished guy. I think he’s a good governor. But it’s what comes after. When this king dies, the idiot prince’ll succeed him…”


    Ryner paused for a moment, then continued.


    “This country’ll probably change… In any case, I heard that the people all hate the successor. He, like, sleeps with girls indiscriminately and goes around causing trouble like he knows there are no repercussions for his behavior in the city…”


    Ryner again paused to make sure Iris was following.


    “It’d be horrible if he became king, right? To top it all off, he’s king’s only son… the nobility has already decided that he’s gotta be the next king, so they never tattle on him to the king… because they understand that Toale’s promising. Apparently Toale’s reported some of the nobility’s tyranny to the throne before, so I guess he’s kinda taken on the role of the window between the king and the people. Naturally, that’s won him tremendous popularity with the people… and yet, he doesn’t let it get to his head at all.”


    Ryner glanced back at her drawings. She was still at it.


    “Even though his lineage is more or less the same as Sion’s, Toale’s kind and has a strong sense of responsibility, so there’s actually a big difference between them. Write about that. Sion’s an asshole who’s forced me to go along with you troublesome sisters, so I’ll definitely kill him next time we see each other! Yeah, put something like that.”


    He finished speaking and looked to Iris, who’d finished her drawings. She raised her face. “Alright! It’s perfect!”


    “…Yeah, sure.”


    “Ah~!! What’s that supposed to mean! You’re doubting me!”


    “That’s because, well… what exactly do you understand from those pictures?” Ryner asked.


    Iris shoved her notebook in his face. “Ask away! Iris can explain it all!”


    Ryner took the notebook and opened it. As he looked through, he became more and more disheartened. Page after page, it was covered with ominous figures. He couldn’t tell if they were supposed to be cats or dogs or what, and there were two suns, and houses with red roofs were being shot out of the sea with tremendous force… 


    On the next page, the red roofed houses pierced the suns…


    It was frightening… 


    Ryner had to wonder just what kind of crazy world he’d gotten sucked into. He felt like he was hallucinating. He looked into the shining eyes of the crazy girl who’d drawn it.


    “Hurry hurryy!” She urged.


    There was no getting out of it. Ryner pointed to the two suns. “What’re these?”


    Iris embarked on a long explanation, talking so proudly that it was more like she was a proud parent showcasing her child’s drawing than something she’d drawn herself. “Um, umm, this big sun over here is the current king, and the kinda dark little one over there’s the prince of the idiot country! The flying red house is the person you called Toale, and the sea’s the people! The people might fire the red house at the black sun, but right now the big sun’s too bright, so there’s no revolution!”


    “…Wow,” Ryner said, amazed.


    Iris went timid, losing confidence in herself. “Um, um… that wasn’t any good? Iris didn’t pass?” She asked and stared at Ryner.


    Ryner shook his head, flustered. “No, it’s not that. You got a bull’s eye… too good of a bull’s eye…” 


    Iris’ face lit up. “Really? Yay! Sister, Sister! Iris passed!” She said and launched herself at her sister, who was eating dango like nothing else mattered, with strength that’d kill a normal person.


    Ferris dodged easily, then held out a leg. Iris latched onto that leg, spinning Ferris around once by it, then hung off it. “Mm,” Ferris said. “As expected of my little sister.”


    “I love you, Sister!” Iris said, all while hanging from Ferris’ leg.


    Ryner watched the weird sisters interact, rubbing a hand over his face. “I really have gotten wrapped up in a crazy world…” 


    Someone knocked at the door.


    “Um, Ryner? Have you finished eating?” Toale asked from the other side of the door. “If you’d like, we have black tea and dessert ready downstairs…”


    Ryner and Ferris looked at each other.


    “Isn’t this kinda bad?” Ryner asked quietly, glancing at Iris as she hung off Ferris’ leg. No matter how he looked at it, Iris was just a kid… and to make matters worse, she was a spy Sion sent from Roland. If Toale saw her… 


    “It’s certainly bad. Alright,” Ferris said and nodded. She took Iris and flung her off.


    “Huh? Huh? What? Sister?” Iris said as she spun around in the air, straight back out through the window where she’d come.


    Ryner watched, dumbfounded. His room was on the third floor. If she fell from that height… 


    If she was just anyone, this’d gnaw at his conscience. But Ferris wasn’t worried at all. She confirmed that Iris had left through the window, then snatched Iris’ notebook from Ryner and threw that out after her. “Mm. Toale, I’m taking Ryner down now.”


    “Understood. I’ll see you downstairs then.”


    Ferris sighed in relief at Toale’s words then turned to Ryner. “Mm. That was a little dangerous.”


    He was still staring out the window. “I’m starting to feel like being in a room with you is really dangerous…” 


    Ferris nodded a little too enthusiastically. “Yes. It is. I also understand that it’s dangerous for a pure-hearted beauty like me and a sex maniac like you to be in the same locked room.”


    “……”


    Ryner didn’t have the energy to argue against her anymore… 


    By the time Ferris and Ryner made it down to the dining hall, Iris was talking enthusiastically with all the other kids while chowing down on dessert…


    When she saw them, she turned her innocent face their way and waved happily.


    Ryner sighed. “No more…”


    It went without saying that he didn’t wave back.


    --- 


    The only light that ushered tomorrow in was a light in the otherwise dark room.


    Sion was lying in his bed for the first time in a while. Compared to his normal strict and suffocating clothes, he was wearing something casual and watching the sky outside the window. On top of being high-class, the royal court was high in elevation as well, being a part of the castle - he could see all of Roland’s imperial capital, Reylude, from his window.


    His eyes narrowed as he watched it.


    It was already quite late, so there were few lights outside. Even so, Sion understood what he was looking at perfectly.


    The sections to his right were the slums, and the areas just before the castle were where the nobility lived. The city’s outer edges were made up of farmhouses, and the center was merchants… and the remaining classes were dotted through the city.


    Sion… was raised in this city. Of course his mother was as well… 


    When Sion was born, his mother was only twenty years old. She didn’t come from money, and was a very normal girl who fell in love in a very normal way, and married very normally.


    Then the king fell in love with her at first sight… and her life changed in an instant.


    There were some things that she told him. That she didn’t hold a grudge against Sion. That she didn’t hate him for being a child of the king instead of a child of the man she loved.


    But she said those things while shaking her head.


    “You’re a gift from God, Sion. How could I hate you? I’m happy that I was blessed with a smart kid like you. So please don’t think those things anymore,” she said and kissed his forehead.


    She was always smiling. He’d never seen her make a bitter face. She always said she was happy, too. No matter how much the nobility belittled her, no matter how much hatred she was forced to accept… 


    She said she was happy as long as she had Sion.


    “……”


    Sion rose from his bed and walked to the window. He inhaled the fresh air as the curtain blew just a little in the night breeze.


    He stuck his head through the window and looked down on the nobles’ quarters.


    The nobility…  People who were more noble than others.


    “How stupid,” Sion whispered.


    His mother was of lower status than anyone in this castle, and yet she was more noble than all of them. A weak smile rose to his face. Yes, she was more noble than he was… 


    He was using people like Froaude and Lucile Eris to satisfy his far-reaching greed. What would his mother say if she saw him now…?


    Would she be able to smile and boast that he was her son?


    What about the late Fiole? Ryner and Kiefer? Tony, Tyle, Fahle… 


    Sion stopped as he recalled those names, staring at the nightscape before him. He shrugged his shoulders.


    “What am I doing feeling weak… I’m overthinking things. If I keep working now… Fiole will get mad at me again…”


    Sion laughed. He stuck his face far through the window one last time to take a deep breath, then made to close it.


    Then something big slammed into him from above.


    Sion fell back in shock. Whatever it was, it was on his back. “Uwah!? What!? Uwahahah!” He said without thinking, then caught his bearings. “Gugh… I can’t die here!”


    He stood himself back up to try to drive whatever it was away. When he did, it jumped off his back and spun around… then stood on the floor, both hands raised in some sort of pose. “Ta-da! It was Iris!”


    Iris Eris stood before him. He was currently making use of her as one of his spies, but… 


    “So? Did I surprise you? Did I surprise you? Are you happy to see Iris after so long?” Iris asked, her smile reaching every corner of her face.


    It’d been a while since Sion’s heart had beat that fast from fear that he’d be killed. He took a deep breath and smiled. “Whew. You didn’t take long, huh? Did you already meet with Ryner and Ferris?”


    “Yeah! I met them! And Toale’s dessert was really tasty and Iris won first place when she raced Ibel and the others!”


    Sion was already used to Iris’ unfocused speech patterns. He nodded along, smiling happily. “I see. Sounds like you had fun. So what did Ryner and Ferris have to say?”


    “They had stuff to say. Yeah. It was like, umm, uh… aw, geez, Iris! You wrote down what the beast said just like you were supposed to,” Iris said and rummaged through her backpack. She pulled out a notebook. “Here! Everything’s written down here.”


    She handed it to him. Sion took it, opened it, and… 


    “………”   


    His brain was suddenly transported to a strange and dangerous dimension… 


    He had to escape somehow… 


    Sion forced his smile to stay put and lined up question after question as he studied Iris’ writing - no, her drawings.


    Iris answered them all happily. “And see, see? This sleepy kitty is Ryner, and this clever looking fox is Sion. The sleepy kitty said that he was gonna murder the fox someday! That he was real angry!”


    It took about an hour to get through her whole explanation.


    Sion laughed once he received all of their information. “Ahaha. So Ryner’s mad at me? That’s fine. I can see that it was the right choice to have Ferris accompany him. He’s working properly without slacking off… but, well… if they’re in Nelpha now, then…”


    Sion’s words trailed off as he thought.


    Iris was wandering around his room, rummaging through his things like she was searching for something, and jumping on his bed… 


    Sion shot her a sidelong glance and narrowed his eyes… 


    


    ---


    


    The next day, about twenty men and women were assembled around a round table in the center of a parlor to talk.


    Among them were Claugh, Calne, and Sion’s other close associates. There were also a number of nobles who were on his side.


    Calne was standing and speaking. “But I really think things are bad this time, Sio… no, Your Majesty. This is clearly a trap set by the anti-monarchy party.”


    Next to stand was a tall and thin, deeply wrinkled old man who was the perfect picture of a gentleman. “Agreed. I also believe your coming visit to Imperial Nelpha is far too rash, Your Majesty,” he said in a voice that, though relaxed, was absolutely certain.


    He was one of the first nobles who’d come to walk Sion’s path with him - Count Newbull. He alone didn’t hold great political power, but after he decided to follow Sion, a few other nobles gathered around him as well. All of the nobles gathered here had done so on account of Count Newbull.


    Everybody here was gathered today to discuss Sion’s - no, the new king of the Roland Empire, Sion’s Astal’s coming visit to Nelpha, as well as report to their superior. 


    It came down to what a triumphant noble had said.


    “The current Roland went through a brilliantly skilled revolution in the blink of an eye, bringing Lord Astal to the throne… however, it was not sudden. Until now, the other countries have maintained a nervously neutral position on the matter. Both here and there, we all wish for peace in Roland. That is the world we’re aiming for as we follow you, our new king… What do you think? Should His Majesty really go to visit Nelpha himself?”


    They were the words of Duke Staelied, something of a representative among the nobility. After speaking he had fallen to his knees, bowing respectfully.


    Sion had shared his plan here, and shortly after, a rumor that the king of Roland himself would visit Imperial Nelpha appeared. Someone said that it was dangerous for Roland’s king, praising him as someone who wanted only peace. Another said that the new king boasting to Nelpha was a huge undertaking. At some point, the situation veered so that he wouldn’t be able to go… 


    Newbull spoke on the matter. “In the first place, a king visiting another country regardless of the danger is unheard of. Such gossip is foolish. There will be nothing to boast about if the king is killed… it’s plenty obvious that Duke Staelied’s faction put those rumors into motion. I beg you to consider the matter.”


    The nobles gathered here as well as Sion’s close confidants all nodded their approval.


    Claugh looked to Sion. “Well, everyone agrees. It’s obviously those guys’ trap, so give it up. You’re not going,” he said lightheartedly.


    Newbull glanced over. “Major General Klom, isn’t it… a bit of a problem for you to speak to His Majesty in such a manner? No matter how close of brethren you may be, is Lord Astal not king of our country? People will be displeas—”


    “Ah, I get it already! My bad. Geez, shut up already, old man. Yes, yes. Lord His Majesty, Gracious Lord of Our Country.”


    Sion smiled. He stealthily poked at his bad-mannered friend’s back. Claugh corrected his posture.


    Newbull nodded, satisfied. “Now then, Your Majesty. If I may ask, what will you do? I believe we are in unanimous agreement that you should not visit Nelpha now…”


    Newbull looked around everyone present, then back to Sion, who made to speak. But someone beat him to it, his cold voice seeming to cut through the air from across the room.


    “You should go to Nelpha, Your Majesty.”


    Everyone’s eyes gathered on the man who spoke - Froaude. He was like a dark spot in the room, his dark and cold eyes looking down on the people around him.


    “What are you saying, Lord Colonel Froaude?” Newbull asked.


    “It is simple. The stupid nobility set a filthy trap. His Majesty mustn’t avoid it… he should face it straight on. Oh, pardon my rudeness. You too are nobility, aren’t you.”


    Claugh, Calne, and the other military personnel present snickered, rousing the nobles.


    “You bastard! This is slander!”


    “You’re talking far too much for a newcomer!”


    Newbull sneered at Froaude. “Are you not a noble yourself?”


    Froaude didn’t pale or redden. He stood, dignified. “I seem to have said a bit too much… how rude of me,” he said and lightly lowered his face. He looked to the nobles without raising it. “But I believe you understood what I was trying to say. I was pointing out that the nobles are obsessed with their own security and greed. Unfortunately, considerate nobles such as yourselves who think of our country are few and far between… is that not so, Your Majesty?”


    Some of the nobles turned away, embarrassed, and others smiled in satisfaction… 


    Froaude confirmed that fact and then continued. “In any case, His Majesty’s sovereignty has only just begun. He mustn’t show weakness. It is clear to me that this is a trap by the nobles of good pedigree… and so we must deal with it. If we do so skillfully, we may be able to catch the entire anti-monarchy party at once… If we do then Duke Staelied, who made light of you all, will fall from grace. The ones who make this country from now on are those of you assembled here.”


    The expressions of the nobility present changed.


    “I see.”


    “Certainly, one could think of it like that too…”


    One after another their opinions changed as they lost themselves in thought.


    Mentioning Duke Staelied, who’d tyrannized Newbull’s pro-monarchy party for some time now, had a strong effect on the nobles.


    He lured everyone’s attention by baiting them into anger directed at himself, then turned it around and made them sing his praise. How cunning. It looked like the nobility’s opinions would bend to Froaude’s from now on… 


    Claugh looked at Froaude, not bothering to hide his expression of plain disgust, and raised his voice. “Hmph. In theory. What would we do if Sion was killed in Nelpha? Their country’s in high spirits now. That’d be the end of all of us here, too.”


    Froaude looked to Claugh. “Major General Klom. Why do you think the anti-monarchy faction wants His Majesty to go to Nelpha?”


    “Ahn? So they can kill him.”


    “That is correct. So why do they not just kill him at home rather than abroad? They are Roland’s nobility, so of course their power is stronger within Roland’s borders. Why can they not reliably kill His Majesty within our country?”


    “Hmph. Because of that swordsman family, house Eris… They’re always following and protecting the king. It’s not easy to get a hit in on them.”


    “House Eris… they are a greatly noble family who has managed to reach the realm of living legends. It is said that as long as they are here, the king’s lineage can withstand anything. Even in times of revolution, it is difficult to take the life of the king without Eris support… though their ability to change kings through those with royal blood is another conversation altogether. In any case, killing His Majesty within Roland is difficult. If it were you, what would you do?” Froaude asked.


    Claugh scratched at his head. This conversation was taking a weird turn. “What’re you tryin’ to say? That they can’t kill Sion in Roland, so they want him to go to Nelpha so they can kill him? Is that it?”


    Froaude nodded. “Now then, please tell me. If you were to kill His Majesty abroad, how would you go about doing so? Your troops are not in Nelpha. It is another country, after all. You mustn’t make mistakes, either. If you should blunder, you’d be caught by the pro-monarchy party, unable to struggle… you only have one chance. Now, what would you do?”


    “……”


    Claugh looked like he realized something. He turned to Sion.  


    “Well, that’s the state of things,” Sion said. “People are able to travel between Roland and Nelpha. It’s likely that some of Nelpha’s nobles…”


    The nobles present reddened.


    “Duke Staelied, the bastard! Communing with those of another country, does he know no shame!”


    “We mustn’t let His Majesty be led into Nelpha!”


    Froaude spoke, his tone powerful. “Do you intend to leave the traitors as they are!? You are just as shameless. We must nip their rebellion at the bud.”


    “B-but—”


    “Even if His Majesty goes to Nelpha, he will not die,” Froaude interrupted. “He is not someone who would die in a place like that.”


    “How can you say that!? You bastard… I bet you’re actually a spy for the anti-monarchy party!”


    Froaude studied his opposition with cold eyes. “What a ridiculous declaration… I cannot disprove your suspicions right now. How about I prove my integrity through my work instead? I will accompany His Majesty… to Nelpha. That will be proof of my loyalty. Does that please you? This trip to Nelpha will likely have our lives on the line. Is there anyone else here with the guts to personally protect His Majesty’s life?”


    No nobles answered Froaude’s call. They just sat, expressions sour.


    Then Newbull alone raised his face. “I understand. I’ll go.”


    Then another person volunteered himself, then another. When Froaude looked back around the group, their expressions showed that there were only volunteers among them. 


    Froaude answered them with a smile… 


    “Whoa, whoa,” Claugh said. “You guys are letting him win you over way too easily. Geez… in the first place, Froaude. What happens if you’re a hitman after Sion?”


    “Hm. In that case, you kill me to protect His Majesty, Major General Klom. Or… are you not confident that you’re capable of doing so?” Froaude asked provocatively.


    “I’m not falling for that,” Claugh said. “Unfortunately, I hate using my full strength on other people. But I get that you’re telling me that you might kill Sion in Nelpha. So why don’t I just kill you here and now?”


    Claugh’s red eyes fixed on Froaude in a bright glare. He held up a hand, spreading his fingers like a claw.


    “Crimson fingers, are they. Dyed red from the nobility during the revolution…”


    “Stop dawdling or I’ll send you straight across the room,” Claugh muttered.


    Froaude wasn’t flustered in the slightest. “You’re surprisingly… hard to handle,” he said. “You didn’t raise to my provocation, and are even trying to draw out my true character… As expected of His Majesty’s right-hand man, I suppose?”


    “……”


    Claugh lowered his hand at Froaude’s anticlimactic reaction.


    “Tch. It’s boring now that you’ve found me out,” Claugh said. “I went through all that trouble, so get frazzled about it already.”


    


    

      [image: DnYnD_v02_193]

    


    


    “Hm. Why should I be frazzled? There’s nothing questionable about me,” Froaude said.


    “How can you say that with eyes like yours?”


    “……”


    “Hey, don’t ignore me!” Claugh said.


    Froaude ignored him completely and looked to Sion instead. “Your Majesty, the choice is yours. I have spoken my piece, but everything is for you to decide.”


    “Mm.” Sion looked around, studying each and every person present. Everyone observed him in turn. He accepted their gaze and smiled. “I’m going to Nelpha. As for accompaniments, just Froaude is fine.”


    In an instant, everyone except for Froaude stood.


    “Ah!? That is foolish! It’s far too dangerous. Please rethink this.”


    “This newcomer may someday betray you. And in another country, at that…”


    “Hey, Sion,” Claugh said. “Isn’t that a lil’ much? At least bring me and Calne too.”


    Sion shook his head. “If it’s a trap, then going to Nelpha is dangerous. There’s no need for everyone to go out of their way to go somewhere dangerous. Just me, and Froaude, who thought of this plan, are enough. And if I should die, we need people here to subdue the nobility…” 


    “But it’s too dangerous. At least take a few people you can trust.”


    Sion laughed like he thought it was funny. “I don’t need them. No, maybe it’s better if I say that I don’t think they’re necessary. I don’t know what kind of trap the nobility has set in Nelpha, but… no matter what it is, I have the support of all sorts of interesting people over there now. They won’t take my life easily,” Sion said and smiled wryly.


    Claugh’s expression turned to one of wonder. “Interesting people?”


    Sion moved to Claugh’s ear to whisper. “I told you before, didn’t I? About the guy who actually defeated fifty of Estabul’s Magical Knights.”


    “Ah… that. The Alpha Stigma bearer…”


    Sion didn’t confirm or deny. He studied the room once more. “It’s decided. I’m visiting Imperial Nelpha. Could you all start preparations for my trip?”


    The king’s orders were absolute. Everyone stood one last time.


    “Your wish is my command.”


    With that, their meeting came to an end.


  




  

    Chapter 4: The Illusionary Night


    All of Imperial Nelpha was in an uproar.


    The Roland Empire, which had grown into power quickly, was sending its king to visit Nelpha. They couldn’t do anything but receive him, considering what’d happened to the Kingdom of Estabul.


    The official reason was to deepen the friendship between the rulers of both countries, but… nobody really believed that.


    Nelpha’s king, its nobles, and even its people were nervous of the Roland Empire invading now that it’d become strong. To top it off, the one visiting was the young king Sion Astal; he was a military man who’d taken the country of Roland in the blink of an eye.


    Youth cultivated greed, after all.


    “There’ll be a great war soon. If that happens, Nelpha won’t be able to win against Roland.” That was the public opinion on the matter. To make matters worse, Nelpha’s eastern neighbor, the Runa Empire, was Roland’s ally… 


    Merchants who travelled the continent had a lot to say on the subject. “It’s better to not get involved with those two countries.”


    The army was set up to guard the cities, and troops were mobilized in the capital, Élarun.


    And so Sion entered the country while it was on high alert.


    He’d brought two thousand soldiers from Roland with. Compared to the forty thousand Nelphan troops in Élarun alone, there was quite a difference in numbers between them. Sion had brought so few troops to make a show of the fact that he wasn’t looking for a war.


    However… 


    As they rode their horses into town, Sion spoke to Froaude who rode beside him. “Guess that’s that. We’re advancing into this large of an army… Nelpha is awfully cautious.”


    Froaude surveyed the situation without any changes in his expression. “This is the result of their evaluation of the Roland Empire. After the Roland Empire annexed the Kingdom of Estabul, they calculated that the Roland Empire has twice their military power. Our system of magic is also twice as strong, and looking at the numbers, our troops number two hundred thousand. That is what Nelpha is afraid of.”


    “Hm,” Sion said and nodded. A self-deprecating smile rose to his face. “In reality, their land and customs are different from Estabul’s in every way. Estabul’s rule was in dire straits and unable to properly prepare for war. If their king had taken his eyes off them for even a moment, the nobility probably would have assembled their own armies and attacked… Of course Nelpha didn’t have the time to deal with that. That sort of thing is why Nelpha’s king wants to keep this visit in check, too. Isn’t that right, Froaude?”


    “It is exactly as you say. As a result, if this visit should be successful, Roland’s new king will become very appealing to the other countries. We may even be able to exterminate the rats nesting in our own country.”


    Sion was astonished. “So that’s why the king is advancing into an army of forty thousand with only two thousand troops at his side?”


    “Do you have an issue with that?” Froaude asked, though it was more like a statement - he clearly already thought he knew the answer.


    Sion sneered. “Not at all,” he said easily. This probably wasn’t something the two thousand troops accompanying him had to endure… 


    Even so, Sion was able to reach Nelpha’s castle without incident.


    


    ---


    


    The royal court he was led to painted a picture of simple sturdiness. From there he was led straight to the throne. Burly military men, scholars, and nobles were lined up along the way. They all stared at him nervously as he passed, keeping his eyes fixed forward. Sion had brought a few people from the army with him as guards as well as Froaude. They walked with an air of composure.


    Someone’s voice rose up. “The king of the Roland Empire, Sion Astal, has arrived!”


    A man in his advanced years stood from the throne.


    Sion stopped where he stood to watch him, the king of this country. The king of Imperial Nelpha. He was probably older than sixty, judging by the deep wrinkles all over his face, and he had the dignified air of an older gentleman. Even so, his expression was tender. Gentle.


    His character appeared to be the complete opposite of Sion’s.


    Compared to Sion, whose hopes only shined as he led his country… 


    At the king’s side were men, likely those of extremely high status - the nobility of this country. They glared at Sion with horribly cautious eyes.


    Sion accepted their glares and smiled. Their reaction was natural.


    With one wrong step, their country could be engulfed in war… That was the reigning public opinion. It would have been far stranger if they weren’t cautious.


    Sion pulled himself together and walked. He was finally before Imperial Nelpha’s king. He looked around once then lowered his head politely. “It is good to finally meet you, King of Nelpha. I have no words thankful enough to describe how I feel that you accepted this sudden visit of mine. I am the Roland Empire’s king, Sion Astal.”


    The king was somewhat flustered at Sion’s greeting. “H-how rude of me. I am Imperial Nelpha’s king, Gread Nelphi. I’ve heard much of you from rumors over the past couple years. I hear that you’ve put a good government into place and are adored by your people.”


    “Surely you jest. I still have a ways to go. There are many things that one so inexperienced as myself cannot yet accomplish… I came to take advice from you, Lord Nelphi. After so many years of rule, you have become a wise king whom I can rely on so as to avoid bringing shame to my country.”


    “You are very skilled with words, Lord Astal.”


    “No, it is the truth. One can tell just by looking at the people of Imperial Nelpha.” Sion turned to look at the nobles and troops who were watching their conversation and gulped. Then he smiled. “Everybody adores you. After Nelpha’s natural disasters, you… no, all of you returned this country to splendor. It was not half-hearted or mediocre; it was truly wonderful. If at all possible, I wish for the Roland Empire to have a lasting relationship with your country.”


    Sion’s tone was sincere to the end. Those were the true words of his heart.


    Since Gread Nelphi ascended to the throne, Nelpha became a country that turned its eyes away from war and to itself, pouring all of its energy into becoming a wealthy, thriving country. How many hardships had he overcome to revive his country to this extent? It was easy to imagine how difficult it must have been.


    Roland had always been wrapped up in its own vanity and greed, but Nelpha was a country that was able to put that greed down to better itself. That’s what Sion believed.


    The surrounding nobility understood his sincerity and their tension mellowed… 


    “Your Majesty, perhaps the conversation with Roland’s king should be continued in a less stiff place? We have already made preparations for a banquet…”


    Nelphi nodded. “Mmhm, that’s right. What do you say, Lord Astal? We can discuss the relationship between our countries going forward over drinks tonight… or something of the sort. Or perhaps you’re still a bit tired from your travels?”


    Sion shook his head and smiled innocently. Nobody who saw could look away from the sight.. “It would be my pleasure.”


    Several people ran out of the royal court. They were probably running to tell everyone that the conference was a success and Nelpha and Roland would not go to war.


    In any case, his visit to Nelpha appeared to be successful… 


    Sion smoothed his clothes, relieved.


    


    ---


    


    The banquet was pretty fun.


    Many of the nobles the king surrounded himself with were good-natured, and more than anything, Nelpha’s king himself was friendly and easy to talk to. He was proud of the fact that he did everything he could to revive his country.


    They weren’t people who acted based on their own desires. They did what they did for the people. For their country.


    Sion smiled as he drank with the king and nobles. He spoke quietly to Froaude, who sat beside him. “What do you think? I think it’s unlikely that the nobles who are aiding our rotten nobility are here…”


    Froaude nodded. His eyes were dark, cold, and sharp as always, and his usual undiplomatic tone didn’t falter in the slightest. “I agree. It would be strange if they were actually the sort to scheme and plot. It appears that killing you has never even entered their minds.”


    “I think so too. But that means the ones plotting with our nobility are elsewhere. That or…”


     Froaude nodded. “Yes. Or they’re nobility that has power over this country in another way entirely. If not, there would be no way for them to accomplish such a large-scale plot.”


    Right then, Nelphi, red-faced and fairly drunk, handed Sion a glass. “Hey, King of Roland! are you getting enough to drink!?”


    “Thank you,” Sion said, smiling brightly.


    Nelphi looked pretty satisfied with that. “Mmhm! You can’t not drink here. When I was a young man, no matter how hard things got, my friends would always cheer me up like this with drink. Isn’t that right, everyone?”


    The equally drunk old men around him nodded enthusiastically. A conversation about the olden days sprouted between them.


    Sion remained smiling and continued his hushed conversation with Froaude. “So, Froaude. Have any idea who our enemy might be?”


    Froaude shook his head. “I apologize. I am currently investigating this country’s notable elite, but it’s not yet complete… but there are two possibilities as of now: Marquess Protone, and the lone son of the king, Starnelle Nelphi.”


    “Hoh… and your reasoning?”


    “Marquess Protone’s territory is close to Roland, so it would be easy for him to form ties with the Rolander nobility. In addition, he imposes heavy taxes on his fief. I have heard unfavorable rumors about him which the current king of Nelpha has been warned of time and time again, bringing his loyalty to question. I find that suspicious…”


    “I see,” Sion said. “But I have to wonder if a guy like that really has any political power.”


    “It is as you say.  A marquess’ power only extends to the surrounding nobility.”


    “…So how about the other suspect?”


    “Starnelle Nelphi’s case is simple. He is ambitious and of poor conduct. The fact that he was given power as the king’s only son has caused nothing but trouble. And so—”


    The door to the banquet hall slammed open. Several men clothed in gaudy outfits entered. The man at the front of their pack had brown hair and walked in smirking. He was a slender man in his late thirties or so. He looked at Sion like he was a lesser human than himself. “Hm, so you’re Roland’s king. You’re pretty young. If someone like you is in charge, I guess Roland’s not that big of a deal after all,” he said, smirking all the while.


    The atmosphere froze over in an instant.


    The old men who’d been so merrily drunk moments before paled. “W-what are you saying, my Lord Prince? Saying something like that—”


    Before he could even finish his sentence, the prince cut him off. “Aahn? Who’re you talkin’ to? I am the prince of this country, you know? You sure it’s okay for a third-rate noble like yourself to talk back to me? You wanna die?”


    From that short exchange, Sion already understood everything about these men… 


    At the very least, he understood that these men didn’t see anything but themselves… 


    Nelpha as it exists now had managed to avoid war. It looked like it wasn’t going to become Roland’s next target.


    Roland had recently absorbed the powerful Kingdom of Estabul.


    Without considering that fact or the situation he was in, this man had said such a thing to the king of Roland himself… if this man became king, it would be regardless of what was good for his country and his people.


    Even so, Sion’s smile didn’t crumble. “My, if it isn’t the prince. I am the king of the Roland Empire, Sion Astal. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”


    “Shut it. Why should the king of a poor and boring country like yours act all important to me—”


    This time, the prince was the one who was cut off. Nelpha’s king hurried to the prince’s side and placed his hand in his hair, forcibly lowering the prince’s head… 


    But the prince quickly hit it away. “The hell’re you doing, old man!?”


    “Quiet, you stupid prince! Return to your room at once!”


    The prince looked between his father and Sion, full of spite. “Tch. Let’s go, guys.”


    The flock of people surrounding him hurried on after him. Nelphi watched to ensure that they’d truly left then bowed his head deeply. “My apologies for exposing you to such unthinkable shame. Lord Astal, you have expressed interest in how I fixed this country, but this is the true state of things. I put too much of my attention into this country’s revival and allowed my son to grow up spoiled. I must sincerely apologize for his impoliteness…” 


    Sion took Nelphi’s hand and had him raise his head. “Please don’t fret. It is true that I’m still a young and powerless king. It can’t be helped that the prince pointed it out.”


    “T-to say that for my sake…”


    “It is only natural,” Sion said with a smile.


    Nelphi nodded gratefully. “No matter how I look at it, Roland’s new king is the real deal. You are able to remain human. If at all possible, I would have liked a son like you…  I will tell this to the powers inside Nelpha as well as the other countries in hopes of them acknowledging you as a true king.”


    Sion bowed slightly. “Thank you.”


    With that, the banquet came to an end.


    


    ---


    


    Sion was speaking with Froaude in the large and tidy room he’d been allotted.


    “What was that prince called again?” Sion asked.


    “Starnelle Nelphi, Your Majesty.”


    “Hm. Starnelle,” Sion whispered and fell into thought for a while. He looked to the side of his room; like his room in Roland, it had a window with a sweeping view of Nelpha’s imperial capital. Unlike Roland’s, the view from Nelpha Castle was drawn in a clean circle.


    The sky was just beginning to lighten at the edges. Dawn would soon break.


    Sion spoke to Froaude, who had been standing this whole time instead of taking a seat, as he gazed out the window. “It looks like they’re goading him - that prince, Starnelle Nelphi - into this.”


    “Yes. Someone as simple-minded as him must believe there is some advantage to working with Roland’s nobility. I don’t believe he has much courage of his own.”


    Sion nodded. “There’s probably a mastermind. Some noble or other. Maybe that Marquess Protone you mentioned before.”


    “I will find proof of whom the mastermind is soon. The people I’m using are excellent.”


    “And you want to say you’re excellent as well, right?”


    A weak smile rose to Froaude’s face to accompany his cold eyes. “I have devoted myself to Your Majesty. No matter what may come, I shall protect Your Majesty even if it should cost my life…”


    Sion looked into Froaude’s ominous face. But the darkness surrounding him deepened and he was unable to tell what he was thinking or read between the lines at all.


    Even so, those words weren’t a lie. Sion understood that. Sion shrugged. “Only as long as you prove trustworthy. Now, find this affair’s mastermind quickly.” With that, Sion stood. He approached the window frame and looked out past it. “I’m going to slip out of here for a while. I’m counting on you.”


    Sion lifted a foot to the window sill. He’d be able to get out without anyone seeing this way.


    Suddenly, Froaude’s expression changed. How rare. His eyes opened wide in shock. “Surely you jest. I thought that you understood the situation, and yet…”


    “Are you trying to say that this is dangerous?”


    “Yes.”


    Sion smiled meanly. “But you said it yourself, didn’t you? You said I’m not a king that would die in a place like this. Is the king you respect so much the sort of man that’d die in the current state of things? If so, it’s better if he dies here. Don’t you think?”


    What he was saying was absurd. But just as a king was a king, a retainer was a retainer.


    Froaude smiled icily. “Understood. Please leave the matter from before to me.”


    “Yeah, I’m counting on you,” Sion said.


    With that, he skillfully leapt from the window.


    


    ---


    


    Mornings were early in Toale’s manor.


    Toale woke up first to prepare meals for the day.


    Then the kids woke up. They ran through the manor, yelling as they played, and when a few kids got tired of that they snuck into Ryner’s room and pinched his nose while he slept.


    “……!?  Uu… ah… auau… hey,” Ryner mumbled for a while before waking with a start. “I’m gonna die!?”


    “Kyaaah, the beast woke up!”


    “Who’re you callin’ a beast!?”


    “Weeell, when Iris left. she said even if you just talk to the beast you’ll end up making babies! She said you’re a real scary lifeform so we shouldn’t go near you!”


    “Then don’t come near me!!”


    “Kyah, kyaah!” The kids screamed and ran around happily.


    Ryner held his head in his hands and sighed. “Guys, I stayed up real late sorting documents last night… ow, owowowowow! How many of you are even climbing on me!?”


    “Kyah!?”


    “Don’t just ‘kyah’ me!”


    It looked like they’d gotten pretty close… 


    The kids poked fun at Ryner for some time, then finally got to the point. “Toale says breakfast’s ready.”


    “Mmgh… got it,” Ryner said and nodded to make a show of it, then got up and stretched.


    The kids watched him to make sure he really rose. “Alright! Next up is Ferris!”


    With that, they raced out of his room. Ryner watched them go. “These kids have some guts to do this to Ferris too,” he mumbled to himself as he walked out.


    Sure enough, a moment later… 


    “Gyaaaaahhh!!”


    It wasn’t even a kyah. It was a gyah. That was proof it was a real scream.


    It happened every morning, though, so it wasn’t actually worrying.


    Ryner walked towards the dining hall with a hand in his hair, still messy from sleep. He pushed the door to the dining hall open. “Wait, what?” He said out of surprise as he looked in.
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    Two people were sitting at the table, eating with incredible vigor. One raised his head to look at him.


    “Hey, Ryner. It’s been a while. Are you working like you’re supposed to?”


    Then the second raised her head.


    “Iris!?” A kid yelled from behind. A band of kids pushed Ryner over and trampled over him to reach her.


    Ryner stood up, already used to this sort of thing, and sighed. “Anyway… this all seems like a massive pain, so I’m gonna go back upstairs and sleep some more. See ya…”


    Just when Ryner was about to turn back around, something far more forceful than before slammed into his back.


    “Gyah!?”


    The blonde beauty, Ferris, had appeared behind him. For some reason, she was stomping on his back and looking down on him. “Mm. What’s wrong, Ryner? Why are you sleeping in a place like this?”


    “I’m definitely gonna fucking kill… ow… I lied, I lied, I’m sorr… gyaaaahh!!”


    Sion watched them with satisfaction. “Hm, seems like you’ve gotten pretty close.”


    Ryner and Ferris both tried to reply to him at the same time, talking over each other.


    “What part of this makes you say such a thing? Consider the feelings of these weak, beautiful girls as they tremble with fear, never knowing when this sex maniac might attack them.”


    “What part of this is close!? I’m gonna fucking kill you for making me deal with this troublesome girl… gyaaahh! Am I gonna die!? I might really die!!”


    Sion smiled wryly. “You really do look close. Ferris has never hit me like that before.”


    Ryner’s body flipped over, and he stood himself up with incredible dexterity. “I’m through with this! I can’t take any more of this crap today! Let’s go!” Ryner said and assumed a fighting stance.


    “Mm. Come at me,” Ferris said, completely unperturbed.


    In an instant, their bodies crossed. As usual, Ryner was left defeated on the floor.


    “Uu… I’m seriously gonna snap and kill one of these days… Ferris is impossible, so I’ll get Sion,” Ryner whispered, his voice weak from exertion… 


    In any case.


    Ryner, Ferris, Sion, Iris, Toale, and Toale’s siblings took their seats and began to eat.


    Toale tried to talk to them amidst all that ruckus. “So I heard that Sion is Ryner’s cousin…”


    Ryner and Ferris exchanged a look.


    “What’re you saying, Toale?” Ryner asked. “There’s no way a bad guy like this is my—”


    Sion kicked Ryner under the table, then stomped on his foot.


    “Hey… uu… seriously…?”


    It left a dull pain that felt very different from Ferris’ kicks. Ryner was at a loss for words.  


    Nobody noticed Sion’s antics under the table. He just kept smiling, the perfect picture of a kind young man. “That’s right, Toale. He’s terribly lazy… you take your eyes off him for a second and he’s already off napping somewhere, and he’s always chasing after girls…”


    To Ryner, Sion sounded like he was trying to pick a fight. “Sion, you… uwah!?”


    Ryner was kicked forcefully, leaving him unable to speak… 


    He had no other choice. He had to play along.


    “Th-that’s right,” Ryner said. “Yeah. Me and Sion are cousins… And boy, this guy’s been rotten since forever ago. He’s always laying traps for me somehow or another, and he even made me travel with that violent girl. Just how much hardship has he made me go through now…? Him and Ferris combined have horrible violent potential. I might have to live a life where I can’t nap ever again because of them…”


    “But you’re always sleeping,” Ferris said.


    “But I want to sleep all day.” 


    “Mm. Well, I guess you must get sleepy during the day because you spend every night on the streets attacking girls.”


    “I have absolutely no recollection of ever doing that though?”


    “Maybe you’re sleepwalking?” Sion said nonchalantly.


    “I’m not!!”


    Toale laughed happily at their conversation. “You three seem very close.”


    “How?” All three answered at once.


    Despite their squabbling, they were all eating the food Toale had made for everyone.


    “Hey, Sion,” Ryner said. “Why’re you even here?”


    “I just happened to be in the area,” Sion said like it was obvious.


    “Hah? Liar. There’s no way you’d be here by chance.”


    Sion ignored him entirely. “Then I just so happened to see Iris coming in, and when I called out to her Toale answered, and that’s that.”


    “No… there’s no way that’s that… and you’re just gonna ignore what I’m saying?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Don’t ‘yeah’ me… geez, why do I gotta know a guy like you…”


    Ferris nodded. “For real. Because I’m a sweet, abused maiden always stuck with you simpleton beasts…”


    “…Sweet maiden? Should I be hearing that sorta thing from you?”  


    “Mm. If I should open my beautiful lips, I can sing a song like a fairy might sing.”


    One would think she meant devils, not fairies, from her expressionless face and disinterested voice. 


    Even so, Toale smiled. “Hmm. Are you a talented singer, Ferris?”


    “Hm I do often hum in the bath,” Ferris said.


    Ryner and Sion’s heads whipped to look at each other. 


    Ryner was trembling. “S-seriously… she says she hums in the bath,” he said, voice shaking.


    “H-hey, Ryner,” Sion said. “Have you ever… heard Ferris sing a song?”


    “No way. That’d be scary. She probably kills anyone who hears her.”


    “Th-that is possible…” 


    The two of them were getting fired up at their conversation between men… but were soon slammed into the ground.


    Now, just why could that be?


    Some time later, Ryner, Ferris, and Sion were drinking black tea that Toale served after their meal while watching Iris and the other kids run around in the yard together. 


    “Toale, do you really have royal blood?” Sion asked. “I heard that you’re Lord Gread Nelphi’s grandson from Ryner, but…”


    Toale smiled bitterly and shook his head. “I’m not such a great person as that, Sion. You must understand just by looking around, right? This place is where they keep the nuisances. He… my father has had many children. Each and every one of us were told that we’re in the way and shoved into this house. None of these kids have anyone to look after them, so I’ve been doing it… of course, they’ve ended up thinking that nobody but me is good enough because of that. But I think they must have moments where they want to see their real mother and real father. Even so, I’m their everything…”


    Toale watched the kids run through the yard, a little sad.


    Sion smiled at the sight. According to Ryner’s report, Toale was popular with the people. Many were even vocal about their desire for him to be the next king.


    Naturally, Sion thought. The prince couldn’t compete with Toale, who had the makings of a splendid king. He understood the pain of being human. He understood kindness.


    But… his mother was the same as Sion’s, a woman of low status - to use the words of the nobility, a lowborn mutt. So Toale was unable to become king.


    Unless he started a revolution like Sion did, of course… 


    But that was impossible as long as the prince retained his power.


    This might be fine too, though. There was no need for a young man as kind as Toale to walk Sion’s path.


    Ryner finished his tea and stretched. “It’s not like you can’t be happy just because you don’t have any parents. As long as these kids know that someone loves them, they’ll grow up strong and healthy.”


    What a thing to say. Sion’s eyes widened as he stared unblinking at Ryner. 


    Ryner shrunk back. “Wh, what…” 


    Sion just continued to stare earnestly. “R-Ryner… you said something honest. What sort of catastrophe will befall us now!?”


    “H-hey, what on earth do you think of m—”


    “Don’t worry, Sion,” Ferris interrupted. He was surely going to continue like this: ‘I’ll love her, so please give me Toale’s youngest girl as a bride,’” Ferris said, shaking her head over and over. “Unbelievable. Your degeneracy has really come this far… I must dispose of you now for the sake of this world.”


    “…Augh, geez! Fine, fine, I get it. I’m in the wrong. Do whatever you want… I’m gonna go back to sleep!” Ryner said. He lay down across a few of the table’s chairs and closed his eyes.


    “Ahaha. You three really are close,” Toale said as he stood to clear their teacups. “Thank you for encouraging me, Ryner.”


    “Mm,” Ryner mumbled curtly, his face mellow.


    


    ---


    


    The three went back inside to share information they couldn’t while Toale was there.


    Ryner shared information about their long stay in the imperial capital and what he’d learned about Nelpha as well as the state of his search for the relics.


    After that, Sion told them about his visit with the current king of Nelpha.


    No matter how one looked at it, conspiracies and traps were swirling together. Their aim was likely Sion’s life. Ryner listened to him, lying on his side on his bed, and Ferris listened while chomping on dango Iris had brought her, not minding that they’d only just finished eating breakfast.


    Sion smiled bitterly at how disinterested they both looked. “That’s the state of things. Your king’s life is in danger, I’d like to have you guys guard me for a while. What do you think?”


    Ryner was, frankly, disgusted. “Huuuh, why do I gotta do it? The plan’s to assassinate you, so that means assassins are coming, right? That’s scary, I don’t like it. Also, it’s a pain, and like, I’m sleepy.”


    Those were the words of the man who’d single handedly defeated fifty of Estabul’s strongest troops, their Magical Knights, during the war, folks.


    Sion turned his attention to the blonde beauty.


    “Nngh, muhmh. Hrrm. Nyuhniu,” she mumbled in her usual monotone. Because of the dango in her mouth, her words were unintelligible. Then she herself seemed to realize that fact and chewed her dango at her own pace… 


    For quite some time, her chewing at her dango was the only sound. It resounded dumbly through the room until she finished. “Mm. That’s how it is.”


    “That’s how what is!” Sion and Ryner asked in unison.


    Sion was at his wit’s end. But he wouldn’t back down. He’d pretty much expected them to respond like this. He smiled and tried another approach. “Ryner, do you know about the Taboo Hunters?”


    “Mm? What’s this about all of a sudden? Of course I know about them. They chase down or otherwise kill people who know Roland’s magic and try and leave the country to keep our magic from getting out to other countries. They’re a disturbing organization.”


    “You even know the details.”


    “Yeah, well, it was the place most people from the special facility I was at ended up working. They boasted about it… about being one of the hated Taboo Hunters. So? What about them?”


    “They’re coming after you,” Sion said easily.


    But Ryner didn’t understand what he meant. He was silent for some time before finally raising his voice. “Hah?”


    Sion nodded, satisfied. “Well, maybe I should’ve said they’re going to be after you from now on.”


    “Whoa, whoa, whoa, wait, Sion,” Ryner said, flustered. “Why am I being chased by the Taboo Hunters?”


    “Hm? You don’t know even though you yourself were the one who said it? You can use Roland’s magic, escaped from jail, abducted a blonde beauty, and then fled the country. Why wouldn’t they be after you?”


    “Huh? Well, er… I’m gonna say this again, slowly, so please listen carefully this time, okay? Why am I being chased by Taboo Hunters? I was ordered to do this work I didn’t wanna do by you -Roland’s king and a horrible, horrible person - wasn’t I? It was basically an imperial edict. And yet the Taboo Hunters want me? Isn’t that kinda weird?”


    “Is it?” Sion asked. “But I think it’s obvious that the Taboo Hunters hunt taboo breakers?”


    “Then say something to them!”


    “Oh, right. I wonder if that’d be okay? I mean, I don’t really feel like doing something for you, Ryner. You won’t even listen to me… The Taboo Hunters will attack you even when you’re napping, when you’re in the bathroom, and when you’re eating… your private time will cease to exist. How pitiful… Hm? What’s wrong? You’ve suddenly gone quiet.”


    Ryner held his face in his hands. “Why oh why did I have to have to meet a demon as bad as him?”


    “Hm. Would you rather be my guard?”


    “…Ah, geez, I get it already… do whatever you want.”


    ”Just as I thought, my good friend.”


    “You talk too much!”


    Next, Sion turned his attention to Ferris… 


    She glanced, no, glared back at him. “What, demon? You can’t get me with that. If you send the Taboo Hunters after me, I will just cut each and every one of them down.”


    Scary. But Sion pushed forward. “I understand, Ferris. I didn’t think that drivel would bother you, and I don’t think I can get you to agree just by asking nicely.”


    “Mm. Good call,” Ferris said and nodded, relieved.


    “Oh, I know,” Sion continued casually, his tone light. “Wynnit Dagno is thinking about opening a branch in the noble sector, close by your house, Ferris, but they’re hesitating. What do you think, Ferris? Maybe markets really don’t suit the noble sector. Should I turn them down?”


    Ferris suddenly rose. “Come, Ryner, and stop your complaining. We must begin guarding Sion immediately.”


    “Hey, you, what’re you doing letting Sion win you over that easily! And over something as stupid as dan—”


    “Mm? You bastard, did you just make light of dango?” Ferris asked. The shrill sound of her sword unsheathing echoed through the room.


    “Hey, w-w-w-wait!! I take it back! Y-you’re right, dango is enough to overthrow the government over. It’s what’s really important. I g-get it so put your sword away.”


    “Mm.”


    Sion smiled at their exchange as he watched them, satisfied. “I’m so glad I have subordinates who think of their king.”


    Ryner and Ferris turned on him, both talking at once.


    “One of these days I’m definitely gonna spread a rumor that Roland’s king is a beast of a sex maniac that can make kids just by talking, and then I’m gonna murder you!”


    “Mm. If the new branch isn’t complete by the time I return home, King, I’m severing your head.”


    Overflowing with patriotism, weren’t they?


    


    ---


    


    The moon was visible that night.


    It dimly lit the castle’s imposing rampart several storeys high and its gate.


    The whole castle was on high alert. Many guards were stationed, vigilantly watching so that not even a single kitten could pass.


    Obviously. This was the king’s residence. The king of a neighboring country was currently visiting, too. It would be far stranger if they weren’t vigilantly guarding.


    There shouldn’t be anyone hidden in a place like this. It’d be impossible for a normal person… 


    And yet, the light of the moon on the roof lit six suspicious figures. They wore all black, complete with black masks. They held onto the edge of the roof as they advanced, movements nimble.


    Their aim was—… 


    A small window on their path suddenly opened from the inside. A young lady-in-waiting looked at the men in black and timidly waved to them. She was likely in on it, playing the part of inviting them in. The men lined up and ran towards her.


    That was the current scene.


    “……”


    A little ways away, people watched it from the roof. There were two of them. One had lain down and was watching the men in black with motivationless and bored eyes. He sighed. “I’m like, suuuper tired… I didn’t get to sleep until late last night, and then I had to get up early… Hey, is it okay if I leave Sion’s work to you and just sleep here?”


    Despite the situation, he didn’t sound nervous or on-edge in the slightest.


    The second person, a blonde beauty, responded. “That should be my line. Even though Iris finally brought me some dango, I have to restrain myself from eating it while watching the moon because I need to sit here with a resentful habitual sex maniac instead. You could grant my dream.”


    Ryner sighed loudly at her. “Well, about that. This is all a massive pain, so how about we just leave?”


    “Mm. I’d like to, but the fate of the dango branch shop is in my hands. I can’t give that up.”


    “…And what about worrying for Sion’s life?”


    Ferris furrowed her eyebrows suspiciously. “Do I need to do that?”


    “Nope,” Ryner said easily and stood. He popped his shoulders, horribly languid. “But, I mean, his personality’s so bad that he’d probably curse us if we let him die now… there’s nothing we can do about it, so let’s get to work.”


    “Mm. Go on then.”


    “Huh!? Hey, come on. You’re coming too, right?” Ryner asked.


    “It’s a pain so I don’t want to,” Ferris said.


    “I’m the one who doesn’t want to!”


    For some reason, that surprised Ferris. “But then… then… what’ll happen to the dango shop?”


    “Like I give a shit about that!”


    As they argued, they ended up raising their voices quite a bit… 


    In the dead of a quiet night, no less.


    Today, the castle was holding a grand reception party for Sion on the first floor. Ryner and Ferris were on the very top of the castle, over five floors higher, so there was no way they could hear them arguing all the way from the first floor banquet hall. The men in black were another story. They heard every word of it. They stopped in their tracks and looked to Ryner and Ferris.


    “Hey… when did they get there? I couldn’t sense their presence at all…”


    “Who are they…?”


    The men had a cold, sharp glare through their masks that only an assassin was capable of. Ryner and Ferris noticed them staring.


    Ryner’s mellow expression never changed. “Ferris, they noticed us because of all the dumb stuff you were saying. They look the real thing, too… Real strong.”


    Ferris’ usual expressionless face didn’t change in the slightest. “It appears so. But they aren’t strong enough to be a problem for you.”


    “Hmm. You have a surprisingly high opinion of me.”


    Ferris nodded seriously. “Night after night you attack girls on the streets, but you haven’t been caught once. Even I have a certain respect a veteran such as yourse—”


    “Enough already!” Ryner said and sighed. “I was wrong for thinking you expected good things of me for even a second… But, well, there’s no point in arguing with a selfish and violent—”


    The shrill sound of her sword unsheathing echoed through the night.


    “…No, um… that’s not what I meant… er, this should be no problem for your magnificent swordsmanship, right?”


    “Can’t be helped,” one of the men in black said. I don’t know who they are, but we’ve gotta eliminate witnesses. Let’s do it.”


    They all ran to attack at once.


    Ryner stared at them vacantly and Ferris stared expressionlessly. 


    “It’s a pain, but… let’s do it,” Ryner said.


    “Mm.”


    They began to move. Ferris ran for them while Ryner stayed back and rose a hand to draw one of Roland’s magic circles.


    When they saw it, the men in black stopped.  “You’re… Rolanders!?” They screamed. Then the leading three men pulled sharp daggers from their pockets. The remaining three lifted their hands, moving them in complicated patterns, and began to draw a seal of light.


    “Hmm. So you’re Nelphan assassins. Here I thought Roland’s nobles might’ve payed you off… well, I guess I’ll give this spell up then,” Ryner said and easily erased his magic circle. 


    In the next moment, Ferris reached the dagger-wielding assassins. They began their clash.


    “What can a lone girl do as our opponent?” One of the men yelled.


    Another man continued after the first. “Real unfortunate for you, but you can’t compete with us…”


    They threw their daggers at her with unbelievable speed. Ryner’s initial impression was correct: these guys were the real deal. Their movements didn’t leave even the smallest gap, and their battle formation showcased their cooperation. Though their type was the sort that would never go down in history since they always worked from behind the scenes, if given the chance, these six men could easily take out a whole platoon of soldiers.


    Even so, the beauty’s expression didn’t change one bit. “You’re pretty talkative for assassins.”


    Ferris’ movements were comparatively calm and relaxed. She unsheathed the sword at her waist, then threw it up into the air. As she did, she kicked a dagger up and away. Two more were heading her way - she caught them between her fingers, then tossed them back up.


    “Wha!?”


    The men were in shock, but Ferris wasn’t done. She caught her falling sword. It flashed in the moonlight.


    In an instant, the single sound of metal-on-metal resounded through the air. But even though there had only been one sound, she’d hit the three daggers she’d thrown into their air. They flew back to the three men in the rear who were chanting incantations’ arms.


    “Gyyaaaaahh!!”


    They collapsed to the ground, holding their arms. Ferris then sheathed her sword and looked to the front three men. “Mm. Do you want to keep going?”
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    Their faces had paled, and they leapt back. “Wh-what are you?”


    “A beauty,” Ferris said easily.


    “……”


    Nobody had the guts to play the straight man to that one… 


    Aside from Ferris, whose face had gone red at her own compliment… everyone’s expressions were deathly serious.


    “Kuh! We won’t have anywhere to return to if we fail here! We have to do something, anything to deal with…”


    The assassin’s words trailed off. Ryner, who was carving seal after seal into the air with a horribly unmotivated expression, had caught his eye.


    “W-what…?” The man mumbled and shivered. “What the fuck’s with these guys…?  You can use Roland’s magic… and Nelpha’s?


    Unbelievable.


    For starters, magic’s composition was completely different depending on its country of origin. It was even fair to say that magic to its core was different depending on the country. How should one start a spell? What medium should they use? Should they use an incantation or a magic circle? What about a seal? Even the absolute fundamentals were different.


    So using magic from another country was really not that easy of a task. That’s why it was so dangerous to let one’s magic’s composition be known abroad… so it was important for Taboo Hunters to go out of their way to keep that from happening. That way the division of magic between countries wouldn’t become too lopsided.


    So it was clearly strange that he could use the magic of two different countries… 


    But Ryner could do it all with a tired expression.


    The men were astonished. “What in the world…”


    Then one of them yelled suddenly, having realized something. “H-his eyes… he’s got pentagrams in his eyes!?”


    The men started an uproar. 


    “What!? Then that means he’s… he’s one of those disaster bringing Alpha Stigma bearers!?”


    They screamed, faces twitching.


    Alpha Stigma. They always spat those words through fear and loathing… 


    The red glow of the pentagram in his eyes was bound to draw attention in the dead of night. His eyes could copy magic just by seeing it, from its composition to its ability, analyzing it completely and bringing it into existence. 


    In truth, the Alpha Stigma was an abomination. But that wasn’t all… 


    “You fools! Those Alpha Stigma bearing monsters shouldn’t be able to understand reasoning or work for someone else’s sake… I’ve never heard of this sort of thing before!”


    “Roland’s keeping monsters like this now?”


    Ryner watched them, his expression turning just a little sad. He narrowed his pentagram bearing eyes. “You talk too much,” he said quietly. “It’s not like they like monsters all that much either…”


    “Mm. But once he gets in bed, he instantly becomes a beas—”


    “Yeah, yeah. You’re being noisy. Be quiet,” Ryner said. He closed his sad eyes for a moment and smiled bitterly. Then he faced the assassins once more to finish his Nelphan spell. He spoke the incantation calmly. “O breath of wind, loan us your power.”


    The wind around them suddenly collected into something more violent, then headed for the assassins. They couldn’t dodge and were forced to take the direct hit… 


    Their whole bodies were torn. It was obvious that they couldn’t fight anymore.


    With that, the battle ended.


    “Phew.”


    Ryner sighed listlessly.


    Ferris tilted her head. “Hm. It was an easy victory. But Ryner… why did you hold back? You could have killed them with your magic. That naivety will be your undoing.”


    “Huh, um? What’re you saying? You just cut the guys’ arms. You didn’t kill anyone either. You could have hit their hearts if you’d wanted to, right? Ryner asked. But he didn’t sound like he was trying to pick a fight at all.


    For some reason, Ferris reacted with surprise despite her lack of expression. “C-could it be that you’re thinking of extending your rotten ways past women and children and onwards to men too!?”


    “Hey, were you even listening to me?”


    “Of course not.”


    “Oh, so you’re admitting to it!?”


    They continued to argue for a while… 


    Eventually, Ryner was left several times more exhausted than he’d felt after the actual battle had ended. “So what should we do with these guys? Just leave them sleeping here? Cleaning up’s a pain so I don’t wanna do it.”


    “Mm. We have three ways we could go from here,” Ferris said.


    “Right,” Ryner said in agreement. “One: we capture them while they sleep. Two: we kill them. Three: we let them go home. So what should we do? I think these guys’ll be too scared to try and attack Sion again… pros like this can’t find assassin work again after a failed mission, so I think it’s fine to just go with the third option.”


    Ferris shook her head seriously. “No, it has to be the second option. We call Iris and eat dango while watching the moon.”


    “…Were you even listening to me? You don’t want to listen at all, do you?”


    “Of—”


    “Don’t just say ‘of course not’ again!”


    After arguing for a while, they decided to leave the assassins and go home. Assassins never actually knew their client’s names, so even if they captured them nothing would come of it.


    Once they reached their conclusion, Ryner and Ferris walked away with an unmotivated gait.


    “Man, I sure am tired… I do know why though. Dealing with you every day is one hundred times more tiring than dealing with assassins…”


    “Hm. You were born with such a poor character that my own angelic heart inflicts damage on you.”


    “…The damage miiight be inflicted when you hit me.”


    And so the curtain draws on their night as they leave the scene over some friendly (?) banter.


    


    ---


    


    At around that time, Sion safely returned to his room after the party. He was a bit fatigued after holding a friendly demeanor and carrying on pleasant conversation for so long. He sighed softly. “At least it’s been more or less uneventful,” he whispered to himself.


    He lay on his bed and stared up at the ceiling. People were seriously after his life right now. The party had made him realize that. He’d felt malice and killing intent on his back. When he turned to look at those nobles, they smiled at him. But through their smiles he could tell that they wanted to kill him.


    They were obviously regular people. If they were pros - assassins - then they wouldn’t have been so obvious about their anticipation. They’d approach him, kill him without hesitation, and then leave the scene as quickly as they’d come. There would be no need for them to make contact with anyone but their target… 


    That was the golden rule. So even though there had been people who wanted him dead at that party, nobody could have actually killed him. If someone was coming for him, they’d strike somewhere else entirely. But there had been no sign of anyone coming.


    “…Hm. I wonder if it’s because Ryner and Ferris are doing a good job…?”


    As he thought to himself, he was struck by a mysterious unease. Then someone knocked on his door.


    Sion raised his head. “Oh, you came.”


    “I apologize for coming late, Your Majesty,” a dark, cold voice said from outside the room. “I have completed my investigation. May I request permission to enter your room?”


    “Mm. Come on.”


    The door opened, and Sion watched as he entered with narrowed gold eyes.


    “……”


    It was Froaude. His expression was as dark as always, but there was something even colder about him. Something frigid.


    He’d brought something strange in behind him - a living being. He tossed it down in the center of the room.


    “The mastermind of this affair is one single person: Count Welias,” Froaude said. “I heard all about it from him.”


    His tone was completely unconcerned… 


    Sion couldn’t say anything. No… he was made to be unable to say anything. He could only stare at the man lying on the floor in front of him.


    The man who’d been introduced as Count Welias didn’t have any arms or legs. That wasn’t the end of it, either. His torso was damaged, too… it was completely lacking pieces as if some kind of beast had chewed through it… 


    It was a strange scene.


    What in the world had Froaude done to Welias…? 


    Sion’s mind erupted in suspicion. But he closed his eyes for a moment, took a breath, and looked up. “Give me your report,” he said.


    For some reason, that made Froaude happy. His lips curved up. “I really am glad that I chose you to be my master.”


    “…What do you mean?”


    “Of course it means that I am glad to be your retainer. You didn’t say anything even after seeing this, even though you yourself are wrapped in light… because at the same time, you are wrapped in a great darkness. I will work for you to my heart’s content.”


    Sion forced a smile. Froaude didn’t need him to urge him again. He began his detached explanation.


    “According to what I heard from this man… the ringleaders to this affair are the prince and his circle of nobles. The reason it started was that the king apparently does not want the prince to succeed him; instead, he seemed interested in choosing one of the prince’s sons. That displeased the prince. And so the prince apparently decided that he should assassinate the king and take his place as ruler of this country…”


    Froaude paused for a moment, then continued. “However, to accomplish that, they had to get rid of the shield protecting him from behind - you, Lord Astal. You procured that power through the military ranks as opposed to through lineage. Even if it would shame them, the prince and Nelphan nobility relied on Roland’s nobility. Though I doubt it is so much relying on them so much as accepting their money,” Froaude said and faintly smiled. 


    “Well, that sort of thing is pretty common.”


    “Yes.”


    “So he didn’t end up giving the names of his noble Rolander conspirators?”


    “Well… it appears that Roland’s nobility was merely acting as his financial backing. Their names were not clear to him.”


    “Haha. Our nobles would have made the better masterminds.”


    “…In any event, we must deal with them as well,” Froaude said.


    Deal with them. In other words, kill them.


    Sion sighed and fell into thought. Sooner or later, his hands… and his subordinates’ hands… would murder a great number of people. There was no room for hesitation in matters such as this. Even so, Sion looked at his own palms and sighed.


    He couldn’t help but feel that his hands were already quite dirty with blood…


    He’d already lost the right to touch his mother with these hands of his. A self-deprecatory smile rose to his face.


    Enough of that. He had to return to the matter at hand. He now understood who his enemies in Nelpha were. All that was left was figuring out how to approach the issue… 


    This wasn’t his country. It was another country’s affair. He couldn’t just ‘deal with’ the prince.


    “I think that I should approach the prince,” Froaude said. “Your Majesty will support the prince on behalf of Roland’s nobility.”


    “Hoh. And let the current king be assassinated by the idiot prince?”


    “Yes. Should a fool rule the country, it will be that much easier to make it crumble,” Froaude said easily.


    Sion’s thought process stopped entirely for a moment before he caught it and shrugged. “You seriously think I’m going to take over the whole continent of Menoris, don’t you… But I really don’t want that, you know. I don’t think I want that kind of senseless, indiscriminate war.”


    “There is nothing wrong with that. A true king does what the world desires, not what he himself desires. Even if… you should refuse to do such a thing… sir. But I do believe that you will want it after a while.”


    “I don’t want that.”


    “Then I will tempt you until you do,” Froaude said, tone still as detached as before.


    Sion was taken aback, then smiled like this was fun for him. “All my subordinates are scary people, aren’t they?”


    “…May I accept those words as praise?”


    “Haha. Who knows. Right now, my path leads to fixing Roland up from the inside. If that stupid prince takes Nelpha’s throne and their public safety suffers, it’ll affect Roland too. I’d rather have a good relationship with them. I’ll talk to Nelpha’s king and then leave the matter of the prince in his hands.”


    Froaude was quiet for some time before slowly lowering his head. “As you wish.”


    


    ---


    


    That night, the other side of Imperial Nelpha’s politics were in disarray. 


    Sion heard the details from Nelpha’s king.


    If Nelpha made one wrong move, they’d end up at war with the Great Roland Empire. Nobles who had the country’s best interests at heart made every effort to avoid that from within Nelpha. 


    First of all, the ringleader of the affair, Nelpha’s prince Starnelle Nelphi, was restrained. Then the nobles acting with him were captured one after another… it was a fight against time. If they took too long, they could flee and join Roland’s anti-monarchy faction. They had to clean them all up in a single night… 


    Luckily, many nobles were assembled in the castle that night for the party. They were able to capture the vast majority of instigators.


    Right now, the king and the important nobility were bowing deeply to Sion.


    “Th-this journey has truly only caused you trouble… We are indebted to you for your generosity in not going to war with our country.”


    Sion’s expression was troubled. “No, I could say the same. Roland’s nobility is equally to blame for this matter. From my point of view, there is no need for you to apologize to me, Lord Nelphi. Please, there is no need for you to worry.”


    “…I have no words fit to convey my gratitude… I think our neighbor Roland ought to be proud of you, Lord Astal.”


    Sion smiled. “That is what I should be saying. A king that would bow his head to another country’s ruler such as yourself is rare. As long as you, Gread Nelphi, are king of Imperial Nelphi, I shan’t worry for the north of my country.”


    With that, the group from Nelpha had no more words to match Sion’s praise.


    


    ---


    


    And so, everything ended… or at least it should have.


    But in the dark, deep night, Froaude remained standing.


    His surroundings were dyed bright red.


    Blood, blood, blood.


    A smile rose to his lips as he gazed at it. “Now all the remnants appear to be dealt with,” he whispered. 


    The men and women surrounding him had all stopped breathing indiscriminately… 


    He sighed once, then looked up at the sky to confirm the position of the moon. Dawn wouldn’t break for a while still. Then he looked back around the unbreathing corpses. “It is a nice night. Please sleep well, everyone…”


    With that, he walked off, stepping slowly into the dark.


    “Now, there is one more thing to take care of… I cannot allow people who would interfere with Lord Astal’s military rule to live. I must eliminate all who should stand in His Majesty’s way… if at all possible, I would like to deal with them before dawn breaks…”


    He walked without a sound as he headed for his next destination. The moon’s position was moving in the sky, but it seemed that dawn wouldn’t break for a while yet.


  




  

    Chapter 5: He Who Lurks in Darkness


    Toale’s manor had fallen asleep.


    Like a kid who’d stayed out all night hiding from his parents, Ryner looked around then climbed up stealthily through the window.


    “Ah, I sure am tired,” Ryner grumbled once he was inside. “Geez, what time is it? The sun’s probably gonna come up soon, right?  And those brats are just gonna wake me up early again… And I’m kinda hungry, too.”


    Ferris entered through the window after him without a sound. “Mm. I have some dango if you want any. Want to watch the moon and eat some?”


    “Oh, that sounds nice. Seems like it’d make my stomach feel nasty tomorrow though.”


    “Dango doesn’t make your stomach feel nasty. Did you not know that?”


    “Liar.”


    “It’s true. I have never once felt even a little gross after eating dango.”


    “…That’s just because you’re a monster.”


    “I don’t want to hear that from you, you ultimate degenerate.”


    “Yeah, sure, gotcha.”


    They were having that conversation while getting ready to eat dango watching the moon from the window, their chairs already pulled up to it. Once Ferris brought the dango, they took their seats.


    Nothing but the sound of their chewing broke the silence for some time.


    It was just Ryner and Ferris.


    Ryner watched the moon with sleepy eyes. “I know this is weird to say, but the moon looks the same from both Roland and Nelpha, huh?”


    The hand pushing dango into Ferris’ mouth stopped, and she looked up at the moon with narrowed eyes. “Mm. Right. It’s round.”


    “…Hey. what kind of impression is that? It’s not elegant at all. You’ve gotta have something in you, right?”


    “…Give me an example.”


    “Huh? Oh, I know. For example, ‘the moon sure is yellow’... ugh, no, that’s no good. I can’t think of anything witty. I’ll never make a move on a girl like this,” Ryner said then laughed a little at himself. “Well, I’ve never made any moves before though…” 


    For a brief moment, Ryner lifted his hands to cover his eyes.


    He was a monster. Everyone feared and detested his existence.


    He knew just how dangerous he was better than anyone… 


    He called Ferris a monster a minute ago, but really, Ryner believed himself to be the monster. Because when he fell for someone, when they were kind to him, he wanted to hurt them… no, he wanted to kill them.


    Ryner’s eyes flicked to Ferris, who was eating dango after dango next to him. He sighed.


    “……”


    Sion had said that he wanted him. Wanted Ryner, an Alpha Stigma bearer.


    And Kiefer had told him to stop calling himself a monster, too… 


    And now Ferris, who had probably heard all about him from Sion, was sitting next to him completely unconcerned. 


    “Mm. It’d certainly be better if you learned how to talk to girls a little better. If you keep attacking them as soon as you see them, you won’t even have a chance of going to heaven.”


    What a thing to say out of the blue.


    The people around him now were all like this.


    They knew about his true nature, but it was almost like they weren’t afraid at all. They even tried to get close to him.


    It was… a strange feeling.


    Wouldn’t he just come to hurt them? To kill them? His chest tightened with that fear, but he couldn’t force his heart ot close to them.


    Ryner’s heart fluttered in sadness. Something like that had happened once in the past.


    But then, that girl… they were separated before he could hurt her.


    But now? Now… 


    He stopped his train of thought there and gazed at Ferris.


    “Geez, you really do have eccentric tastes.”


    “What are you talking about?” Ferris asked and stared back. Her pretty eyes only held meager emotion. They looked into Ryner’s eyes, mellow as always.


    “Nah, it’s nothing.”


    The room fell silent. The moon was still moving through the sky.


    All he could hear was the faint sound of Ferris’ breathing.


    It was a strange atmosphere.


    Something… something was… 


    Ryner stood. “Ferris,” he said seriously.


    “Mm. I noticed it,” she said and nodded. She pulled her sword to her side. “Something’s… coming.”


    “Yeah. But what is it? It’s got, like… an amazing murderous intent. And there are quite a few of them… I wonder if the assassins from earlier came back for revenge?”


    “…Do you really think that?”


    Ryner smiled calmly. “Nah. This is… above their level. Is it even human?”


    The murderous intent that was steadily approaching them was truly unbelievable. A human didn’t have the reason to have such strong murderous intent. It was an indiscriminate murderous intent. Bestial. Several beings with that murderous intent were approaching.


    Ryner winced at their force. “What should we do about it…?”


    Ferris turned her sharp eyes to Ryner. “They probably assumed we’d notice them from the outset and planned accordingly. It’s too late to escape.”


    “…Geez… it’s not like we can fight here at the manor. The kids are sleeping. Think we can lead them away…?”


    “Mm.”


    With that, they leapt from the window.


    There, just inside of the main gate to Toale’s place.  By the fresh and green gardens that were cared for during the day. Night had fallen here too. It was a quiet night with a beautiful moon.


    A lone man stood there. He was wearing a suit, dark as if dyed by the night itself.


    The murderous intent of several beings sprouted out from that one man. His beautiful, supple long black hair fluttered in the breeze, and the penetrating cold of his frigid eyes was fixed on Toale’s manor.


    “Hey. Your target’s not in that manor. They’re right here,” Ryner said. He and Ferris appeared in the garden.


    The man’s eyes slid to them. “Hoh… I did not expect to receive a reception… I suppose you noticed my approach and decided to lay in waiting for an ambush?


    Ryner shrugged. “Honestly, anyone would notice you walking in with such blatant bloodlust.”


    The man smiled meanly. “How very modest… There are few who notice it. If everyone did, I would be rendered unable to move. And I notice that you’re unconcerned. As expected…” He looked to Ryner. “Lord Toale Nelphi.”


    Ryner’s eyes widened. “Huh?”


    At that, the man looked a bit pensive. “However, this is strange…  According to my information on Lord Toale, ‘wise’ and ‘popular’ are key words used to describe him, but I never received any information citing his combat ability as high…”


    “Huh… ‘Toale’…?”  


    What was this guy saying?


    For a moment Ryner was perplexed. Then he turned to Ferris. “That means… that’s what he’s trying to do, right?”


    In any case, it seemed like his stupidly apparent bloodlust wasn’t for Ryner and Ferris but for Toale. On top of that, he’d mistaken Ryner for Toale… 


    He was pretty far off the mark… 
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    “This is turning into a real pain—”


    “I see,” Ferris said, cutting him off. “So? Who are you?”


    The man bowed politely. “How rude of me. I am called Miran Froaude. Please, forgive me for visiting so late at night.”


    “No. If you know it’s wrong, then leave,” Ferris said curtly.


    The man who’d introduced himself as Froaude lifted his head and smiled weakly. “No, I have something I wanted to do here first… it is business of absolute importance.”


    “Hoh. And that is?”


    “It is to do with the renowned Lord Toale, as I said before. His ability to capture people’s hearts is nothing short of splendid. I have come to think that he should become the next king of this country. Is it not clear that Lord Toale, who possesses both wisdom and popularity, should become king? This country could then say it is blessed with a wonderful king and flourish,” Froaude said.


    He spoke as if he was spinning a tale.


    A wonderful king.


    Toale could certainly become a good king. That’s what Ryner thought, anyway.


    “…Enough small talk. State your business,” Ferris said.


    Froaude studied them with dark, devil-like eyes, then smiled meaningfully. “I would ‘state it,’ but that is where I’m troubled. This country is already blessed with a wonderful king… and so—”  He lifted a hand lightly into the air, as if to shake something off of it. “O darkness…”


    A pressure far stronger than what he’d had before sprouted from his body. 


    It was an absolutely overwhelming pressure… it wasn’t just murderous intent. It absolutely felt like they were going to be murdered.


    “Th-this guy’s bad news,” Ryner said.


    “……”


    Ryner and Ferris stepped back. It felt like they’d burst open if they got too close.


    And then—


    “…Appear,” Froaude whispered in the dark of night.


    The dark of his shadow swelled up from under him… 


    “What the hell is that?”


    A black shadow rose up into the sky… and headed straight for Ryner and Ferris. It was unbelievably fast. So fast that Ryner and Ferris could hardly react.


    It closed the distance between them, aiming straight for Ryner’s throat. Ryner twisted his body, and it really felt like he wasn’t going to make it. “Kuh!?”


    He’d die. He really thought so. It was hopeless.


    He saw something move out of the corner of his eye.


    Clank! The sharp sound of metal resounded through the night.


    At some point Ferris had moved in front of Ryner and swung her sword into the shadow. She shook it off with that one swing. “You’re zoning out. Do you want to die?”


    “…Hey, it’s way weirder that you could react to that!” Ryner screamed. He took a fighting stance to match Ferris’ and looked to the shadow she’d warded off. His eyes widened.


    The shadows had taken on an animalistic form. The form of a beast. Not a wolf, not a bear… some other sort of strange beast. It was darker than night, limbs elegantly moving through the air. Both its fangs and nails were sharp. Something saliva-like, just as dark as the rest of it, dripped from its mouth onto the ground where it melted and disappeared… 


    “Hey, Ryner,” Ferris said. “What is that…?”


    “…You think I know? Magic… maybe? But he didn’t look like he casted anything. Not that I saw, anyway,” Ryner said. He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them. When he did, a red pentagram had covered them. It was to analyze the situation. “It’s not magic after all,” he mumbled. “I can’t tell anything about its organization even with the Alpha Stigma.”


    “Then what is it?”


    “I’m telling you, I don’t know!”


    “…You’re useless,” Ferris said under her breath.


    “What’re you mumbling?”


    “I said you’re useless.”


    “…Hey… it doesn’t feel good knowing that you’re fine saying that to my face…”   


    They were joking around, but they were both still tensed for battle. There was an unidentified enemy before them. An unbelievably strong one, at that. He went straight for Ryner’s neck only a moment before.


    He wasn’t like Estabul’s Magical Knights. He didn’t find joy in torturing his opponents. He went straight for the neck out of the blue, without any deep emotion to drive him to… 


    “He’s wicked,” Ryner mumbled. On top of that, he held an overwhelming power… 


    It wasn’t normal magic. It was something else that his Alpha Stigma couldn’t perceive… 


    “This is pretty bad,” Ryner said quietly. “If we don’t understand what he is, we can’t get close to him. If we can’t get close, we can’t do anything…”


    Froaude was a bit taken aback. “Amazing… you were able to react to that. What are you, exactly?”


    Ferris didn’t respond to his question. “I could say the same of you. What is that monster?”


    “…This? It is the grim reaper who has come to take you. And…”


    Froaude whispered something to himself a second time.


    “S-seriously…?” Ryner mumbled. The strange darkness they called night gathered in Froaude’s shadow, making it unnaturally large, and another beast leapt up.


    Not just one, either. Five appeared in total, each facing Ryner with their horrible bloodlust readily apparent. It appeared that the presence they’d felt originally was that of these beasts.


    Ryner grimaced. “Hey, Ferris… this is pretty bad, but… there’s no way we can just run either.”


    “Mm. That would be difficult, since you can’t react to their movements fast enough. Protecting you from all five of them while fighting them is even impossible for me.”


    “…I bet. Alright, I’ll… figure something out. Geez… don’t you feel like we’re doing way too much work? I really wanted a life where I could have some peace and quiet and just laze around all the time…” 


    As Ryner spoke, his hands danced around in the air with a speed and purpose contrary to his words. They wrote an incantation before him.


    Froaude’s eyebrows furrowed as he watched. “Mm? That is… the Kingdom of Estabul’s magic, is it not? Lord Toale, who is in Nelpha, using Estabul’s magic… What could this mean?” As he spoke his sharp eyes studied Ryner intensely. “I see. You are not Lord Toale. But you have been quiet on the subject. Could you be his guards, or perhaps refugees from the Kingdom of Estabul…?”


    He asked his questions politely even in the midst of battle. But Ryner didn’t answer them. “I dedicate the words of our contract - give birth to the beast of malice sleeping within the earth!”


    Ryner’s spell activated, his whole body shimmering. He accelerated so quickly it was like he was a different person entirely, and he ran to close the distance between himself and Froaude.


    The shadow beasts all reacted and moved to attack him, but… 


    “I won’t let you get me like last time,” Ryner said. He sped up again, moving vigorously. Their fangs and jaws bit at the air and he started to draw a magic circle with tremendous speed. It was complete in an instant.


    And for the first time, Froaude’s expression changed. “Hey… what’re you doing with Roland’s magic? What the hell are…”


    Before he could finish his words, Ryner recited the incantation. “I wish for a burnt prairie - Crimson!”


    The magic circle he’d constructed seemed to explode as bullets of fire shot out from it to attack the shadow beasts and Froaude. The beasts took a direct hit. They caught fire and were destroyed.


    Froaude quickly lifted both his arms. “Appear.”


    Black shadows sprung up from under him and moved as to protect him. They took the hit from the fire bullets and disappeared.


    “Tch. He avoided them,” Ryner muttered and clicked his tongue.


    “How surprising,” Froaude said. “You can use Roland’s magic in addition to Estabul’s. I don’t know what you are, however… you too appear to be a dangerous being. The swordswoman can move abnormally as well… I assume you must be the guards of the future king of Nelpha?” Froaude asked. His tone was detached, and yet still sounded quite calm as he watched Ryner and Ferris.


    Ryner clicked his tongue again. That meant this man still wasn’t serious… 


    Any number of shadow beasts shouldn’t be a problem for Ryner and Ferris now.


    Ryner’s speed was on about the same level as the shadow beasts’, but his own movements were a little more skillful. And if Ferris got serious, she was faster than Ryner even when he was boosted by magic… 


    There was no problem.


    Even so, Froaude smiled faintly. “If there are already people like you assembled at Lord Toale’s side, then that makes ending his life all the more necessary.”


    “Like we’d let you,” Ryner said. “You plan to slaughter all of his kid siblings too, don’t you? I can’t let you do that until I get payback on them for waking me up with their roughhousing morning after morning.”


    “…That is unfortunate. Then the two of you must die as well. I have business with Lord Toale’s siblings as well. Please settle your grudge in the next life.”


    “Unfortunately, he’s going to hell because of his daily misconduct,” Ferris said. “He won’t get the chance to meet Toale’s siblings again in heaven.”


    “…Huh, why am I going to hell!?”


    “Mm? Am I wrong? That’s where serial rapists of women and children go…”


    “Like I do that shit… And besides, this isn’t the time for that… anyway.” Ryner turned back to face Froaude. “It’s a pain, but there are still things I gotta research at Toale’s place.”


    “Mm,” Ferris said. “Three meals a day and naps are included. We can’t give up a place like that.”


    They readied themselves for a fight.


    “Then I will get serious,” Froaude said and closed his eyes.


    Ferris didn’t let that chance slip by. She ran forward, aiming to cut Froaude in two.


    However… the shadows below him rose, and something far larger than the shadow beasts from before appeared. It took the hit from Ferris’ sword.


    “…Gh…”


    Ryner couldn’t help but stare at the thing that had just appeared in awe. It was a giant humanoid monster, the midpoint between beast and human. It was made of the same pitch black shadows as the beasts from before, but its limbs were thick like logs, its muscles so prominent that they looked ready to burst. Horns sprouted from its grotesque head, and its winged back was stooped over in somewhat of a hunchback that ended in a sharp tail.


    “Whoa, whoa, you’re kidding me…”


    It was the demon of fairy tales, of legend…  


    It skillfully manipulated its movements to a degree that even the shadow beasts couldn’t, and clashed against Ferris’ sword.


    “Hyeeeeeeehhhh!!” It screamed ominously as Ferris attacked it. She leapt up and punched, using her other hand to cut at its arm off with her sword.


    It didn’t flinch at all, nor did it seem to mind as its arm fell down and off. Instead, it made to cut Ferris with its sharp nails… 


    Ryner’s hands moved quickly. In half a second he’d completed a magic circle. “I wish for thunder - Lightning Flash!”


    He fired thunder at its head, every zigzagging piece of it heading straight for the demon’s head. Ferris took the chance to stab its heart.


    “Did we get it!?”


    “Gh… it’s not working, Ryner,” Ferris said, her voice shaking. “Ru…”


    Her words stopped there, and in the blink of an eye she was tumbling on the ground. The demon’s arm moved, squeezing its sharp nails into her back… 


    Fresh red blood sprouted from the wound.


    “Ferris!?” Ryner yelled and tried to run to her, but…


    “Oh, no. Ryner, was it? Your opponent is me,” Froaude said. He stood in the way, blocking Ryner from where Ferris fought the demon despite her wounds. She was clearly overwhelmed. They’d attacked the demon’s head, severed its arm, and pierced its heart, and yet… 


    It had recovered entirely as if nothing had happened at all… 


    It was punching Ferris’ wounded body again and again with its mighty log-like arms. Even so, she managed to catch its fist in her sword.


    But… 


    “Kuh…”


    She was forced off with unbelievable speed… 


    Like a puppet whose strings had been cut, Ferris rolled unceremoniously on the ground… 


    Ryner’s eyes narrowed. “Move.”


    Froaude shrugged. “I cannot do that. Besides, what do you think would happen if you went over there? She’s already done for. She finished much faster than I initially assumed, but… that’s how it is. The weak have no choice but to prostrate themselves before the strong.”


    “Weak? Her?” Ryner said, shaking his head. His expression said he thought it was all horribly stupid. “Don’t you know?”


    Froaude tilted his head. “What?”


    Ryner ran a hair through his bedhead with an exhausted hand, his eyes mellow and sleepy as always. “See, that girl’s got a terrible personality. Also, she’s violent, bullies me, only eats dango, and her face is all aloof no matter what situation she’s in. If she wasn’t here, I wouldn’t have to go through with this tough journey… I really don’t wanna save her at all.”


    “I see. Then I suppose you are in the same category of human as myself. It’s alright if you run as long as you don’t interfere with me…”


    Before Froaude finished talking, Ryner sprung forward with a punch one wouldn’t think exhausted body could manage. Froaude took the punch in the face, the momentum pushing him to the ground. He stood slowly, blood dripping from his mouth.


    “Well, now… I wonder what that was just now? You hate that girl so you’re going to escape, correct? Or do you just want to fight against me now? I don’t think that you have a chance of winning… but you’ve realized that, haven’t you? I have an inexhaustible supply of shadows.” 


    Ryner heaved a big sigh. “Yeah, I noticed. Somehow or other, you have an amazing power. If at all possible, I would like to give up here since it’s a pain and escape so I can go nap, but…”


    “Mm. It is fine if you want to escape. That swordswoman is a fool to put her life on the line for someone else. No one’s life is more important than your own. Go, escape obediently. I won’t chase you.”


    “…pissin’ me off,” Ryner muttered to himself.


    “Hah? What did you say?”


    Ryner studied Froaude with sharp black eyes.“I said you’re pissing me the fuck off. It’s fine if she’s always expressionless. It’s fine if nothing bothers her. It’s fine if she always hits me while eating dango… She’s so strong that there’s never been any need for me to save her…”


    Ryner ran. He drew magic circle after magic circle in every element, firing them as he went. 


    Froaude summoned shadows to protect himself with. Ryner just increased his speed.


    “Lightning Flash.”


    Thunder sparked and ran.


    “Crimson.”


    Fire cackled.


    “Leveling rain.”


    Rapids swirled into a whirlpool.


    “Pitfall.”


    A massive hole appeared in the ground.


    Froaude’s shadows protected him from it all… 


    But Ryner used the opportunity to close the distance between himself and Froaude. He slapped Froaude’s face hard with the palm of his hand, forcing him down to the ground. “She isn’t the sort of person who should be lying in a heap on the ground! I should be the one lying there beat!”


    What an absurd thing to say.


    Froaude’s face was still pressed to the ground. He looked at Ryner, amazed. “Hm. So what are you going to do?”


    “I’ll beat you until those shadows disappear.”


    “You aren’t capable of doing that.”


    Ryner smirked. “I wonder. Won’t know ‘til I try, after all. You’re manipulating those shadows with that ring, aren’t you?”


    Froaude’s expression changed in an instant. The shadows that had fallen back to the ground were roused and made to attack Ryner.


    Ryner jumped back, then turned his head back to Froaude. It was on the middle finger of his right hand: an unusual black ring… 


    “…You really are a frightening person,” Froaude said. “What made you realize?”


    “Who knows. It’s just my intuition. But when you waved your hand around before, my eyes were struck by a sorta dull pain. I don’t really understand why, but… that’s what got me paying attention to your hands. I noticed your ring, and then I remembered something: the legend of the great Dark Emperor…”


    The smile that had been stuck to Froaude’s lips disappeared. “Why do you know—” 


    But Ryner cut him off to spin a tale of a foreign country… no, of an ancient country long since lost to time, his voice clear. “You people were born of darkness; under the moon, with night as a curtain. Pitch black wings, dark’s phantom. The shadow of the king. When you were born, the world, eternity itself, was wrapped in an everlasting darkness—”


    “What are you?”


    Ryner didn’t stop. He just continued his tale, staring intently at Froaude. “It’s the legend of the king of the world wrapped in shadows. I’m told that he was human, but… because of his brutal tyrannical rule, he was treated like a demon king… but this king’s best subordinate was bestowed with a ring with a strange power—”


    “Shut up!” Froaude yelled.


    But Ryner wouldn’t stop. “It was the power to manipulate shadows. And with that power, his subordinate went to their enemy countries one after another and assassinated the important figures. The Dark Emperor’s domain grew larger and larger. However… when the subordinate made to kill the important people of a certain country, his knight defended him, cutting his attacker’s finger off and taking his ring, finally killing him instead. It went something like that, right? Anyway, surviving literature doesn’t know where that strange ring came from originally, the name of the hero who saved the world from it is known. If I recall…” 


    Ryner took a moment to search his memory, gazing into nothing.


    “If I recall, the hero’s name was Halford Miran. And your name is Miran Froaude… it’s a perfect fit, don’t you think?”


    “……”


    “Are you one of the holy knight Miran’s descendants?”


    “…What if I were. It doesn’t change this situation in the slightest, does it? You will die here. No other possible conclusion exists.”


    Ryner smiled meanly. “Don’t try and change the topic. And don’t try and tell me that all the hero’s descendants were slaughtered. You’ll shatter the dreams of children everywhere.”


    “Then I shall kill you before those dreams can be shattered,” Froaude said and raised the hand with his ring up high.


    “…You can’t do that,” Ryner said. “Do you need proof? Halford Miran was able to repel the assassin’s shadows when he cut his finger off.”


    “But you are not Halford Miran. You are unable to do that.”


    Ryner nodded easily. “Yeah… it’d be impossible for me. But if it’s her… if it’s Ferris, she could do it. She can move way faster than Halford Miran ever could.”


    “How stupid… do you really trust her that much? She is just about dead by my hand.”


    “Idiooot. Don’t call it something embarrassing like trust. I just got used to getting smacked around by her. It’s based on my actual experience. Besides, see for yourself,” Ryner said and looked behind Froaude to where Ferris was still fighting.


    She severed the demon’s arms and legs, and before they could attach to its body, she cut them into innumerable equal pieces with amazing agility. She was like a tornado. A tornado that moved faster than the eye could see, making perfect cuts with keen judgement.


    It was the fastest Ryner had seen her move yet. She hadn’t showed him anything like this when they’d fought before… 


    Even so, she was still getting faster.


    It was a truly unbelievable sight.


    Froaude watched in astonishment.


    No, not just Froaude. Any normal person who watched her would probably call her a monster.


    She had an amazing power. Anyone would fear and detest being close to her.


    But Ryner just watched her, smiling happily. “Now then, Froaude. Sorry, but I’m gonna have to have you draw the curtains on this. See, I’ve been here and there today and haven’t slept much, so I’m real tired…”


    As he spoke, his hands moved quickly through the air to make a magic circle.


    “I wish for thunder - Lightning Flash!”


    Thunder fired for Froaude in a split second. Naturally, he had his shadows protect him. But that was just a feint.


    “Ferris!” Ryner yelled, looking away from Froaude and back to her.


    She met his eyes emotionlessly and ran over in a second… no, so quickly that it was instant. She raised a fist.


    “Huh? You’re kidding, right? Wait… gyah!?”


    She whacked him in the head hard enough to knock him right over, then stepped on his collapsed body. “You’re late, Ryner. I was at the brink of death. Now, hurry up and tell me those shadow beasts’ weak point.”


    “No, I… was definitely gonna die before you here,” Ryner muttered, exhausted. “Wait, that’s not the point! You said I was late, so… you get that I found their weak point?”


    “Mm. I thought you’d be able to do it. That’s why I was fighting that demon alone.”


    “Then you…”


    Ryner looked up at Ferris, who nodded deeply. “Right. You’re a brute whose specialty is finding a girl’s weak point with one look, after all. I figured you’d be able to do it here too…”


    “That’s what you were thinking!?”


    Leaving aside if this could be called ‘trust’ or not… 


    A smile rose to Ryner’s face. He looked up at Froaude. “Now, what’ll you do? You saw how fast she was, right? As long as she knows what to do, she can do it. She could make the finger that ring’s on fly. To use your words from before, I don’t think that you have a chance of winning.”


    “Hoh,” Ferris said. “So that ring is what creates these shadows. Ryner, just what is that thing?”


    “Hmm, it’s gotta be one of those Heroic Relics I’m looking for… no, maybe it’s better if I call it a demonic relic. Anyway, it’s something like that.”


    “I see… then why are you sleeping here? There’s a heroic relic right before your eyes. Collect it at once. Come on, move.”


    “Huh? You’re the one who knocked me over! I swear I’ll fucking ki—”


    Ferris stabbed her sword up in the ground right next to him, cutting his words short. “Oh, sorry. My hand slipped. Were you saying something?”


    “…No. I’m standing up now. I am deeply sorry…”  


    Froaude had been watching them the whole time. “Heh… hehehehh… I see. You two are truly interesting. It’s a real shame that I must kill you…”


    “Haven’t I been saying that you’re not gonna kill us?” Ryner asked.


    “Of course. But I must kill you eventually. You are both dangerous, after all. If you lived as you are, then you would surely become an obstacle to my master someday. A great obstacle, far exceeding the likes of Toale Nelphi…” 


    Ferris looked at him, puzzled. “Who’s behind your actions? It’s… not one of Nelpha’s nobles, right? What are you scheming?”


    Froaude faintly smiled, then jumped back. Then he looked up at the dim sky as morning began to dawn. “It is truly unfortunate, but that is something I am unable to tell you. It appears that I don’t quite have the power to deal with you yet, after all… I will bring you down next time. Ah, but please, be at ease. I won’t raise my hand against Lord Toale. Killing you two has become a more important matter. In any case, I will take my leave… but know that we will meet again in the near future.”


    The darkness below him swelled up and swallowed him, his form easily disappearing. Ryner and Ferris didn’t even think of trying to give chase.


    “We don’t wanna see you again,” Ryner said, tired. “Please, I’m begging you.”


    They stared at the place Froaude had disappeared for a moment to confirm that he was really gone. 


    “Geez, we’ve somehow made enemies with a real nuisance of an opponent,” Ryner mumbled.


    He was going to come back again once he prepared himself and found the power to defeat them with. They’d managed to repel him this time, but next time… 


    Ryner looked to Ferris. “We would’ve been in real trouble if this bluff didn’t work… that was tough.”


    Ferris was red and out of breath. She almost looked like she was an entirely different person than before. She nodded. “Yeah.”


    She pushed herself against Ryner’s chest suddenly. Ryner let her, but grimaced. Her clothes were all torn up at the back, wet with her blood… It was a wound so bad that one could call it fatal. The blood pouring out of her was stealing her body heat, leaving her terribly cold.


    That’s the kind of battle she’d endured. Froaude hadn’t noticed, but Ryner had understood as soon as he saw her face. She was always so expressionless, but her face had showed the faintest signs of this bitter pain… 
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    Ryner gently held her wounded body. “Good work. After I deal with this, I can finally sleep.”


    “…Mm. But if you’re thinking of attacking me while I lie wounded in bed…”  


    “I’m not gonna attack you!”


    Ferris raised her head for a moment, looking for confirmation in his eyes. “…Mm.”


    Then she closed her eyes, still in his arms.


    


    ---


    


    The next morning… well, it was already pretty much morning, so really, it was only about an hour later.


    They held their breath to hide their presence as long as they were able, moving without a sound.


    Their foe was formidable. Even though he always looked so sleepy, he was impossible to get the drop on. But failure wouldn’t be tolerated. Their duty lay heavy on their shoulders.


    They haven’t failed once yet, and they couldn’t fail even once going forward. That knowledge weighed on them, an intense pressure on their chests… but even so, they looked comfortable as could be. It gave them a professional aura.


    They opened the door to his room and filtered in, assuming battle formation on signal.


    There was the target, sleeping sloppily in his bed.


    Though they’d come across all sorts of situations in this line of work and become used to them all, they never cut corners. They proceeded smartly. With caution.


    They arrived at the target, then looked around at each other. Estimated the timing their plan required. Their detailed plan had begun last night. Who would do what and when they’d do it had already been decided.


    It was easy. There wouldn’t be a problem.


    Their leader’s eyes closed once, and after counting three seconds, opened again.


    That was the signal. Now they had to grab the target’s nose and mouth and hold them shut… 


    “…!? Uu… ah, auau… hey,” Ryner grumbled for a minute, then jumped up in shock and yelled. “How many times do I have to tell you not to do that!? I’m seriously gonna kill ya one day!”


    “Kyah! The beast woke up!”


    “Who’re you callin’ a beast!?”


    “Eh, well, Iris said—”


    “I already know what Iris said!”


    “Kyah, kyaah!”


    The kids ran around happily, pushing the mountains of documents that Ryner had gone through great hardships to organize over.


    Ryner could just stare, powerless. He felt the true despair of being human. “Seriously? I barely even slept and now this… ah, I really should’ve let that Froaude guy put me out of my misery,” Ryner mumbled to himself, then held his head in his hands.


    The kids ignored him, jumping around energetically, triumphant and proud. “Alright! Ferris is next!”


    With that, the kids tried to run out. But Ryner grabbed each of them skillfully by the collars. “Ah, wait a sec. Um, she’s not feeling good so she has to get some sleep. And besides,” Ryner said, smiling darkly. “Did you seriously think I’d let you leave like nothing happened after you disturbed my much needed sleep?”


    “Wh… what’re you gonna do!?”


    Ryner smiled mysteriously. “Die!!”


    Their punishment: a hellish amount of tickling.


    But after a moment… 


    “Gyaaaahhh!”


    Ryner lay on the ground, defeated by the children’s counterattack.


    After messing around for a while, Ryner was finally brought down to the dining hall to eat the breakfast Toale prepared. At some point, Sion and Iris had joined them again… 


    “Hey Ryner,” Sion greeted.


    “…You’re here again… Man, you sure have a lot of free time… I have to wonder if you’re even suited for your line of work…” 


    Ryner joined them at the dining table as he spoke.


    “Thanks for the food!” Iris said. “Look, look! Iris cleaned her plate! I ate everything whether I liked it or not! Remarkable, right? Right?”


    Sion nodded. “Yup, remarkable. Isn’t it, Ryner?”


    “Huh? If that’s remarkable, then everything i-aaaaaaaa!?”


    Iris whacked Ryner down in the middle of his sentence. “Anyway, Iris is gonna go play! See you!”


    She ran off outside with Toale’s siblings.


    “Are you okay, Ryner?” Toale asked in that considerate voice of his as he set some more breakfast out for everyone.


    “D-don’t worry about it… but man, thanks for going through the trouble to make all this for us every day.”


    “It’s no trouble at all. You saved our lives protecting us from those hoodlums, so it’s only natural. Were you able to sleep alright?”


    That remarkably long night ran through his head again at Toale’s words… “Yeah,” he said after a moment, tired. “I did sleep well.”


    Toale, who had no way of knowing the truth, smiled, lacking malice entirely. “I’m glad. There’s plenty left, so please eat as much as you’d like,” Toale said and headed back to the kitchen.


    Ryner looked away and to his other side where someone was smiling chock full of malice. Ryner sighed at Sion. “Hey, you… if you’re gonna come here and eat his food, then give Toale some cash for it.”


    “I don’t want to hear that from a guy who uses saving someone from a hoodlum as an excuse to freeload.”


    “Shut it. I saved Toale’s life so it’s fine.”


    “Huh? Seriously, what kind of an excuse is that?”


    Ryner fell into thought. He figured he better explain what happened last night, but he wasn’t sure where to start.


    Maybe with how that guy meant to attack Toale. Maybe with how he had a heroic relic in the form of that strange ring. Maybe with how Ferris was wounded because of him. How was he supposed to explain any of that…? In the end, he hadn’t been able to get his ring… so he probably didn’t need to tell the dictator anything. Besides, he was tired.


    What an efficient solution to such a complex problem. Ryner looked at Sion, sleepy. “I’ll start. What business do you have here? You had to have come here on some business or other.”


    “No, I just wanted to trade some information. Thanks for your hard work yesterday. According to the information my subordinate gathered, Nelpha’s nobility planned to assassinate me… I think the guys they called were called Gustag, or something? Apparently they’re a pretty notorious assassin group. I hear you can’t sense their presence at all. You did them in, right?”


    “Geez, you’re always making me do this tedious shit,” Ryner said, fed up with him. “I haven’t gotten to sleep at all because of that. And I even had to deal with that crazy monster…”


    “Mm? Monster?”


    “Same deal as what we just talking about,” Ryner said.


    Sion was puzzled as expected. But Ryner snipped that useless conversation at the bud. “So? What ended up happening? Was everything wrapped up all nice and tidy?”


    Sion nodded. “I made it so that Nelpha is plenty deep in debt to me. The current king won’t be able to raise his head around me for a while. But I still don’t know about the traitors within Roland, so it’s far from a perfect score… it’s just so-so.”


    “I see. That’s good,” Ryner said monotonously.


    Sion laughed, satisfied. “Yeah. It’s good. Knowing you’re this useful, I can give you all sorts of new jobs.”


    “Hah!? Hey, wait a sec! You’ve got things wrong! I should be fine just chasing down Heroic Relics…” 


    “I wonder, do I have it wrong?” Sion said, playing stupid. “You’re free to choose whether you listen to my requests or not. But if you don’t, then make no mistake. The Taboo Hunters will definitely get in the way of you getting a good night’s sleep.”


    A good night’s sleep… all Ryner could do was groan. Thanks to his current level of sleep deprivation, he lost easily.


    Ryner sat crestfallen as Sion smiled, boasting about his victory. Just where had his life gone wrong to bring him here? As he worried and wondered about that to himself, Sion looked around.


    “Where’s Ferris? I haven’t seen her at all…”


    “Ah, she’s sleeping. She’s not feeling well.”


    Sion’s eyes widened. He was shocked to the core. “Huh? Not… feeling well? Her? She couldn’t have gotten hurt when driving those assassins off… right? Not someone of her caliber…” 


    “No way,” Ryner said, agreeing easily.


    Sion fell into thought once again. “Then what’s wrong? Is she on her period?”


    Ryner tilted his head. “Do you really think something like that could defeat her? You could lop off one of her arms and she’d still stare expressionlessly and go ‘mm, no problem.’”


    “Ahaha. Good impression, that does seem like something she’d say. So what happened? Did she eat too much dango and ruin her stomach? Or… could she be lovesick? She does raise her hand against you an awful lot.”


    Ryner paled. He could tell that the fear of god had not yet been instilled into Sion. “Hey… do you really want me to die that badly? If Ferris was here, I’d start to worry if my head was still attached to my body after a few seconds.


    “Nice. Giving up your life for a woman is a man’s idea of romance. Good luck, Ryner.”


    “Shut it. If anyone should die it’s you.”


    “No, I still want to live.”


    “Hah? What about the romance?”


    “It can also be said that it goes hand and hand with one’s life, no?”


    “True… that’s a famous saying. ‘Things are remarkable as long as they don’t die,’ right? Alright, then it’s decided! From now on I’m through with danger. I’ll just eat and sleep and eat and sleep some more! Ah, that would be grand.”


    “…I think you missed the mark entirely, Ryner.”


    What a stupid conversation they were having.


    One wouldn’t think that they were the remarkable king of the Roland Empire and the hidden hero who had single handedly defeated Estabul’s Magical Knights.


    Something crept up behind the two men as they talked, approaching with neither a sound nor a presence. “Mm. I see. This thing they call a ‘conversation between men’ and ‘a man’s romance’ is quite refined, isn’t it? Shall I grant your wishes just this once?”


    Ryner and Sion heard her voice coming from behind, followed soon by the sharp sound of a sword leaving its scabbard. 


    And then Ryner and Sion… 


    “…Gyaaaaahhhhh!!”


    It was the loudest scream to echo through Toale’s manor yet…


  




  

    Prologue II: —We Must Advance to the Worry Filled Future


    He had taken much upon himself.


    Other people’s joy, their sadness… 


    Love. Hatred. Life. Death.


    “……”


    Shouldering it all was agonizing.


    It was distressing, heartbreaking… 


    If he made a single mistaken command, an enormous amount of people would die, or live, or be saddened, or laugh.


    He couldn’t not decide. To save the right, the left had to die. To save the left, the right had to die.


    He was constantly chased by choices. Now, which lives were more important? Which lives were less important? Each and every decision caused people sadness, no matter which choice he made… 


    Even so, he shouldered it all calmly.


    Ironically, that resembled her, whom he’d sent off to the next world when he was still just a child.


    No matter how painful, how sad, how tough things got, she was calm like she wasn’t sad at all… 


    


    ---


    


    Sion was in his office reading various reports on the events that occured during his visit to Nelpha. First up was the detailed reports of Roland’s nobility’s movements while he was away as written by Lord Newbull and Calne.


    Second was the report on the results of Froaude’s activity in Nelpha.


    Lastly was something he’d had Claugh look into in secret while he was gone: the details on Miran Froaude’s personal history… 


    But that ended up being absolutely meaningless. No matter how much he looked, he couldn’t find any information on Miran Froaude before he became Marquess Froaude’s son… 


    Perhaps it was better to say that everyone who knew Froaude before then had been killed… 


    Killing that amount of people was nigh unbelievable.


    For example, take the orphanage he must have been in. It would take killing not only the superintendent, but all the other students… Murdering every last one of them, without the cause ever being known.


    There was suddenly a knock at his office’s door.


    “It is Miran Froaude. I have brought additional reports regarding your visit to Nelpha.” Froaude said. He sounded polite as always, his emotions concealed… no, it was more like his emotions had already died.


    “Enter,” Sion ordered. Froaude did so.


    He didn’t look up at him. Sion just continued reading the report on Froaude’s past.


    In the end, Claugh had been unable to find out any information on Froaude’s birth. There wasn’t anything on his former full name, either. At the end, Claugh had written with finality: ‘Miran Froaude is extremely dangerous. Prompt dismissal is recommended.’


    Sion raised his head when he finished reading to Froaude, who had brought him more documents. When his eyes met Froaude’s cold ones, he smiled faintly. 


    “How was my personal history?”


    “……”


    Why did he know that? Sion wanted to ask him, but he held himself back. Froaude was that type of man. Sion took a casual expression. “Mm. Does me looking into your past rub you the wrong way?”


    “No, it’s only natural. You are this country’s king, after all. You must carefully screen the people by your side.”


    “Yeah, that’s right,” Sion said. He tossed Claugh’s report at Froaude. “Read the last line.”


    Froaude did so. “Haha. Extremely dangerous. Prompt dismissal is recommended… is it,” he said. He looked like he got a kick out of that. “So what do you intend to do?”


    Sion shrugged and spoke easily. “You worked fantastically well in Nelpha. Why should I have to dismiss you?”


    Froaude looked like that entertained him even more. “You are truly a strange person.”


    “I don’t want to hear that from you.”


    “…If it were me, I would promptly deal with personnel this dangerous.” 


    “That so? But I’ll use you. Using things for as long as I can is my principle,” Sion said bluntly. Usually, if a subordinate heard their commander say such a thing, their loyalty would be shot from then on.


    “That is true. That’s why I wouldn’t become king. You are a better vessel for the task. I shall serve you as long as you wish for it,” Froaude said. He sounded satisfied… and then smiled, a devil’s smile that nobody wished for.


    Sion had to take people like this in on the path he was on. He’d turn his own flesh into a demon’s if that’s what it took as long as it helped create a world without war, without madness, one where people could be raised smiling. As long as it helped fulfill that faraway promise he’d made with her.


    Even if he got nothing in return himself… 


    Sion didn’t respond to Froaude’s words. “So what’s this additional information on Nelpha about?”


    Froaude nodded, then presented the documents to him. Sion skimmed them until something caught his eye.


    Seeing that Toale Nelphi would eventually become an obstacle to the Roland Empire, Miran Froaude raided his manor. However, unexpected obstacles stood in his way. Though he was able to wound his opponents, in the end his mission failed.


    Sion recalled Ryner’s evasiveness when he said that Ferris wasn’t coming down because she didn’t feel well.


    In the end she’d heard them talking behind her back and sent them flying, but… 


    They’d encountered Froaude.


    Indirectly as it may be… he couldn’t let himself be the cause of Ryner and Ferris being murdered, right?


    He thought about it. Forced a smile and shook his head. They’d merely crossed paths. He just had to warn Froaude to not act without telling Sion about his intentions first.


    He’d just give Froaude a warning to step off.


    “……”


    Without requesting anything of Froaude or rising from his chair, Sion’s thoughts wrapped back around.


    He would sacrifice anything for the sake of the promise he’d made with her in that far off, distant past.


    Even if he got nothing in return himself… even if it was the lives of his friends.


    Sion grimaced as he thought those words.


    This time they’d just happened to meet in passing. But what about next time?


    If the right side was Ryner and Ferris and the left was his country, then… 


    Which choice should he take?


    His thoughts led him there, then Sion shook his head. “How stupid.”


    He couldn’t think like that. He couldn’t make a mistake like that. There was no problem. But no matter how many times he told himself that, his expression remained harsh.


    Right then, there was another knock at the door. Sion looked up at it. “Mm?”


    “It’s Major Rahel Miller of the Taboo Hunters here for the direct assignment from Your Majesty regarding Lieutenant Milk Callaud…”


    Sion’s harsh expression mellowed out. He smiled, satisfied like a child who was thinking of his next prank. “Alright, enter.”


    


    ---


    


    Several days later.


    A plain room very different from that of the gaudy royal court’s rooms was overcome with a gloomy atmosphere. Milk Callaud stood at attention.


    (Uu… I wonder why the Major’s making such a tart face?)


    She looked at Miller with timid eyes. His arms were folded, his expression tart. He was still in the first part of his thirties, but his face was deeply wrinkled from making such intense expressions. He moved briskly, and his bitter, tart expression made him look older than he really was. Of course, that adult appeal of his did make him popular among the female non-commissioned officers… but that didn’t click for Milk, who was still only sixteen and had no romantic experience.


    (Aw… He’s definitely mad… I’m starting to wonder if I remembered to brush my teeth after I ate or if I should stop having midnight snacks altogether… Ah, but that cake was really tasty… I wasn’t allowed to have sweets even once in the Callaud house because I was supposed to be working on my body, so it was my first time eating cake. Eheheh. The people in the Taboo Hunter dorms are really kind. They’re so nice to me, a lady who suddenly became a lieutenant and doesn’t know anything yet. ♡)


    Milk made herself happy just like that.


    She hadn’t realized that they were making fun of her… 


    Then again, even if someone told her that she’d wave her hands around happily. She was the type who experienced great joy at even the most trivial of things. It was the first time the Taboo Hunter troops had seen someone who could smile at anything from the get go… 


    She was sixteen. Daughter of a noble. There weren’t a lot of girls like that in the army. To top it off, she’d gotten an unprecedented promotion to lieutenant. Even so, she easily cleared people’s envy away, and had managed to become very popular.


    That was what was so amazing about Milk. Because of her honesty and her special type of charisma, she was extremely well-liked by her troops, giving them the ability to work past their own limitations.


    Well, it wasn’t like Milk was actually aware of that, though… 


    Instead, she was thinking of the cake’s flavor. Remembering its taste put her in high spirits, and a “mmm,” escaped her.


    (Wait! What if that cake is why the Major is in a bad mood!? R… right, a soldier’s body is what makes them useful… he’s mad because I ate cake…)


    Milk hung her head as she reflected on her actions.


    Seeing that, Miller sighed deeply… again. “There could be no other reason why I called you here.”


    “Y-yes,” Milk replied nervously.


    “Hm. As you know, your mission from here on out has been decided.”


    “Huh? Mission…? You mean it isn’t about the cake?”


    “Cake? What’re you talking about?”


    “Er… ah, um… well… a, ahaha. It’s nothing, sir. I never ate any cake. Really,” Milk said, waving her hands around frantically.


    Miller watched her, puzzled, then sighed… again. “So can I get back to the point?”


    Milk nodded.


    “We all get orders soon after coming here from above regarding hunting dangerous taboo breakers - those who have left Roland’s territory without prior authorization.”


    Milk’s expression turned serious. “Hunting taboo breakers… in other words, killing them…? Or apprehending them?”


    “Mm. That’s your duty. You ascertain your opponent, and apprehend them if you can apprehend them…  and if that’s impossible, then you eliminate them.”


    Eliminate. Miller said that so easily.


    That was the kind of place this was. A place where they hunted their former countrymen and apprehended or otherwise killed them.


    So they were hated, looked down on, despised.


    “……”


    Milk cast her sad eyes downwards.


    But Miller continued, unconcerned.  “Any other questions?”


    “Um… will I know about who the taboo breakers really are?” Milk asked timidly.


    “What would it change?”


    “Um… well,” Milk hesitated.


    Miller sighed softly so she wouldn’t notice, then looked at Milk with an expression a little different than before. A little kinder. “Lieutenant Callaud. People who flee the Roland Empire each have their own reason for doing so. They aren’t people who have no reason to live.”


    “R-right,” Milk said, surprised at Miller’s sudden words, and nodded. 


    “But at the same time, letting the other countries learn how to use Roland’s magic is the same as letting them know the Roland Empire’s weak point,” Miller continued. “It’s giving them an opportunity. It’s creating the possibility for war. If that happened, many people would die… do you understand? War is a wretched thing. Many people’s lives are stolen for no reason at all. I… I don’t want to see that.”


    “I understand.”


    Miller nodded. “Then I’ll ask again. What would knowing who the taboo breakers really are change? What if you’re sympathetic? Would you be able to kill them?”


    “W-well…”


    “That’s the kind of duty we have. It’s dirty work that people don’t like doing. But it’s also work that someone needs to do. Now then, you have a choice.”


    “A… choice?” Milk asked.


    Miller took two papers from the desk’s drawer and offered them to Milk. “The one on the left is a document outlining your assignment. If you accept it, your work starts at once. But the one on the right is a request to transfer assignments. The higher ups wanted to give you that opportunity beforehand. If you ask for a change in assignment, you can take a better position. So what will you choose? It’s your life. Nobody will laugh at you, no matter which choice you make. The deadline is tomorrow. Think careful—”


    Milk took the left document without hesitation. She did so casually, not troubled in the slightest.


    Miller studied her. “Are you really okay with that? Your decision is final. It’s dirty work where you have to kill your former comrades. It’s a different path than the one the noble Callaud family wants you to take, right? Are you really okay with that? Think it through a little m—”


    Milk smiled broadly. “I don’t need to think about it. I’ve already decided. I’m grateful for your concern, Major, but… I’ll be alright. I’ve already turned death into life once before!”


    “…What?” Miller said. It came out without thinking at her unclear words.


    Milk looked like she was reminiscing for a moment, then smiled happily. “I was dead once, see. No… it’s that when the Callaud family bought me, I felt like my soul had been killed. But… a boy there brought me back to life. I didn’t care about if I lived anymore… and I didn’t really understand where I was either… just that it was a place that was truly overflowing with death thanks to the war. Maybe I really did die…”


    She paused for a moment before continuing.


    “But, but! If I lived, I definitely wanted it to be in Roland. Because I want to protect the country he’s in. I want to protect the country I met him in. Without knowing it, I came to want to protect the same Roland that you and the others are protecting. People smile, laugh, and do their best in this country. I want to protect that. I don’t mind if I get hurt if it keeps a war from breaking out and making everyone sad. So I’ll be proud to call myself a Taboo Hunter!”


    What a thing to say. Miller gazed at her sharply. She suddenly became flustered.


    “…W, wow, that sure was a remarkable thing for me to say…! Ah, I’m s-sorry. I don’t mean to exaggerate. I’ve really just come to love the people here, and the cake was so delicious… a, ah, wait, I didn’t mean that! I didn’t eat any cake! Really!”


    And so, she lost her composure all by herself as Miller stared at her with those harsh eyes of his… 


    “Lieutenant Callaud!” Miller bellowed.


    “Huh!? Y-yes?” Milk said, forcefully stopping her nervous fidgeting.


    “Welcome. Welcome to the Taboo Hunters. We’re expecting good things out of your service.”


    Milk’s expression turned serious. “I’ll do my best to fulfill those expectations!”


    “Dismissed. Go prepare for your assignment.”


    “Yes, sir,” Milk said. With that, she left the room.


    A few seconds after Milk left, Miller disheveled his hair and spoke. “Hey. Luke, Lach, Lear, Moe. Get in here. Lieutenant Callaud already left.”


    There were two doors into the room. Four men came in opposite to where Milk left. Among them was the tallest and lankiest of the bunch, a white haired man in his mid twenties named Luke, who was currently bawling. “Uu… She’s such a good kid, isn’t she?”


    Lach and Moe were both moved to tears, too. Traces of boyhood could still be seen on their faces. “I was so moved…”


    “Me too.”


    Last but not least was Lear, a cool guy who was passing a handkerchief to Luke. “She’s certainly an unusually heroic girl.”


    “Yeah. We have to protect her.”


    The four men nodded together. 


    Miller watched them in astonishment. “You guys understand that she’s gonna more or less be your boss, right?”


    Luke nodded. “I understand. Nothing bad will ever happen to that good kid. We’ll raise her responsibly. Isn’t that right, everyone?”


    “Yes, sir!”


    With that, they all shuffled over to the door to where the girl they’d soon call Captain Milk had left through.


    “I’m telling you, she’s going to be your boss,” Miller said, holding his head in his hands and sighing for the umpteenth time today. “What in the world are these guys misunderstanding?”


    That was the start of Milk Callaud’s long journey… 


    


    ---


    


    Far away, in Nelpha rather than Roland, Ryner had no way of knowing those events… 


    He was continuing his research as always with that mellow, unmotivated face of his.


    “Ah~ I’m sleepy,  this is such a pain… Hey, I’m begging you so let me sleep for a—”


    Ferris’ sword was at Ryner’s neck in an instant. “No. How long do you intend to make us stay here? There’s always a possibility of other people coming after the Heroic Relics, especially after what happened recently. Hurry up and finish your research quickly so we can leave.”


    “Hey, you… even if you say that, it’s not like I can rush this. If I did I’d start overlooking things and sending us on the wrong track,” Ryner said.


    As you can see, they were bickering just like always.


    Ryner ended up staying up all night researching. By the next day, he was falling asleep at his books when suddenly… 


    “Iris puuuuunnnncccchhhh!!”


    “Gyaaaaaahhhh!!”


    In the end, Ferris and Iris had decided to take turns monitoring him. After four days of absolutely no sleep, Ryner was at his limit. But the second he started to drift off a sword was at his throat. At this rate he’d end up dying of exhaustion… 


    “Finally! I finally did it! I’m done!” Ryner yelled when it was over, tears of joy streaming down his face. He fell asleep right then and there with a thud.


    “Mm. Iris,” Ferris said through chomps at her dango. “Go tell Sion that we’re leaving now.”


    “Okay! I’ll see you later then, Sister, Beast!” Iris said and jumped right out the third floor window.


    “…Hey, d-did you just say we’re leaving now? You’re joking, right?”


    “Mm. The only joke here is your face,” Ferris said easily. “Hurry, we’re leaving.”


    “…Are you… a demon? I’m really gonna die if I move now… please—”


    Ferris unsheathed her sword, cutting Ryner’s words off. But Ryner didn’t stand down.


    “I’m at my limit. I can’t walk one step until I’ve gotten some sleep.”


    “Mm. If you want to sleep that badly, then I’ll let you sleep for all eterni—”


    “Why’d you come to that conclusion!? Ah, geez, I don’t care! Come on, let’s fight!”


    “Then come.”


    And so Ryner and Ferris - despite feeling like they’d already done this very thing before - glared at each other… 


    Several minutes later.


    Ryner was looking even more dejected than before. He lay in hiding in the thickets of Toale’s garden along with Ferris. They watched from the bushes as the children ran around playing.


    “Hey, Ferris. Do you think he’ll really become this country’s king? That guy who used those shadow monsters was saying he would.”


    “Who knows,” Ferris said bluntly. “That depends on Toale.”


    “Hey, if you say it like that then the conversation’s gonna end.”


    “Mm? What, did you want to talk to me?”


    Ryner forced a ‘I’m so sick of you’ face. “No, it’s just that… if we don’t talk, I’ll fall asleep… and I know you won’t let me do that. If it were me, I wouldn’t wanna be king. It’s too much of a pain. I mean, just look at Sion. He has to shoulder all sorts of horrible things… He has to worry about stuff all the time… does that look fun to you?”


    “You’re right. But only he himself can decide to become king or not. He needs time.”


    “Wow, that sounded pretty cool just now… That’s how it is, huh?”


    “Yeah. That’s how it is,” Ferris said and nodded.


    Ryner’s eyes narrowed sadly as he gazed at Toale and his siblings as they enjoyed playing together. “Things will become… more and more of a pain for him, huh…”


    Ferris stood. “We should be going,” she said and set out.


    Ryner turned back to her. “Hey, Ferris. Do you seriously think it’s okay to leave without saying goodbye? They did so much for us…” 


    “We can’t say goodbye because they did so much for us,” Ferris said without turning around. “I don’t want to have to give them any monetary compensation.”


    Ryner smiled, tired, then stood and followed her. “Is that seriously your reasoning? Aren’t you just in a hurry because you’re worried about that Froaude guy coming back? It seems like his target changed to me halfway through, after all… and if we don’t tell Toale we’re leaving, that guy won’t be able to find out where we’re going through them. That’s why you wanna leave in secret. Am I wrong?”


    Ferris shook her head easily. “No, I just wanted to experiment and see how long you’d live without sleep…”


    “Hey!”


    “I was joking.”


    “Liar! That was you true aim all along, wasn’t it!?”


    “Mm. What made you realize?”


    “Don’t agree to that so easily!” Ryner said, but then quickly gave it up. “Well, whatever. That sort of thing’s fine too,” he said and continued on after her with tired steps.


    Ferris looked like she wanted to say something, too, but stopped before she got the first word out and fell into thought.


    And then… 


    “…Ryner.”


    “Mm?”


    “The wounds on my back are much better now. They’re hardly a hindrance now. Though I likely would have healed faster if not for your sloppy treatment,” Ferris said in her usual disconnected, monotonous voice. 


    Ryner’s eyes widened.  “Don’t tell me you’re trying to be thankful…!?”


    “…Why should I pay thanks to the likes of you?” Ferris said coldly.


    “Hey, you…”


    But Ferris’ expression had changed faintly. She was just barely smiling.


    “I’m glad,” Ryner said.


    “Mm.” For some reason, Ferris averted her eyes, looking up at the sky instead.


    It was a completely cloudless day. They couldn’t ask for better weather for their departure. Ryner was dizzy from lack of sleep, but… he’d make it another day. 


    Ryner yawned one big yawn, then spoke. “Now where should we go?”


    A map of Nelpha spread wide inside his mind.


  




  

    Afterword


    
      So what does it mean by ‘The Destined Three-Legged Race’?
    


    
      Continuing off from the first volume, Ryner, Ferris, Sion and several named characters who debuted in this volume will end up involved in a complicated age of civil strife and warring countries…
    


    
      However, I have no idea what kind of genre this work would be…(Laughs)
    


    
      Ah, but speaking of the afterword, the book in this work would only be completed about 1 month after this…
    


    
      Then, as I return to read the work that was continued, fm fm. For an overall positive story, there’s an unexpected number of sad episodes happening to people (what did I do to the rest?)
    


    
      But these are just stupid thoughts from me. U—so far in life, Ryner made a report in the first volume, had to go through who knows how much hardship and sadness, and whenever it was important, he didn’t have the power to protect the people who were very important to him. Whenever he tried to do so, he ended up being all frustrated and gritting his teeth because he knew that he ended up hurting the people important to him…such as parents or lovers.
    


    
      In fact, I can’t endure as much hardship as I would like…
    


    
      Why then, when I write my own works, think back to my own life experiences, and earnestly reflect on the past, do I feel shocked by them whenever I revisit them?
    


    
      Ryner’s laziness, Ferris’ cruel means (laughs)
    


    
      

      Long story aside—thank you.
    


    
      ‘Densetsu no Yuusha no Densetsu 1 The Ambition In a Kingdom of Afternoon Naps’
    


    
      The one in charge and two others were ‘scared…’, and after quite the shaky time, things got a lot smoother…
    


    
      Really, it’s largely thanks to everyone’s support! I always say, no matter what book it is, every one of them exist according to what the reader wants…this is definitely not something in my power…supervisor-san, illustrator Toyota-san, everyone in the editing department, the others who were also involved…with all your continual efforts, this book was born.
    


    
      Everyone, thank you very much!
    


    
      After this struggle, let’s continue to work on this work together!
    


    
      The subtle words I want to say end here…
    


    
      This is too short for me to continue on (laughs).
    


    
      By the way, there is another series I’m writing called ‘Warrior-Officer El-Win’. (I’ll use this chance to promote this series here, as the 5th volume was released last month. It’s good if you’re happy with this.)
    


    
      And—here’s the talk of a conspiracy by someone (laughs)
    


    
      When the first volume was released and sold, the copies quickly disappeared from the bookstores, and I only got cola! I went around searching in anger, but what do you think this time?
    


    
      According to what I heard, there would often be a reprint, and I think the author and supervisor will be fearful of having to sell a large amount of unsold reprints, I guess…?
    


    
      Eh? I can’t afford it? So, I’ll have to give up 800 yen to a friend…?
    


    
      800 yen……what the!? What an expensive friend…
    


    
      Auu…I’m sorry. So it’s worth 800 yen. I’ll write something else more interesting, so please forgive me…
    


    
      

      And so my resolve was hardened.
    


    
      Ah…erm…well…I’m not very good at afterwords.
    


    
      Then, to say it in a blunt and unfair way after, when the fifth volume of ‘Warrior-Officer El-Win’ was released last month, I spent about two straight months working on the afterword~
    


    
      There’s nothing to write about! (KABOOM!)
    


    
      This is not the lousy kind of example I need…
    


    
      Ah! What to write about!? Please let your wife hear it out.(Who?)
    


    
      Last year, I went to the Fujimi Thanksgiving party. I went to the party with Toyota-san who drew the very charming illustrations of DenYuuDen…just the two of us,
    


    
      <I suppose we’re the youngest here in Fujimi here? If that’s the case, let’s work hard together as friends and aim for the best!>
    


    
      And that’s what I talked about (By the way, the title of the youngest author was taken by Izumi Yuuki-san who debuted last month)
    


    
      And, that’s how it is. Such a young youth called Kagami is paired with the brave multi-talented go-getter girl supervisor M-san (Supervisor: …Ah~ , I’ll just write whatever I want…). The ability of the go-getter had explicitly reached the ears of the writers of Dragon Magazine.
    


    
      <It’s the thanksgiving party at the end of the year, and this is the first time I’m seeing Miss Illustrator and the other artists…>
    


    
      I instinctively ran to the stairs to use my phone the moment I read that,
    


    
      “Oii!? Who’s this supervisor-san!?”
    


    
      “Fufufu…it’s an eradication of relationships between ladies and men! You’re talking to the Christmas Eradication Committee!”
    


    
      “How do you expect me to join such a thing!? No, joking aside, where did you read such a huge misunderstanding of a marriage theory? Have you heard of a couple saying such a theory!?”
    


    
      “Eh~, then, do you follow some articles I wrote?”
    


    
      “Naturally!”
    


    
      “Then, you really won’t work with Miss T? I thought any good woman will do…”
    


    
      “Hold on a mommeeeeeeeeennnntttt!!!! Why do you say that…”
    


    
      “That was quite a good laugh out of you~ I’ll write a manuscript out faster if you don’t want to~”
    


    
      “Yah…why so despicable!? Sion? Are you Sion!?”
    


    
      Thus, the monthly slave, Kagami Takaya is finished here, right…?
    


    
      (Note: Incidentally, most of these were written based on facts.)
    


    
      And a few days later, Toyota-san,
    


    
      “I—can’t—get—married—anymore—”
    


    
      And a written mail appeared in my accursed mail.
    


    
      Go-getter supervisor M-san is terrifying fast…
    


    
      All said and then, supervisor-san was wonderfully friendly, there were a lot more books published this year than last year, and I think that 4 volumes were published this way…maybe I can allow this weirdness…
    


    
      “Ah—speaking of Autumn reading, Autumn~Kagami-kun”
    


    
      Ha!? I hear a terrible voice again!? Autumn!? What autumn?
    


    
      “Warrior-Officer El-Win volume 6 is confirmed to be sold in Autumn!
    


    
      Uwah!? They said so!? It’s decided!? Decided!?”
    


    
      “It’s decided. Furthermore, in winter…”
    


    
      Kyaa~ I don’t want to hear anymore~…
    


    
      And, because of such a thing now, I’ll probably end up dying by then~
    


    


    
      Kagami Takaya
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