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    Prologue I: Our Sadness is Engraved—

    
    He didn’t have anything.



No parents, no memories. Nothing.



The only thing he could recall was his own name. He didn’t know anything else.



When he opened his eyes and looked around, he realized that he was in a savanna.



“Uugh…”



The sky was dyed bright red. The reason was that the sun was falling below the horizon. But that’s not how he saw it.



The savanna was filled with bodies as far as his eyes could see. Bodies, bodies, bodies. His surroundings were overflowing with death. Bright red blood flowed from them, and that blood seemed to make it all the way up to the sky to dye it too.



That was the first thing he ever saw. The first scene he ever recalled seeing.



It was a battlefield.



It’d soon be night, but he could still hear explosions from far away. The flicker of spells as they started and burst.



He gazed at them as if in a trance.



“Ah… uugh… aahh,” he groaned.



“Whoa, someone managed to survive out here… hey, you’re just a kid!?” Someone said from behind.



When he turned around to face it, he saw several men hurrying over to him. They’d been stripping the armor and swords off the dead, cutting their fingers off and stealing their rings.



“Hey, kid! What’re you doing on a battlefield like this? Are you a thief like us?”



“Uuh… ahh…”



He couldn’t speak well. Had he ever spoken? Could he speak? He didn’t even know that. He’d only just woken up and he didn’t have any memories. He didn’t even know who he was.



He saw that those kind of dirty men were looking down on him and realized that he was still just a small child. Maybe he was four or five now? And he was covered in blood. It wasn’t his own blood. It was bright red like the blood of the bodies all around. When he looked at his hands he saw the same bright red color and realized.



“Well, we’re different,” one of the men said. “Looks like you’re all dirty ‘cause you were laying down right with the bodies. Anyway, you must be one of Roland’s commissioned officers’ sons, right? Some idiot noble probably brought you here to the battlefield and got himself killed.”



A noble’s… son?



“That or some pedophile took you from one of Estabul’s villages. God, the shit nobles do makes me wanna throw up. They don’t care one bit if it’s a kid or not. Judging by your shabby clothes, you’re prooobably not a noble’s kid, so… you’re in luck. The noble who kidnapped you has gotta be dead by now, see?” He said and spat on one of the bodies. “So what’s your name?”



That felt like something he could answer. His own name… was something he could remember. “Ryner,” he said quietly. 



“Aah!? Can’t hear ya! Say it loud and clear!”



“…Ryner Lute.”



The man nodded… and raised his hand up. Ryner’s head was slammed to the ground in an instant, and the world flickered. The man’s fist had easily knocked Ryner’s small body entirely over. He fell back onto the bodies…



“This is how it’s gonna be with us,” the man said. “Get it? Ryner Lute, we’re gonna bring you back to our village and make you our slave. It’s not a lofty rich village where you’ll be brought up well, though. You gotta work your ass off if you wanna live. Otherwise you’ll kick the bucket. If you understand then get up and start grabbin’ the armor and accessories off the bodies. I’ll kill you if you’re slow about it!”



Ryner was punched again and time started to move.



That was his first view of the world.




---




The men took him to a poor village.



It was a small village close to the border between the Kingdom of Estabul and the Roland Empire on the Roland side. It was originally supposed to be a farming villiage, but all the fighting devastated the fields, and now it stayed afloat via stolen goods from the battlefield.



Ryner had done the same as the men today - he rounded the battlefields with them and pilfered armor and accessories off bodies, then exchanged them for cash and entered the village. After working nonstop all day, he was given nothing but a plain dinner to be eaten in a dirty abandoned house they had him stay in…



That day turned into everyday. But that kind of life wasn’t as bad as he thought it’d be. Everyone was poor, after all. Not just him. Every single person in this village was.



He opened his heart to the people of the villages and got to know them, making acquaintances and even friends… and Ryner even remembered how to smile.



Ryner lived alone so his house naturally became the place kids could come to hide from adults…



He could call those happy days. So he smiled.



Adults hit him if he messed up rummaging through bodies. Well, they hit him even if he didn’t mess up. Even so, he felt that he was happy. So he smiled. Because the village accepted him even though he’d come all alone…



However.



The afterglow of the evening sun was conspicuously red that day.



When Ryner got back from the battlefield and returned to his home, it was filled with playing children like always.



“Welcome back, Ryner! Was work hard!?”



When everyone asked him that, Ryner was all smiles. “It was oka—”



But they cut him off before he could finish. “Hey hey hey, Ryner, why do you live alone? Why do you work even though you’re a kid? Where’s your mom and dad? Did they die on the battlefield like my dad did?”



This girl, Quill, had been asking that kind of thing a lot lately with a curious expression.



Ryner shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t remember. My parents were already gone before my first memory.”



There were many children in this village who had lost one or both parents on the battlefield…



Ryner had no memory of his parents from the beginning.



All he remembered was what he’d seen when he’d woken up on that battlefield. That blood-stained battlefield…



“Hmm,” she said and nodded. “Are you lonely without them?”



Ryner smiled a little and shook his head. “Uh-uh. ‘Cause I have you guys.”



She smiled. “Then, then I’ll be your mom from now on! Call me mom!”



The boy next to her suddenly piped up. “Then I’ll be the dad! Ryner, call me dad! That means me and Quill gotta get married!”



Quill puffed her cheeks up. “Wha? I don’t wanna marry you, Dell!”



“Uuh… She rejected meeee,” Dell said, smiling through his crocodile tears.



Ryner smiled. Dell was the first boy that’d become his friend at this village.
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They had a lot of fun together every day. He loved being together with everyone, and Ryner loved him. Because when he came over, everyone else did too. So he ended up making a lot of friends at once thanks to Dell… so he smiled.



He felt that every day was fun. Because they were all so horribly poor, their stomachs were empty… but even so, being able to laugh together with everyone like this was something happy.



He was glad that he’d been thrown away in this village.



And yet…



And yet, he heard an explosion far away. One, two, three explosions…



He was already familiar with those sounds. That was magic. It gradually came closer and closer…



The village fell into confusion in line with the sounds. The door slammed open.



“Quill!? You’re here again! Get over here! The army… countless soldiers have come here again to drag us back into the war!” Quill’s mom said. She hurried in and grabbed Quill.



With that, the kids all left at once… Ryner left his house too.



By then the explosions were at the village’s edge.



Lightning flashed, then fire cut into it. People likely died from those spells.



A battle had started right by their village…



Destructive magic would soon hit the inside of the village too. They had to run away before then…



Everyone had already started to run in the opposite direction from the battle. Ryner followed them. It looked like they’d be able to get out without injury this time. Even if the village was destroyed, as long as they had their lives…



“Ngh…”



The sky before them warped as it was engulfed in flames… and then several armor-clad men appeared among the dust and flames. “Stop. We’ll kill you if you don’t.”



They obviously all stopped. They were trained soldiers capable of using magic, after all. There was no way the villagers could win against them.



“Kgh,” Ryner and the others groaned. They were in a pretty dangerous situation. They’d said they were okay with killing the villagers, who were all Roland citizens, so they were likely the opposing country’s army. Estabul’s. So they’d probably be taken hostage… that or they’d be killed as an example. Either way, getting caught was bad.



Then the smoke began to clear… and Ryner stared doubtfully. The coat of arms engraved on their armor had a snake surrounding a lance. That coat of arms… was the Roland Empire’s…



The village’s men let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, you’re our Rolander soldiers. Don’t surprise us like that. If you were Estabulian, surely we’d… be… ah…”



His words were caught off… by a soldier’s sword piercing his chest…



He didn’t look like he understood what was happening. “What…”



Blood dripped from his mouth, and he fell over. He never knew what happened. 



These men were supposed to be Roland’s soldiers, so they shouldn’t have killed a man from one of Roland’s villages. Nobody said anything for a while. Nobody knew what to say.



And then… when they finally understood the situation they were in, the women screamed. Several were pierced right through the chest with swords to stop their screaming. The remaining women covered their mouths, and the parents covered their children’s mouths, frantically repressing the urge to scream.



They’d be killed if they made a sound. That’s what the Rolander soldiers had shown via their actions. Once the soldiers confirmed that everyone was obeying their unspoken order for silence, they looked around slowly. Very, very slowly, as if they meant to check everyone’s faces.



Then a soldier began to speak, disinterested. “You will not see what we are about to do. You will not tell anyone what we are about to do. You will let us do everything we are about to do. We will not allow any talk or any resistance. If you should resist,” he said and flashed his sword, killing another person. “You’ll die.”



They died.



They really died for no reason at all.



They’d kill his friends and all the other people he knew. Ryner covered his mouth to keep himself from screaming at the thought.



Everything about this was eerie. Wrong. He was shivering like crazy.



The armored Roland troops turned back, and it was only then that he realized the presence of a finely ornamented horse-drawn carriage. He’d never seen anything so fancy before.



“Preparations are in order.”



“Mm.”



The carriage’s door opened to reveal a skinny old man in his fifties. He wore an incredibly smooth and comfortable looking fabric that Ryner had never seen before.



Ryner understood instantly. That man was a noble.



A noble…



He was nodding on and on, looking happy. “Interesting. How interesting,” he whispered. Then he got down from the carriage and went into the crowd of villagers. He looked at Ryner and the others like he was evaluating them… no, he was looking at the young girls around Ryner’s age like he meant to choose one.



And so he did. The girl he chose was someone Ryner had never talked to before… but he’d seen her around. She was led into the carriage by Roland’s soldiers. Nobody knew what’d become of her…



The adults’ faces were scrunched up on the verge of tears, but nobody said anything. If they did… they’d be killed.



He shivered. That shaking was all Ryner felt.



Was he shivering in anger? Fear? Frustration? His body just shivered.



The noble wasn’t ready to go home yet. He picked another girl.



Ryner struggled to hold back his voice.



The noble picked Quill… the girl he’d been talking with only a moment ago. She’d said that she’d be his mom since he must be lonely and smiled innocently. The noble patted her on the head, signalling the soldiers to take her away.



“P, please, if at all possible, spare my daughter—”



That was all Quill’s mother could say before a sword pierced her chest…



“Noooooo!!” Quill screamed.



All Ryner could do was shiver.



Why was this happening? It was crazy… everyone had gone crazy.



His shivering wouldn’t stop. It just wouldn’t stop.



Quill was being taken away… there was nothing he could do. There was nothing that he himself could…



“I-I won’t let you take Quill away!” Dell yelled. When Ryner looked up at him, Dell was already running. He dodged the sword of one soldier and made a beeline for the one that had Quill. “Give Quill ba—”



The soldier that had Quill had drawn a magic circle. Flames were born from it… and fired right at Dell.



Something happened at that moment. Something Ryner could hardly believe.



He disappeared.



Dell completely, absolutely disappeared in the most literal sense of the word. He was wrapped up inside an intense flame and turned to charcoal. All that was left of him was the arm he’d been reaching out…



When he saw it… Ryner couldn’t help but let out a sound. “Ah…”



He was shivering. Shivering horribly. For some reason, his eyes… hurt. Hurt horribly.



His surroundings were dyed redder and redder. The evening sun was frighteningly redder than usual.



He remembered this scene. It was the same as what he’d seen when he first opened his eyes - the ground was covered in bodies and everything was bright red. His body felt empty. Even though he wanted to protect everyone, he stopped caring…  



People were dying.



People were dying.



His hand moved on its own. It drew a magic circle made of light. It was the same as the one the Rolander soldier had just drawn. Now he was drawing it. He couldn’t recall ever drawing it before, but he could draw it now.



He’d just seen it. He really only saw the soldier use it. But that was all he needed to draw it. He knew its composition, its framework, how to fire it, and what it was made of just by seeing it.



He understood it. He felt as though he understood the composition of the entire world right now.



“I wish for a burnt prairie - Crimson,” Ryner said quietly but with a level voice. Flames shot from his magic circle and burnt the soldier taking Quill away to a crisp.



“Huh!? There’s someone who can use magic here! K-kill ‘em! Hurry up and kill ‘em!” A soldier yelled, panicked.



One soldier raised his sword while another two began to cast magic simultaneously. His left and right hands began to draw a completely different magic circle. He’d force these Roland troops to cancel their spells.



“Th-this is crazy! That brat’s copying our spe…” The soldier’s words trailed off as his eyes fixed on Ryner. Fear completely overwhelmed his expression. “Wh-what the hell… those, those eyes… Look at his e-eyes, everyone… They’ve got that crimson pentagram… He’s an Alpha Stigma bearer!”



Alpha Stigma bearer…



Ryner had never heard those words before. But he understood from that man’s expression. Whatever it was, it was something horribly scary.



When Ryner took a step forward, the soldiers all took a step back in fear.



“Th-this is bad… Lord Ellaroy, it may be best if we retreated… an Alpha Stigma bearer is far too dangerous…”



The noble nodded, face warped with fear. He climbed back into his carriage.



“Let the girl inside go!” Ryner yelled. “I’ll kill you if you don’t!”



The nobleman shoved the girl out, flustered, and his carriage began to leave. The soldiers followed.



Unbelievable as it was, Ryner had managed to chase the Rolander soldiers away. He hadn’t known that he had that kind of power at all, but he managed to protect Quill… no, both the girls. Though Dell had ended up dying…



But he felt that he might be able to protect the whole village from now on. He felt that he might be able to make himself for the village that’d picked him up…



Ryner watched the carriage until it was far out of sight to ensure it didn’t come back, then let out a huge breath of relief. The smile returned to his face and he looked around at the villagers. The villagers he’d just protected.



But for some reason… their faces all looked the same as the noble he’d just driven off…



Their faces were horribly warped with fear as they stared Ryner down…



They were… malicious expressions, like they were looking down at something dirty…



“Wh-what’s wrong, you guys…? Why’re you making that fa—”



“Th-those eyes,” a man from the village interrupted, his voice shaking with fear. “Talrom, you asshole, what the hell’d you bring here!?”



“Huh?” Ryner said. “Umm…”



But he was just cut off before he could say anything again. “Ryner, you piece of shit! Just thought you’d hide it from us, did you!? Just thought you’d trick us, didn’t ya!?”



He didn’t understand.



What were they saying?



It was something he’d been able to do all of a sudden, and everything changed all of a sudden.



They just… they all just glared at Ryner like they really hated him.



“It’s your fault! We’ve been cursed with misfortune since you came here!”



“W, wait, I…”



But Ryner couldn’t finish.



They all looked at him and they all shouted the same word at once: “Monster!”



“Die, monster!”



“You really have some nerve hiding behind a mask and living in our village, monster!”



“You atrocious, murderous monster!”



Monster…



Everyone was yelling it. They were all yelling that he was a human killing monster.



Mon… ster…



He didn’t understand. He’d only wanted to save everyone. He thought they’d be able to return to the happy way things had been. He thought they’d be able to go back to the lives they had before - they were poor and it was hard, but everyone smiled daily…



And yet…



A girl’s eyes caught his own. Quill’s. Even she was glaring at Ryner…



Her face held nothing but malice, like she was looking down on a nasty bug.



“Why… are you looking at me like that…?”



It was just… the sky was just red. Crimson red. A disorienting and cursed color.



That crimson pentagram rose to his eyes…



So the eyes they called Alpha Stigma were this feared and loathed…



It was deep fear and deep hatred that warped people’s faces entirely.



They called him a monster, but he couldn’t say they were wrong. Because he didn’t have any memories. He didn’t have any since the time he woke up on the battlefield, and he had no parents. He didn’t remember what kind of person he was at all. So… even if they called him a monster, it was impossible for him to say he wasn’t one.



His eyes were disoriented. Everything was red. The world got further and further away. All he felt was a sense of alienation.



He realized that nobody wanted to approach him. Nobody wanted him around at all.



He looked around to see if there was anyone who wasn’t scared of the crimson curse in his eyes, or anyone who didn’t hate it.



…It was because… he was a monster…



That was the day Ryner became a monster.

    


    
    Chapter 1: The Same Exhaustion

    
    The sky was crimson, dyed blood red from the evening sun.



He gazed up at it, strangely listless. “It’s like… when the sky gets all red that means it’s almost night already. Doesn’t it make you tired?”



“Hm. Then does that mean you don’t get tired when the sun is still high up in the sky? Because that’s what I’m hearing.”



“Huh? Oh, um, no. Don’t you just wanna take afternoon naps in the afternoon?”



“Then when aren’t you tired?”



“Hmm… good question,” Ryner Lute said, crossing his arms. “I wonder if there is such a thing as a time when I’m not tired,” he said and seriously got to thinking about that worthless topic.



They’d somehow gotten past the Imperial Nelphan border and crossed over into the Runa Empire, and had been walking on a main road for some time now…



Although it was already dusk, he was walking around with his black hair still tousled in obvious bedhead, looking so tired and relaxed that he seemed like he’d fall asleep on his feet any minute now. His tall and lanky back was slouched - all his motivation had long since been destroyed.



Despite his unmistakable air of laziness, he was somehow allowed to wear the uniform of Roland’s Magical Knights, made of white armor and a robe.



Ryner was caught up thinking with a sleepy expression, looking like he’d drift right off. “So like, I did try thinking about it, and I’m tired in the morning ‘cause I just woke up, then tired at noon ‘cause it’s nap time, then I’m tired in the afternoon ‘cause I get tired after I snack, and I’m tired in the evening ‘cause it’s gonna be night soon, and then of course I’m tired at night. Everyone knows you’ve gotta sleep at night…”



“Do you think that watery argument is going to work on me?” Ryner’s accomplice asked from his side.



Ryner glanced at the unbelievably beautiful woman by his side. Her glossy blonde hair was shaded red by the evening sun, and she had almond-shaped blue eyes. Her face was so perfect that it exceeded ‘handsome,’ and her extraordinary body was wearing leather armor. Her lovely, delicate arms didn’t look like they could hold the longsword at her waist.



Ferris Eris.



She was seriously beautiful. The kind of beauty where one felt shy to be around her as day turned to night and willed the time to never change. But when she spoke she was strangely detached and monotone, and her expression never changed at all except to stick her tongue out to lick the last dango on her skewer lightly before eating it. It was the last one, after all, so she didn’t want it to be over yet and wondered how to best savor it…



It seemed that this strange beauty didn’t notice him worrying alone at all…



“In the first place, you sleep too much,” Ferris said. “I have been observing this for some time now. You have already slept as much as the average person sleeps their entire life, so you may be able to live without sleep from now on. Rejoice. You can now work for me the rest of your life without needing another blink of sleep. Be happy.”



“Uwah… There you go with your absurd ideas again,” Ryner said, half-lidded. “I’d obviously die if I stopped sleeping.”



Ferris nodded easily. “Mhm. You’d normally die. But anyone can do the impossible when they’re cornered. So I’ve decided that I’ll punish you for sleeping now. I call it my ‘Uwah! I’ll be punished if I sleep so I’m too scared to sleep anymore!’ plan. It’s an experiment to test if you’ll become accustomed to not sleeping and be able to live without it. We have to complete a thesis on it by the next academic conference…”



Ferris pulled a notepad from her pocket and started to draw Ryner shivering in fear with Ferris taking a battle stance between him and his bed, sword at the ready. Ryner’s face was strangely terrified.



“Whoa, that picture is way too realistic, I hate it… wait, no! Augh, geez, you made me play the straight man in our comedy duo again. And what’s up with this academic conference stuff? Have you done that kind of thing before?”



“Mm. My sister Iris and I did made something regarding the search for the mysteries of the world—”



Ryner scowled and interrupted. “Ah… so it’s something that jump-kicking sister of yours did for fun… and isn’t the topic here kind of a problem? There’s no way people can live without sleeping just because they’ve been punished too much. What kind of punishments are we talking, anyway?”



Ferris put that creepily realistic picture from before back in her pocket like it was something important and nodded. “Hm. First I’ll throw my sword softly into your neck—”



“If you did that even once I’d never wake up again!!”



“Mm. Well, leaving jokes aside… let’s talk business.”



“You aren’t gonna cut my head off the next time I try to sleep, will you?”



“Hehe.”



“Ah!! You laughed!! I just heard a ‘hehe!’”



“Mhm. But I’ve already started writing my thesis, so there’s nothing you can do about it. Give it up.”



“There’s no way I can just give uuuuuupppp!!” Ryner screamed.



Ferris ignored him like always. “Hm. Anyway, do you happen to know anything about the Heroic Relics in the Runa Empire?”



“Hey, that’s pretty sudden… well, whatever,” Ryner said, tired. “But like, look up at the sky. The day’s already almost over. We finally got away from Nelpha’s Magical Knights and made it into Runa and you still wanna talk work. I’m more worried about finding an inn to stay the night at.”



Ferris nodded with him. “Mm. Right. I’ll change the way I ask then. When you were in Roland you wrote and presented a report to Sion, correct? That’s why it’s your duty now to lead the search for the Heroic Relics.”



“No, he snagged my report all on his own and then had the audacity to tell me to go find the Heroic Relics even though I obviously don’t have that kind of motivation…”



“Mm. Something like that happened to me too. I got mixed into this because he threatened to demolish my favorite dango shop… Someday I’ll make him pay for that.”



Ryner nodded enthusiastically. “I approve! I really approve! We get along when it comes to this, huh.”



“Mhm.” After reaffirming that neither of them had any motivation for this at all, Ferris continued. “In any case, you did write a report on the whereabouts of the Heroic Relics.”



Ryner nodded. “Well, yeah. But like, all I really wrote about was the stories about the legendary heroes in Roland and its neighboring countries. I researched the stories and made a map for where the relics might be.”



“Mm. So you have an approximate map in your head for where Runa’s relics are?”



“I’m telling you that I only have an approximate idea. What’re you trying to say?”



Ferris pointed straight ahead on their path. “Tell me if there’s an inn along this path that we might reach by nightfall.”



“Hm.” Ryner looked across the prairie. It stretched as far as the eye could see. “I’m not really sure? There weren’t any stories about this area that I could investigate in Roland’s libraries. Anyway, the Runa Empire isn’t like Roland, right? The church has a lot of power here, doesn’t it?”



“What are you going on about?” Ferris asked. “Are you making stuff up because you don’t actually know anything about this region?”



“…No, I just wouldn’t say anything then…”



“Mm. Fine. Continue. I also would like to know about this area since we’ll be working here for a while.”



Ryner nodded. “Well, let’s see. Umm, so this place is pretty peculiar, right? They have absolute faith in god and even the power of magic, since they believe magic is just a power borrowed by god… So according to the stuff I read back in Roland, people who aren’t religious can’t use their magic.”



“Hoh. That’s pretty troublesome.”



“Yeah. I’m not religious at all, so I guess even I can’t use it with my eyes,” Ryner said, pointing to his eyes. They were the same sleepy black eyes as always. But they were special. It was normally so thin that it was hard to see, but he had a crimson pentagram in the center of each eye. It rose to the surface, its red glinting harshly. “So even if I can copy their magic’s organization with these, I can’t use it.”



His eyes had the special ability to copy a spell just by seeing it and allow him to use it. No matter what country the spell was from or how special it was, as long as he had his eyes, using it was easy.



“But like, I definitely don’t believe in god at all,” Ryner said. “So I definitely won’t be able to use Runa’s magic. Like, if god existed, then why would we have wars? Why would there be people whose lives are full of hardships? If there was a god, they’d make it so that everything’s peaceful and we can just nap all day, right?”



“Mm. That would be simple,” Ferris said. “If god exists, then being a god, he must be really busy. I’m sure he doesn’t have any time to watch over perverted sex maniacs like you or the fools who start wars.”



“Wow, you’re pretty persuasive… and we go over this every day, but enough with the crazy sex maniac stuff! Ugh, I gave in and argued again… But if I were a big shot god I’d be too busy living a life of luxury and napping all day every day to watch over humans who won’t stop acting like fools.”



“Mm. I’d be too busy with dango every day if I were god. I’d change every shop in the world to a dango shop. I’d make every country make dango instead of war and compare it at the grand dango competition to decide who gets the most territory, with the country with the best dango craftsmen being declared the winner. And then once every year, those skilled dango craftsmen would present their dango to me… I would always be eating the world’s best dango. Ah, will next year’s be three-colored dango or will it be red bean dango…?”



Ferris looked intoxicated by the thought. “You’re dreaming pretty big there…”



“Mm. I’ve started feeling a bit jealous of god, if he should exist.”



Ryner sighed. “Daydreams aside, we’re in Runa. It’s really religious, unlike our country. So all of their legends are religious.”



“Hoh. Such as?”



“Um, for example, ‘god’s angels descend and bestow a gift upon kind people that allows them to become king,’ and ‘if a demon appears, you must chase it away by praying to god’ and stuff. They’re pretty much stories made so people can get themselves more power, so everything I’ve heard is a bunch of lies about god and the king and stuff.”



“Hm. What are you trying to say?”



“Yeah. All the stories are pretty much centered around the royal family and the capital, so that’s the only part of Runa I’m familiar with. I have no idea how long this road goes on for or what’s on it—”



“So what you’re trying to say is that you’re trash whose life has no worth?”



“…Doesn’t that make you the trash? You don’t know anything about this place.”



Ferris shook her head. “No, I…”



Ryner just stared at her. He already knew exactly what she was going to say. So he stared and stared. When he did, Ferris’s usual expressionless face became red and she averted her eyes.



“…W-well, anyway…”



“Oh, you aren’t going to say ‘I’m a beauty’ like you always do…?”



“I-I wasn’t going to say that.”



“Then why’s your face red?”



“Mrgh… It only appears red because of the sunset,” Ferris said, but her usual porcelain-like pale skin was red down to her ears…



Ryner smiled wryly. “Well, whatever… Anyway, it looks like there’s a sign at the fork in the road.”



The fork in the road had appeared in the distance before them while they were talking. It looked like the sign would be able to tell them what might lay to the left or right. They approached the sign.
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“Hm. It looks like there’s a village to the right,” Ferris said. “Ridget Village.”



“And there’s a church to the left. Says it’s called Yashback Church. So where should we go? I have a feeling the church might let us stay the night for free… It’s convenient for us that Roland and the Runa Empire are allies. They should let us stay if we show them the crests on our armor.”



Ferris nodded. “Mm. Roland just annexed Estabul and got stronger, so Runa won’t want to pick a fight. I doubt that they would be cruel to us. But…”



“‘But?’ What, is there a problem?”



Ferris pointed to the ground. “Look at the board that fell here.”



Ryner looked down. It was a board that’d likely been hanging up on the signpost with the other ones, adding additional information to the directions.




Ridget Village has been cursed by a demon. Entry is prohibited until God purifies it.



Do not approach the village until God has warded the evil off.



Travellers coming from the Nelphan border: Do not travel through Ridget Village. Instead, make your way to Yashback Church by foot.




Runan Imperial Army




What a thing to write…



Ryner and Ferris shared a look.



“A demon’s…”



“…Curse?”



Ryner scrunched up his face. “Well, guess that’s it. Can’t go to Ridget Village. It’s scary and it sounds like it’s dangerous to go near it. Guess we’re going to Yashback Church. Let’s go!”



Ryner took a step to the left, but Ferris grabbed his shirt’s collar from the back. “Are you serious? Someone who isn’t afraid of god shouldn’t be afraid of demons either, correct?”



“Ugh, geez!” Ryner said, grimacing. “Think about the situation for a second! We worked our asses off to cross the border and now I’m tired. And I dunno about demons, but if we end up somewhere that’s got weird stuff going on that might have something to do with the Heroic Relics then I’ll have no choice but to investigate it. And that’s tiring, right? So let’s go to the church, sleep for thirty days, and then think about if we should go or not—”



Ferris unsheathed her sword with a high-pitched, echoing shiiing and lightly tapped it to the top of Ryner’s shoulder.



“F-fine, I get it,” Ryner said, already at the verge of tears. “I get it, okay? But there’s no way they’re gonna let outsiders like us stay the night if we waltz in after ignoring the military warning. We’ll end up camping outside… So how about tomorrow? We can go tomorrow, right? Let’s go to the church for now…”



Ferris didn’t say anything.



She didn’t say anything, and yet…



“Augh, I lied! I lied! But like, it’s a demon, right? Isn’t it interesting? I’m so interested that I’m going to go there and investigate without sleeping, so… could you please slowly remove your sword from my shoulder…”



Ferris moved her sword faster than the eye could see. “Mm? Well, there’s nothing I can do about it if you’re all fired up and want to work. Let’s head for Ridget Village.”



“…If I’d been four or five seconds slower, my arms would be laying on the ground right about now… go easy on me…”



Ferris had started on the road to the right. “There’s no way that I would do that.”



Ryner followed. “Liar! You were definitely gonna cut them off!”



Ferris shook her head. “No, I truly had no intention of doing that. If I just cut off your arms, you probably wouldn’t die and it wouldn’t be all that interesting. So I was thinking I’d cut you at the neck…”



Ryner didn’t even listen to the end of that. He just held his head in his hands. “Augh, but even if we do search all of Ridget, there’s no way there’s even a single demon—”



“Hm? Did you say something?”



“Huh? Uh, no, not at all. But like, I wonder what kinda person the demon is?”



And so they walked towards the cursed Ridget Village, talking just like always.




---




It was a grand building, the likes of which were unrivaled by any other in all of Roland. From its sheer size and its every corner’s beautiful ornaments to its intensely vigilant guards to whom even a rat couldn’t pass unharmed, it was in every way a splendid building that others just couldn’t catch up to. Well, that was how it was built to be, so that was pretty obvious though…



It was the castle home to Roland’s king.



Inside an office so plain that it was eerie inside the otherwise grand building, the country’s most powerful man sat working, extremely busy as always. He’d been fighting a tough battle with the mountains of documents atop his desk for over twenty hours straight now. As soon as he signed one document, the next was in his hands for consideration.



“…Err, this is…”



His beautiful and willful golden eyes narrowed. He had a symmetrical and handsome face surrounded by silver hair. He was Roland’s young king of only nineteen years old, Sion Astal. He already looked the part of king.



Sion had played a spectacular part in ending the war with the former Kingdom of Estabul, shooting him through the upper ranks of Roland’s military…



Then he led a brilliantly skilled revolution, dethroning the tyrant king, and earning the title of the hero king who saved their country.



He was born with innate charisma, good ability, and looks, all of which he used masterfully to obtain the unwavering support of the people… and on top of that, he’d easily suppressed the recent Estabulian rebellion. He’d achieved nothing but perfect results since he took the throne, governing flawlessly in every regard…



That was how it looked from the outside.



Sion’s hand stopped for a moment. He sighed softly.



It really looked like there were hardly any problems at all from outside, but that couldn’t be further from the truth.



“Geez… Being this busy makes me want to quit being king,” Sion said, smiling bitterly. The truth was that there were mountains of problems before him, much like the mountains of papers before him now.



Estabul’s rebellion hadn’t just been a problem with their nobility - their popular princess, Noa Ehn, had also taken part. She was now a part of Sion’s faction, something that appeased her people, but…



Sion gazed into the mountains of documents and groaned. They were all reports regarding the misappropriation of resources and tyranny inside the territory of a few nobles he’d had investigated.



It was wretched. Far worse than he’d been expecting.



The nobles ignored him completely and just did whatever they wanted. But that was natural… after all, although they weren’t rebelling or anything, the nobles of the anti-monarchy faction had more power than Sion since the previous king’s time. Their country wouldn’t be coherent until their two factions unified.



That wasn’t the only problem. The other countries’ recent movements were bothering him too. But if Sion focused his sights outside the country, then the nobles inside would take action…



Sion pressed a hand to his forehead and sighed once more.



And then—



“Whaaaaaaaaam!!”



Sion’s chair was flipped over alongside someone’s yell.



“Uwah!”



Sion flipped over right with it, unable to react in time to avoid being flipped onto the floor. The chair had been knocked over with amazing force, after all. So he lay there on the floor awkwardly. Not even a rat could enter his office, as vigilantly guarded as it was, but just now an intruder had managed to do so. To top it off, Sion hadn’t felt even the slightest presence. He looked up, tired, at the intruder.



She was a lone girl with beautiful blonde hair and a pretty face, wearing a frilly dress with a backpack, the two parts of her look in complete conflict.
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“Hey, Iris. Welcome back,” Sion said. “I trust that you weren’t in any danger coming back from Imperial Nelpha?”



Iris nodded real big. “Yup, I’m fine!” She said, full of energy.



Sion nodded, reassured, then stood up slowly. “So, I’d really like it if you could tell me why exactly you knocked my chair over again today?”



Iris nodded real big again, like she’d been waiting for this. “Um, umm, see? My big sister Ferris said to do it so Iris did it! Is Iris remarkable? Remarkable?”



“Yeah, remarkable. Yup. So why did Ferris tell you to knock my chair over? Do you know?”



Iris nodded and nodded. “Um, so like, do you know what a sigh is?”



“Huh? A sigh? You mean a normal sigh? When you exhale like this—”



Iris suddenly covered Sion’s mouth with both hands, flustered. “Augh! You can’t do it! You can’t!! I-Iris knows better! My sister told me that if you sigh three times in one day then you’re too tired and you’re going to die of exhaustion!”



Sion smiled bitterly. “That Ferris tells you nothing but lies…”



“That’s why Iris does her best!” Iris said proudly. “So I knock your chair over when you look like you’re gonna sigh! Remarkable?”



Sion smiled sweetly at Iris’ innocence. “I see… yup, thanks to you, I’ve narrowly escaped death. Thanks.”



“Eheheh. Yay! I was praised! My sister will definitely praise me too! See, since you became king, my sister said, um… um, that your tyrannic… tyranny… uh, I forgot, but anyway it was something like that and she said you’re busier so you’ll sigh more and I can’t stop hitting you for it.”



Sion smiled bitterly. “Is she trying to get me to change…? No, she probably just hates me.” Sion crossed his arms and thought about it, but in the end he just didn’t know. “This is a tough one… but I have the feeling it’s the latter.” He looked to Iris. “Anyway, Iris. Do you have any information from Ryner and Ferris?”



Iris nodded real big, then reached into her backpack to pull out a notebook. She handed it to Sion. He took it and opened it. As usual, it was full of Irisese - pictures with hard to understand meanings. But Sion had recently begun to understand a little Irisese. There was a collared, drooling dog and a winged angel leading him around while hitting him…



“This here is Ryner, ‘the Beast,’ as you call him, right? And the beautiful angel who rewards good and punishes evil is your sister Ferris. This is a picture of her dragging him around, right?”



“Spot on!! Amazing, Sion!”



Sion turned the page as she praised him. This picture was of a crab with its pincers out for some reason, the beast and beautiful angel running away…



“Hm? What’s this?”



“Um, umm. What was it again? See, um, if this crab had armor with a sword ons hands like the Beast and my sister, then he would’ve been able to cross the border easy too!”



Sion’s face clouded over. “Cross the border easily using that armor… If you’re talking about armor with gauntlets bearing swords, then… Could it be the armor of Imperial Nelpha’s Magical Knights? Did those two steal their armor to cross the border?” Sion wondered, tired. “Geez, those two are ridiculous. I go out of my way to pay Nelpha a courtesy call to preserve the peace, and now they go and do something capable of sparking a war…”



Sion breathed in deeply like he was going to sigh, but then he noticed Iris’ big blue eyes staring.



“Ah, I’m not going to sigh, see?”



“Really? You absolutely can’t sigh, okay!? Iris would get lonely if you died!”



Sion smiled and patted Iris’ head. “Right. I won’t die so that you won’t get lonely. But the same goes for you, alright? I’d be sad if you died, so don’t go doing anything too dangerous.”



Iris took a curious expression. “Huh? Iris isn’t going to die, you know?”



“Of course not,” Sion said with a smile. “But if you do anything too dangerous, you might die. Then me and Ferris would be sad. So you have to pay attention to your health, Iris. Go home and sleep for now, okay? You must be tired from your long journey here. I’m sure Ferris would be disappointed if you didn’t get a good night’s sleep.”



“Huh!?” Iris said, suddenly flustered. “So my sister would be disappointed too! Nooo! I, I! I’m going to sleep! I’m going to sleep as soon as I can! So that my sister won’t be disappointed! I definitely will! Goodnight!!”



Iris leapt out of the window before Sion could say anything…



Sion gazed out after her for a moment, dumbfounded. “Hm. I shouldn’t sigh for a while… I don’t want to make Iris worry.”



Sion stood his chair back up and sat back down in it, returning to his paperwork. But then there was a knock. It wasn’t from the window this time - it was a proper knock from the door.



“Sion, I’m comin’ in,” a man said, and soon he entered - a tall redhead with sharp eyes. He had a trained physique like steel and eyes the same red as his hair. He was Major General Claugh Klom. He was a man in his mid-twenties, and he was one of the only people in the current Roland who addressed Sion without any honorifics, along with Ryner and Ferris.



He’d been Sion’s direct subordinate since his time as a marshal in the army, and also served as a guard for Sion after he became king. He was a major general at the top of the food chain in both popularity and brute power, but…



Sion’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Claugh. Though he was at the top of Roland’s military in practice… there was still proof that Sion was not in complete control over the country. If he were, there would be nothing strange about Claugh being marshal of the military, but… titles in the upper levels of the military were only bestowed upon nobles. So Claugh, who was just a major general, leading the military was only possible because they were all under Sion’s command. Sion was able to lend his power as king to the common-born soldiers that chose to follow himself and Claugh like that, defending them from the nobility, preventing a rebellion, and preserving the peace.



But the common-born soldiers had to endure harassment from the noble-born soldiers day after day, so they were all waiting for the day that Sion was able to completely unite their country.



According to both surveys and Sion’s noble-born supporters, the common-born soldiers had to endure horrible abuse, and there were a number of noble-on-commoner assault cases… so he had to hurry up and solve the problem of the anti-monarchy faction…



Claugh looked into Sion’s face as he thought the issue over. “Ah, aaah, you’re makin’ that worrywart face again…”



Sion looked up, a little surprised. “Mm? Was it that bad?”



“Nah, it wasn’t super worried? You were makin’ that annoying full of yourself face again, smile and all. You barely ever show us on your own even if you’re worrying. So if we never noticed, you’d be sholdering everything alone until you died, right? Geez, you’re so much work.”



Sion smiled bitterly. “I’m not so weak that you have to worry about me.”



“That’s the problem,” Claugh said. “If I leave you alone, you’ll collapse before you complain. So? How many hours has it been since you sat down to work?”



“Hm?” Sion shrugged. “I must’ve just begun…”



Another man appeared from the door behind Claugh. “Yes, that’s a lie! Claugh, Sir Sion is lying again. He’s definitely lying so we don’t worry. I asked Eslina to check on him and she said it’s already been over fifteen hours since he entered his office,” he said. He had soft, wavy blond hair and adorable blue eyes. All in all he gave off a delicate impression. He was Calne Kaiwel, another of Sion’s chief vassals who had risked his life working for Sion during the revolution.



A girl in a white dress followed behind him. Perhaps calling her a girl didn’t do the air about her justice though… She had dignified blue eyes, a handsome face, and shoulder-length amber hair. She was Eslina Folkal, the younger sister of Sion’s late secretary Fiole Folkal. He had been killed by the anti-monarchy party to teach Sion a lesson…



His sister came to Sion to succeed her brother’s will… and now worked under Calne.



Sion was astonished. “Calne, you made Eslina watch me…?”



Calne puffed up his chest. “You work too hard, so taking care of your health is the number one most important job in this whole castle. I couldn’t leave this work to anyone but Fiole’s sister, Eslina. If you keep working without sleeping, Fiole will get mad in heaven and come back angry. Won’t he, Eslina?”



Eslina smiled happily. “Yes! You shouldn’t do it, Your Majesty! Please don’t do anything that’d make my brother sad,” Eslina said, with that face of hers that resembled Fiole’s…



Sion couldn’t help but grimace. “Uu… you guys are ganging up and bullying me, aren’t you…?”



Then a clear voice came from outside the door. “Your Majesty is blessed to have subordinates who truly worry about your well-being. The seat of Roland’s king is a happy one.”



The door opened to reveal a girl. She was a rare beauty with dark blue hair, the likes of which were unusual to see within the Roland Empire. She had resolute blue eyes and was pretty in a graceful way. Her elegance was accompanied by a strand of intelligent sensibility - her eyes expressed it openly in a look one wouldn’t expect belonged to a girl of only seventeen.



Noa Ehn.



She was the lone princess of the annexed Kingdom of Estabul.



She had been with the Estabulian rebellion to see them take innocent hostages and commit atrocities, and their behavior wounded her deeply… and so she alone stood up against Estabul’s nobility, defeating them herself, and as a result of her acting in the interests of Roland’s well-being as well as Estabul’s, she was dubbed a patriotic hero and granted a noble title within Roland.



That was her official story… but the facts were different.



After Roland pulled several plots on Estabul, she eventually managed to protect the hostages, accepting all the blame and criticism of taking them in the first place. Even so, she became a noble of Roland so as to protect the people of Estabul.



She had an uncommon resolve, that was for sure.



Noa stared right into Sion. “But you are necessary for this country right now, Your Majesty. Destroying your body with overwork is a bit selfish to do while you’re still needed, is it not?”



What a thing to up and say to him…



“I’ve let you see something rather embarrassing, Princess Ehn,” Sion said. “It has been a while. What business has brought you to my office today?”



For a brief moment Noa’s smile flashed with anger. “I do not have business with you, Your Majesty. It is Major General Klom that I have business with. Although I was promised dinner, no matter how long I waited he did not appear, and I happened to hear that he was here…”



“Augh!?” Claugh said, his tone saying it all. “Ah, um, uhh, Calne, what time is it…?”



“Huh? It’s seven now… Wait, what time did you agree to meet Miss Noa?”



Claugh looked troubled at that question. “……Five…”



“Uwah!? It’s been t-two hours!? You made a beauty like this… ah, how rude of me. But you really made her wait two hours…”



“Uuh, shut it, Calne! Uh, umm, see Noa, there were all sorts of extenuating circumstances…”



Noa was calm and collected as always. “I understand, Major General Klom. I also understand what it is like to be very busy.”



“Oh, um… yeah. Right. You get all wrapped up in work, yeah?”



“I keep telling you to contact women when you’re going to be late,” Calne whispered. “It’s basic ettiqu—”



“Shut it!! There’s nothin’ I can do about it if I’m so busy I can’t even do that!”



For some reason, Noa nodded. “That’s right, Sir Calne. According to the rumors, Major General Klom has lovers everywhere. That alone is quite a lot of work, so when you add his official duties on top of it, there is no way that he has the free time to contact me.”



Claugh held his head in his hands. “Ugh, geez. Take a break, okay Sion? Something came up so I’m gonna go now,” he said, taking Noa’s arm and leading her out of the room…
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“Er, ah, that is the situation, Your Majesty, so with that,” Noa said, and left with Claugh.



Even when they were gone, their voices could be heard from the hallway.



“Seriously, it’s my bad. So there’s no need to be so angry…”



“Heheh. I was just joking. But I was really looking forward to tonight, so I thought I would bully you a little…”



“You don’t gotta bully me…”



Their voices got farther and farther away.



Those two had gotten strangely close since Claugh saved Noa. Noa only really let her guard down around him…



When they were so far away that their voices couldn’t be heard anymore, Sion, Calne, and Eslina all exchanged a look and laughed.



“Did you see Claugh’s face just now?” Sion asked. “He had such a stupid, flustered expression. It’s the first time I’ve ever seen him look so flustered.”



Calne nodded. “Me too. He’s usually calm even when girls are fighting with him, no matter what the fight is about…”



Last was Eslina, who took up the expression of a girl dreaming. “Those two are dating, aren’t they? Or do they just look like a couple?”



Sion crossed his arms. “What do you think, Calne?”



Calne honestly considered it too. “Hmm. I wonder. It might be a little problematic if those two actually dated.”



“Hm? What do you mean?” Sion asked.



“Well, Claugh has always had a rough time with all sorts of women, but he’s never had a favorite. Or maybe it’s better if I say it another way. Even if he did end up finding someone he really liked, he’d part with them.”



Eslina tilted her head. “Why is that?”



“Well, even when I asked I couldn’t hear it from him himself… but it seems like it’s because he’s a soldier. He could die at any time, so he can’t have a lover.”



Eslina looked sad. “Oh no… so even if someone fell in love with Sir Claugh, he… I pity him…”



Calne nodded. “But Roland has been peaceful lately, so if you ask me, I think it’s about time to settle down… ah, I should say the same to Sir Sion too.”



Sion scrunched up his face. “Hey, you. Why are you bringing me into this all of a sudden?”



“Well, it’s a serious conversation, and everyone’s been thinking it. Everyone wants you, our blessed and benevolent king, to leave an heir behind…and I definitely don’t think this’ll be the case, but what if you died now? That’d be the end of Roland. No matter how hard the rest of us work, if you weren’t here and you didn’t have any children, we’d lose against those irksome nobles. Roland would be ruled by someone like the previous king and the nobility again… and we’d return to those dark ages once more… so…”



Calne smiled mischievously.



“Please find someone to marry lickity-split and have some kids!” Calne said. “I can find you some candidates to interview! They’ll be…”



Calne turned to Eslina, who nodded. “I will find some at once—”



“You don’t have to do that!” Sion said, flustered.



Calne and Eslina exchange a look, all smiles.



“If you’re trying to say that there will be opportunities to get married later, then you can’t die now, so quit your work at once and go to sleep!” Calne said.



Sion grimace. “Ah, let me finish just this one document first…”



Calne shook his head. “I can’t do that. Eslina has already prepared a bed in the next room over so you can sleep now.”



“Uuh… she’s got skill… Ugh, fine. I just have to rest, right? Geez, my work will have doubled by tomorrow morning…”



Calne looked strangely relieved. “Good, you’re finally in the mood to rest. Now we can relax enough to eat. See, I’ve been having these weird dreams all about Fiole lately. He comes and tells me, ‘Make His Majesty reeest,’ ‘Make him reeest,’ and he just won’t shut up. So I think I’ll be able to sleep well tonight. So you have to sleep now, okay? Do you understand? Now then, Eslina, let’s go eat. I’ll treat you.”



“Oh, really? Yay!”



With that, the two of them left…



Sion watched them go, tired. “If Fiole was really appearing in your dreams, wouldn’t he be more likely to say, ‘Don’t lay a hand on Eslinaaaa,’ instead?” Sion mumbled to himself.



He made to return to his work, but the hand holding his pen stopped. Sion looked up at the ceiling. “Maybe I should rest a little today. If I don’t, you’ll haunt Calne’s dreams again…”



Sion smiled. He rounded up the documents he’d already signed and stood… but then a single knock sounded at the door. “Hm? Who is it?”



He looked up at the door. Calne had left it slightly ajar, and a lone man now stood in it, though Sion wasn’t sure when he’d appeared.



“The door was left open. Though I believe it is a bit selfish of me, I let myself in… Your Majesty.”



He had a detached, cold voice. Though he spoke politely, his lack of expression made it come off as rather cold.



Sion’s eyes narrowed. “So it’s you, Froaude…”



Sion sat back down in his chair and examined him. He was a man with beautiful, pitch black long hair. He was about the same height as Claugh, but quite slender in contrast. His beautiful fingers wore an unusual black ring, and he had such a handsome face that one’s breath caught in his throat looking… but that wasn’t what stole their gaze. His cold, dark eyes were enough to overshadow his beauty entirely. They were a cold, ice-like dark blue that looked down on all others with a cutting chill, emitting a strange darkness as they did…



He was Colonel Miran Froaude, the most conspicuous of Sion’s subordinates…



He had offered his service so as to create a Great Roland Empire out of the Menoris continent with Sion at its throne. And the second that he began to work under Sion, saying he’d do all the dark and dirty work necessary for a military rule himself, he did everything so perfectly that it was unpleasant. Froaude had a social position firmer than that of Sion’s other subordinates, and did all the work Fiole had done as well as the dirty work that Sion could not have left to Fiole himself.



Froaude walked an efficient path where the number of sacrifices didn’t matter. That was the kind of man he was. Because of that, he didn’t get along well with people like Claugh and Calne…



Froaude smiled coldly. “But it would be impolite of me to have imposed while you, our popular king, had visitors… I trust your break from work went well?”



Sion grimaced. “Is that supposed to be a snide comment? You do dislike Claugh and Calne, after all.”



“Snide remarks and the like are unthinkably rude. It is regrettable that I am disliked by Major General Klom and Colonel Kaiwel… I have assessed them both to be of great value. Crimson-fingered Claugh Klom is a well-known soldier even in neighboring countries, and Colonel Calne Kaiwel is a valuable piece of His Majesty’s,” Froaude said.



He just called Claugh and Calne pieces right before Sion’s very eyes, perfectly composed. That was the kind of guy he was.



Froaude noticed Sion’s expression distorting. “And they also carry out the work I am unable to do, such as allowing Your Majesty’s heart to rest… they are necessary people.”



Sion smiled bitterly at Froaude’s addition. “There’s no need for you to take my feelings into consideration. I already know how you see my other subordinates. You think they’re all pieces on the board that leads towards a military rule, don’t you? If they weren’t necessary, then no matter who they were, you’d cut them down without hesitation. That’s the kind of guy you are. And you’d do it all by yourself. I have no complaints.”



Froaude’s cold expression became a little happy as a small smile rose to his face. He inclined his head slightly. “I accept your words as the greatest praise.”



Sion shrugged. “So what do you want today? I looked over your documents. They’re right here.”



Froaude bowed again. “I apologize for the inconvenience they may have caused. Now then…”



Froaude turned his cold eyes to Sion as if he was about to ask something. But he didn’t continue when he saw Sion’s tired face.



The documents Froaude had presented to him this time were far more pressing than last time. They were about the movements of various countries in Menoris…



About the north’s great country, the militant Stohl, and the Gastark Empire, a newly-formed developing country… or so it should have been. But it was taking chunks out of Stohl one after another. And that wasn’t all. He had information Gastark had annexed numerous small countries and was expanding significantly as of late… and other countries had begun to invest more in their militaries as a result.



All signs pointed to a huge war breaking out in the near future.



Up until now, the powers in Menoris had been in equilibrium. But now that equilibrium was breaking and a world war may erupt… if that happened, sooner or later the flames of war would reach Roland.



And the current Roland…



Froaude spoke as if he read Sion’s mind. “The current Roland is unlikely to stand a chance against the countries currently buffering their armies. Even if we have won over Princess Noa Ehn and annexed Estabul, Roland’s power as a country is still approximately fifth strongest on the continent and cannot stand up to the great northern power Stohl’s military, and there is no way that we could possibly stand up to Gastark which even Stohl has been unable to stop from infringing on their territory. Well…”



“Well,” Sion mumbled to continue his train of thought. “Roland is currently unable to expand its military power and territory. Not until the disorder within has been dealt with. If we tried to advance into other countries now, Roland’s nobility would likely pull the rug out from under us. And then we’d lose everything…”



Sion tsked internally.



He became king so that he could create a peaceful country that didn’t know war.



He’d dethroned his war-mongering father so that he could ensure that Roland no longer faced tyranny or wars, so that everyone could grow up smiling and living in peace…



But things didn’t go that well in reality.



In reality…



“It is absolutely imperative that we unite the Roland Empire as quickly as possible,” Froaude said in that detached tone of his. “If we do not, the temporary stability that Your Majesty has established will be destroyed by the nobility from the previous king’s era… This is a problem best solved with the fastest methods…”



Sion already understood what Froaude was trying to say.



Purge them.



Kill each and every noble who defied Sion.



Even so…



“I wrote about it in the documents I presented as well, however… could we not go along with them and hear the will of the nobility for a while?” Froaude asked. “Could we not accept each and every one of their proposals of how they wish to return to an age like that of the previous king’s, one built on tyranny and bribery?”



Sion grimaced. “And in doing so, tear their guards down until they’re careless, gather them all in one place, and kill them… right?”



Froaude nodded. “It is the method that would stabilize the Roland Empire the fastest.”



Sion met Froaude’s gaze. “But even if it’s only for a short while, many people would die of starvation just like under the previous king’s era.”



“What of it?” Froaude said simply.



Phrases like ‘the people would die’ had absolutely no meaning to this man.



“……”



Sion was quiet.



He was wrong…



People would die. That was a phrase that didn’t have any meaning to him either. He knew that.



To a king, ‘the people’ existed only as a statistic.



The sacrifice of a few was necessary to save the majority. Understanding that was the basic qualification to be king.



He had the resolve to do that when he became king. He knew that pretty things alone didn’t make a country move.



But… but still…



Froaude’s eyes narrowed slightly as he watched Sion think. Then he spoke with his usual cold and emotionless tone. “Does that bother you? If so, I will propose alternate plans. Yes. You are a benevolent lord. Our benevolent king, matchless in all of Roland's history. You govern the people well, and even use the nobles that used to persecute you skillfully and without judgement. At this rate, in time all of the people and nobles of this country will obey you in time. But the sad truth is that by that time, Roland will have been destroyed by other countries…”



That was indeed the truth. Sion understood that as well.



According to Ryner, other countries were already moving behind the scenes in Nelpha. They hardly had any time left at all.



He had to make a decision.



“……”



Froaude’s lips curled into a smile. “But please do rest for today. If you continue to work despite your fatigue, your body will deteriorate. It would be troubling if that happened. Every decision is yours, Your Majesty… I will obey whatever you should choose. Please do consider it carefully…”



With that, Froaude bowed once and left the room.



Sion didn’t move. He just sat and stared into nothing for some time…



“……”



And so the night continued…




---




It was already late at night in the gardens leading to the palace.



Noa Ehn was gazing up at the dark sky, sparkling with stars, happily. “We ended up returning a bit late, didn’t we?” She said, though her voice was still lively despite the hour.



“…That isn’t meant to be a bite about me not coming for our meeting time, is it?”



Noa looked back, surprised, at Claugh, who was walking a few paces behind her with a troubled face. She smiled. “No. Do I look like the kind of woman who stays angry about something so small forever?”



“Well, no, but women are tough to get, so…”



“My, Major General Klom, are you speaking from experience as a playboy?”



“I’m tellin’ you, cut it out with the ‘Major General Klom’ stuff. Claugh’s fine.”



Noa smiled happily and turned her eyes back to the sky. “But really, I’m not angry. I just have never gotten to go out so late at night before, so it’s just so rare for me to be able to look up at the beautiful night sky… I was the sole princess of my country before, after all.”



Noa knew that Claugh felt awkward even without looking at his face. She giggled, then narrowed her eyes.



She had been raised as a princess since birth, but Estabul was already gone. All of the nobles who had kindly supported her were killed by Froaude’s scheme, too. Even Noa would have been at Froaude’s mercy had Claugh not come to save her at the end. She was burdened with the sin of making hostages of both Roland and Estabul’s people alike and allowing them to be killed…



Right.



It was all thanks to Claugh that she was alive right now. Even so, he looked at her like he felt obligated to do this.



Noa was happy.



Being pitied was not a happy thing. She did not want that, and she had not survived just so that she could be pitied.



But even in Roland, which had taken Estabul over, a man like this was the king’s right hand. A man like Claugh. That’s what she was happy about. He was a human who understood the pain of the people. He was someone who honestly hated it and was sad when people died, and he stood at the king’s side. That was a happy thing.



She knew that a king’s job was to calculate the destinies of the people. The sacrifice of a few was necessary to save the majority. She did understand that. She knew that countries, that the world, weren’t fueled by pretty things like this night sky alone. Even so, she felt that people like Claugh should be by any king’s side.



Even if everyone made fun of them and said that kind of world couldn’t exist… Even if everyone laughed at them and said they were just spewing platitudes… Even so, it was necessary to have people who wished for a peaceful world where everyone could grow up happy by the king’s side. So Claugh was absolutely needed in this country. He was needed for the sake of its peace, and so that the people of Estabul could be raised smiling within it.



If only people with dangerous thoughts like Froaude were present, they’d surely lead the country to ruin.



So…



Noa looked at Claugh. He had been known as Crimson-fingered Claugh in Estabul, a nickname that incited the same fear as a demon. That was how strong he was. And yet when he looked up at the night sky with her, his expression was kind. It couldn’t be farther from a demon’s if he tried.



“Is it really that pretty?” Claugh asked. “It looks the same as always to me. Or do you have another way of lookin’ at the sky in Estabul or something?”



He spoke in a boorish way that made it clear that he didn’t understand women. Noa smiled. “It’s all the same sky. The individual stars may be different, however… more than that, the experience is different depending on who you look at the stars with. Am I wrong?”



“Hmm. That so?”



Noa just smiled at his indifferent response. Most people would have heard what she had just said as ‘the sky is beautiful when I look at it with you,’ but as expected, this man hadn’t noticed… That was strange, especially coming from a man just over seven years to Noa’s senior.



But what Claugh did notice was Noa watching him with a smile. “Aah? Somethin’ funny?”



“Yes. Ah, er, no. The night is getting late, shall we return?”



“Wha? You’re pretty weird…”



They continued their walk back while chatting.



Noa lived just on the other side of the garden from the palace Sion resided in. It had once belonged to a noble, but he had been removed along with the previous king in the revolution… so it stood empty until Noa moved in with a number of servants.



Noa turned back to face Claugh at the door. “I had lots of fun today. Thank you,” she said and bowed.



Claugh scrunched his nose up just a little. “Ah, umm… sorry about being late this time. That was my bad.”



“My, does that mean you intend to invite me out again?”



“I’m always showing you around the castle whether I invite you out or not.”



A mischievous smile curled around Noa’s typically elegant face. “I see… I was so worried that my carelessness had caused you to hate me when you didn’t show for so long…”



Claugh instantly became flustered. “Ah? Me, hate you? You, careless? That’s not right at all. Today just happened ‘cause I forgot, not ‘cause I hate you,” Claugh said and then noticed Noa staring with a smile. He was dumbfounded. “Ah, you’re teasing me again.”



Noa again bowed politely. “Today really was fun. Thank you…”



It is thanks to you that I have been able to heal as much as I have.



That was how she wanted to finish, but… she didn’t get that far. Claugh raised a hand and waved her off.



“You don’t need to thank me. Just hurry up and go home and sleep. A seventeen year old kid shouldn’t stay up too late.”



“Then don’t seduce a young and sweet child of seventeen,” Noa said with a hand on her door.



“Huh!? W-when’d I do that!?”



Noa smiled. Claugh did fluster easily. “It was a joke. You are tempting me quite selfishly though…”



“Hah!? Hey, you mean—”



“Goodnight,” Noa said and entered her manor. Three servants greeted her at the entryway as usual. Noa smiled. “Sorry I was late. You see, Major General Klom forgot our meeting time…”



Noa stopped.



She was faced with an unbelievable sight.



The heads of one of the women who always greeted her suddenly slumped down and fell.



“Kyh…”



Noa made to scream, but then knives stabbed through the other two servants’ necks. Men in black soundlessly surrounded her… and she swallowed her scream.



She understood her situation.



One of the men was conspicuously tall, a height that wouldn’t look out of place next to Claugh… perhaps even taller than him. “You recovered quickly. You are a sensible lady. You understand your current situation, do you not?”



Noa met his eyes. “If I screamed, you would kill all of my servants who heard.”



The man nodded. “If you scream, your servants die. If you run, your servants will die. If you do not obey us, your servants will die,” he said in a detached tone.



He was strong. She understood that with a single glance.



There were eight men in black surrounding her. Eight men surrounding a lone woman was beyond careful. She couldn’t see any gaps.



It was the worst possible situation. What could she possibly do? She frantically ran through options in her head, but she couldn’t think of anything.



Claugh may have been able to defeat these men then save all the servants and escape, but…



Noa looked at her own thin hands and smiled bitterly. It was impossible for her. She was far too weak.



The only thing she could do was…



“Will you be following our orders?” The tall man asked.



“…What do you intend to do to me?”



“Let me see… How about you remove your clothes first?”



Noa instinctively shivered. She felt the men in black’s smirks on her.



“……”



She did not want to cry. It would only give these men pleasure.



No matter how strong she tried to be, they had seen her shiver in fear.



She was scared.



She didn’t… want these men to do what they wanted with her.



Noa gritted her teeth and forced herself to overcome the need to shiver. “My servants will be saved if I obey you, correct?”



“Yes,” the man said and nodded easily.



But Noa knew that to be a lie. The servants could not be saved and neither could she. These were likely assassins sent by Roland’s nobility. They would violate her and then kill her…



And then the people of Estabul would go mad with rage at the news, at Roland’s king who had promised to protect her, and raise her as the banner for a new revolt…



That was their script. Many people of Estabul would die again…



“……”



There was no way that Noa could let these men kill her. It was all she could do to go along with their demands. She faced the men with a smile.



“Fine. I will remove my clothes,” Noa said, looked down, and began to undress. She bit her tongue inside her mouth as she did.



“Don’t fuck with me!” The man said and shoved his arm at Noa’s mouth harshly, forcing it open.



They figured her out…



This time she despaired.



She could not die.



The man held her mouth harshly, holding her up by her face.



“It would be troublesome for me if you did something so selfish,” he said. “Our client is expecting you to be raped before you are killed. If you died before then, our client would be displeased. Now then, it appears that the lady dislikes disrobing herself. Please aid her.”



The men swarmed her.



It was scary. She couldn’t help but whimper. “Clau…”



But then they gagged her, leaving her unable to even scream.



Their hands moved across her, removing her clothes. She tried to keep them off, but she couldn’t compete with them.



There was nothing she could do.



She stopped resisting. She looked at the door separating her entryway from outside.



She was out there with Claugh just a moment ago. She was smiling just a moment ago. Because today was really, really fun. The tenseness she’d experienced since Estabul fell had been a little lighter today. She’d eaten dinner with Claugh and watched the night sky with him…



It was like something she’d have been able to do as a child… Like something a normal seventeen year old girl might do… It had reminded her that trivial things like watching the stars were still fun…



Today was really, truly fun. And yet… the door separating her from outside was horribly far away now…



She’d been frantically holding her tears back, but one finally fell…




---




Claugh stood with his arms crossed just after showing Noa to her door.



“…Ahh, I really don’t understand women at all,” he mumbled.



Well, he wasn’t really that worried about what to say to other girls, but… for some reason, Noa always got to him. She’d made him go crazy ever since the first time they met in that confrontation with Froaude. Just when he thought of her as someone who could suddenly yell at Froaude and get him to agree to a deal, she showed him her childlike innocence and yanked him by a chain.



He knew she wasn’t a normal girl. She was just seventeen, but her eyes held maturity past her years… and he knew that she came to Roland with her own determination. So he shouldn’t have felt that from her.



If she wanted something in her dainty and pretty arms, he wanted to help her.



“I really understand why she’s so popular in Estabul,” Claugh said to himself. He took a step away from her manor, but then he felt it. Claugh’s eyes narrowed, making him look like a different person entirely. “Mm?”



Unease washed across him. He didn’t know what it was. It just made him uneasy. He turned back around to look at Noa’s manor. Something about it was different. He didn’t know what it was, but it was wrong. There was a horribly disagreeable air to it.



He’d felt the same feeling many times on the battlefield. He felt it in little bits and pieces here and there, and knew it was wrong. Eerie. It told him to not go where he was headed.



It was a warning.



Of course there were times when his intuition filled him with needless anxiety too, but anyone who had survived as many battles as Claugh knew that intuition was something that he should definitely pay attention to. And right now, that intiution of his was telling him to not go into the manor Noa had just entered. And then, as if to prove his intuition correct, all of the lights inside suddenly went out…



Its words became abruptly clearer as the darkness thickened: Don’t go. Don’t go. It’s dangerous. Don’t go.



“Shit!” Claugh said and set out in a run. He slammed the door to the manor open hard enough to break it with unbelievable speed. “Noa! Are you okay!?”



The inside was pitch black. His eyes couldn’t see a thing.



No matter how late at night it was, there was always light from the moon and stars. It should have been impossible for it to be so dark. Even so, it was. Horribly, unsettlingly dark…



Claugh strained his eyes. This was artificial darkness made by magic - it was one of Roland’s spells. But it wasn’t an easy one. It took a skilled mage to make this much darkness. The entire entryway was pitch black…



Just by that, he understood that this mage was good at what they did.



There wasn’t a single sound, either. They were waiting for him to move to search for Noa. They’d attack the second he did.



He was at a disadvantage. Claugh knew that he’d lose if he moved, but he didn’t have the time to wait around for his opponent to move instead. Waiting around would put Noa in danger.



Claugh gazed into the darkness, then took a step inside. He looked around. “C’mon, we don’t have the time for this. Hurry up and attack me.”



He heard a small sound, no different from wind against a house.



They were as cutthroat as expected. He didn’t feel their presence at all, and they attacked him with some kind of device. Claugh couldn’t avoid it. No, maybe it was better to say that he just didn’t avoid it? He shifted but took the hit. It cut into his flesh with a sound. He could tell that it was a knife by the sensation it left as it stabbed into his left shoulder.



“Ha. I expected a hero of the military to be better than this. You can’t fight honestly with a wound like…”



His words stopped there.



A strange sound echoed through the darkness, and in that instant the darkness itself lifted.



Claugh could see again. He cracked his neck, knife still in his shoulder, and saw several unmoving men in black. Noa was there, too. Claugh’s eyes narrowed even further when he saw her.



She’d been stripped of her clothes and lay completely naked, hands and feet bound. Her mouth was gagged with rope, too…



She was crying.



Tears were spilling from her eyes that were always so determined…



Claugh’s eyes went harsh at the sight. He pulled the knife from his shoulder and tossed it at the ground and spoke in a shaking voice. “What did you do to her…?”



A man beside Noa who was just as tall as Claugh, no, taller, answered. “Nothing yet. We have only been standing guard since hearing you. We were busy setting a trap, and our real work hasn’t progressed at all. Though wounding you was a worthy result…”



Claugh glared at him. “‘Nothing?’ Then why’s she crying?”



The man smirked. “Granted, but there’s nothing you can do with that wound.”



“I’m asking why Noa’s crying!!” Claugh yelled loud enough to shake the house’s trinkets. He ran in a beeline for the tall man.



The men moved throw knives at Claugh.



Claugh raised his right arm. His sleeve ripped, revealing numerous tattoos of magic circles. They began to shine. Six of the men were chopped up into ribbons in an instant.



It all happened so fast. Nobody understood what had happened. It was like a fight between infants and an adult…



“R-ridiculous,” the tall man said from Noa’s side. “What just… uwah!?”



Claugh was closing the distance between them. The man took a knife from his waist and threw it.



Claugh didn’t try to dodge it. It made its way towards Claugh’s shining, tattooed arm… and nestled itself in his flesh with a sound. But not his arm’s flesh - his palm’s. But that didn’t stop Claugh. He grabbed the man’s arm. Crushed it.



But the man didn’t raise his voice even as he groaned. “Ih, hygaah…”



Claugh took his head in his hand and shoved it against the wall. He tried to fight back, but Claugh just shoved him into the wall again. Once, twice, three times, all with his incredibly muscular arm.



The man was left unable to move.



Claugh looked at him like he was a worm. “I think you should die. Serves you right for making Noa cry. Did you think I’d just let you go? No, I’ll turn you into ground meat little by little…”



The man raised his head. “Guh… I, I didn’t think… you’d be so strong… Y-you’re like a monster, aren’t you? B-but I am also a professional. I will not tell you the name of my client just because of some torture.”



Claugh looked at his face. He was smirking… and then he crunched something in his mouth. His face paled in an instant and he slumped over dead.



Claugh clicked his tongue. “Tch, bastard… Suicide by poison.”



He let the man’s body fall to the floor. He looked to Noa.



“Uh.... umm,” He got close to her, avoiding looking as much as possible, and released the binds on her arms and legs and removed her gag. “Noa, are you o—”



“C-Claugh! Are you alright!?”



“Huh? Well, I… what?”



Noa looked angry, her expression screaming ‘what do you mean, what?’ “Your shoulder! And your hand! You’re strong, aren’t you? So what are you doing! You got these wounds to protect someone like me!”



She was earnestly angry. She frantically applied pressure on Claugh’s injuries in an attempt to stop the bleeding…



“Ah, these are nothin’,” Claugh said.



“R-really? So they’ll heal soon?”



“They’ll heal, they’ll heal. More importantly, you’re…”



“Huh? I…”



Noa scrunched up her face. She’d been clinging to Claugh to get at the blood on his shoulder, and her beautiful dark blue hair had gotten dirtied by his blood, but she kept holding him like she didn’t care at all…



She was shivering. He could still feel tears dripping from her eyes. She must have been really scared. She’d been so brave even when standing up to Froaude, but she was shivering so much now…



She almost looked like a small child. A child scared by the dark of night. A small child that shouldn’t be left to live alone.



Claugh pet her head in an attempt to stop her shivering. Neither of them said anything for some time…



It was quiet. Everyone else who lived in this manor had probably already been killed.



It was a peaceful night where even the wind was quiet. Had this not happened, she would be smiling… Claugh held her, and they stayed that way for a while.



“I-I’m fine,” Noa finally said. Her voice had nearly returned to normal. “It was fine. They… hadn’t done anything yet. And you saved me again, Claugh…”



“Sorry I was late. Were you scared?”



She shook her head a little and smiled. “Not at all. I’m already used to these things. I am a princess, you know.”



She was joking to show him her strength. And she did look strong, insisting that she was okay. She really was a strong kid.



She could have cried and complained, but she didn’t. He gazed into her unharmed elegantly beautiful face… and laughed a little.



“Ahh, did you just laugh at my face?” Noa asked. “It is quite rude to laugh at a woman’s face, you know.” She puffed her face up a little in anger.



Claugh smiled wryly. “No, I was just looking at you. You’re so strong and fearless. I think it’s interesting.”



Noa stared fixedly at him, her face earnest once more. “Yes… I may be strong. But I was certainly scared, and shivering in fear… But, but my heart is fine. Because… I believed that you, Crimson-fingered Claugh Klom would come save me… And you really did. So I think I won’t be so scared next time.”



What a thing to say…



“Ahn? So you’re saying I’ve gotta come save you time and time again? What a pain.”



“Saving women is a gentleman’s duty, is it not? Or am I not a good enough rescuee for you?”



Claugh held his head in his hand. “No, that’s not it… Well, anyway.” Claugh stood and moved to avoid seeing Noa, then found her clothes and threw them to her. “I’ll be faster next time.”



“Yessir,” Noa said. She sounded happy. “Oh, please wait for me to get these clothes on. From now on…”



Claugh nodded. “Yeah. We’ve gotta figure out who those guys were and what’s going on.”



Claugh looked through the manor’s broken front door, out into the starry night. Something was happening in Roland now.



It was a calm night, but the wind was blowing harder than before.

    


    
    Chapter 2: The Same Beauty

    
    It was a horribly empty place.



All that was there were mountains, agricultural fields, and private homes.



It was a town in the Runa Empire - Ryner and Ferris had completely ignored the sign prohibiting entry to Ridget Village and were just now arriving. The sun had already slid beyond the horizon, and it was getting dark.



Ryner looked up at the sky, tired as always. “Aww, see? I told you. I told you we should’ve gone to the church instead. The sun’s already gone down, and this is a failing, empty village. Entry’s prohibited so any inns will be closed. What part of this town’s supposed to be cursed by a demon, anyway? It’s just a poor village.”



“Mm. Maybe it’s poor because it was cursed by a demon,” Ferris said, her words dripping with her own displeasure.



Ryner took another look around the village. It didn’t look like they had any local specialties or anything. Agriculture seemed to be their only source of income. There wasn’t a single conspicuous thing about it. “No, I don’t think their lack of prosperity has anything to do with a demon’s curse…”



Just then, a village exited one of the houses.



“Ah,” Ryner said. “Hey, Miss, I’ve got something I’d like to ask you. Does this village have any inns…”



The woman stared fixedly at Ryner. “Hh, hiihh…!?”



With that, she ran back into her home.



“What the hell?” Ryner said, surprised. “Why’d she run away?”



“Hm. She had the right reaction,” Ferris said in her usual detached tone. “Anyone would run after seeing your perverted face in the night.”



“No, I’d seriously be shocked if she ran because of my face…”



“Hm. I don’t think I’m wrong, though.”



“That’d be depressing,” Ryner said.



This time they caught sight of a man walking through the village.



Ryner took care to take a kinder tone than before. “U-um, could you…”



“Hiih!?” The man screeched. He ran away…



“There you have it,” Ferris said. “This is proof that you’ve reached the level where people understand that you’re a master pervert with just one look at your face. Do you want me to praise you?”



Her absolute monotone was the most tiring part. Ryner was at his limit. “What kind of a face would even do that… anyway, what do you think about their reactions? They’re definitely weird, right? Even when I tried to reach out with that nice boy appeal they still run… Why? Is something going on here?”



“Isn’t it because of the demon’s curse?” Ferris asked easily.



“I’m thinking! Even if we try asking them about that, no one will answer. I wonder what’s up…”



Another villager appeared.



“…We won’t make any progress asking normally,” Ryner said. “The same thing will just happen again…”



“Alright. I’ll try talking this time,” Ferris said. “I’ll show you just how different a beauty like me and a master pervert like you are.”



Ryner shrugged. “Go ahead. Do your worst.”



“Mm. I’m doing it,” Ferris said and walked towards the villager. “Hey, you there. Stop for a moment.”



Rather than trying to be approachable, she clearly sounded like a stranger…



The villager reacted pretty obviously. “H—”



But Ferris disappeared before the villager could scream. She moved so fast it was like she’d just been a hallucination. She reappeared in the direction the villager made to run, and spoke without an ounce of friendliness as always. “There’s something I want to ask—”



“Hhiiihh!” The villager screamed and turned to run in another direction. But Ferris just moved to that side. No matter which way he turned, Ferris was already there cutting off his escape.



“Wh-what’s going on!?” The villager yelled, full of fear and about to cry.



Ferris nodded. “Yes, be afraid. The demon’s curse is a fearful thing.”



Ryner watched them and thought deep inside: No, he’s more scared of you than the demon right about now… He slowly approached the villager who was standing frozen in fear now. “Well, anyway, it looks like you’re gonna hear us out, sooo… there’s something I wanna ask. What’s the demon’s curse? Why can’t anyone enter this village?”



The villager paled. “I-I can’t answer that,” he said, his voice shaking.



There was obviously something weird going on. Ryner and Ferris exchanged a glance.



“Why can’t you answer?” Ryner asked. “Will something bad happen if you tell us?”



“It’s th-the mountain… The mountain demon… It’s haunting us so… s, so every day…”



He wasn’t quite getting to the point. “The mountain demon is haunting you? What do you mean?”



“Y-you’re wrong!! I, I never said anything about the mountains! I didn’t say anything!! I’ll b-be killed… I’ll… hiiiihhh!!”



The villager ran away. Ferris didn’t stop him this time. He probably wouldn’t tell them anything else. He clearly wasn’t acting rationally anymore.



Ryner crossed his arms. “What do you think?”



Ferris looked around. “Hm. They’re terribly scared of something. Have you noticed? The villagers are all watching us from their windows.”



Ryner looked around too, eyes settling on the windows of the village’s sparse houses. Each one had eyes watching them with dead eyes, tired to their limits…



Ryner shrugged. “Looks like asking them to let us stay the night is pointless…”



Ferris nodded. “This is why I hate travelling with a pervert like you. I can’t even stay the night somewhere respectable…”



“You can drop that now, you know… Wait…”



Ryner’s voice trailed off.



There was a kid running for them like it was a life-or-death situation. She was about six or seven years old, and five adult men were running on after her…



“You brat… dont’ run…”



“You… what’re you thinkin’...!”



It didn’t really look like the men were just playing tag with her…



“Huh? What the hell are they⁠—”⁠⁠



Ryner couldn’t finish his sentence. Not while something so unbeleivable happened in front of him.



One of the men hit the girl with all his might, knocking her down hard enough that she bounced back up…



“What are they doing!?” Ryner said. “They aren’t going easy on her at all!”



Ferris nodded. “Mm. Seems so. It looks like that girl is going to be killed by those little girl loving men, just like you are. Hm… how convenient.”



“Huh? Convenient? What do you… oh,” Ryner said, hitting his fist to his open palm in understanding. “Yeah, this sure is convenient.”



“Mhm.”



They met each other’s eyes, then ran out to the girl. Though she’d been knocked over by that attack from earlier, she rose herself off the ground and continued to run frantically.



Ryner and Ferris were fast. A man made to knock the girl back down, but Ryner appear behind him to hold his arms back, looking at the men with his usual sleepy eyes. “Hey, Uncle. You’ll never be cool if you go around smacking kids.”



“You asshole… ah!? Don’t try and butt in, outsider!” He said and shook Ryner’s arms off to hit the girl again.



“See,” Ryner said, tired, “You gotta tell me your reasoning here. Why are you chasing that kid…”



Ryner’s voice trailed off as he got a good look at the girl. His eyes narrowed. Her arms, legs, and face were all covered in bruises…



She had chestnut brown hair and a cute face, but she was so thin she was withering away. She was obviously a cute kid, but she was covered in injuries…



“…Why would you hit a little kid like this?” Ryner asked.



“You have nothing to do with this!” The man said. “Keep gettin’ in the way and I’ll beat you too! It’s this kid’s fault that I don’t know what kind of eyes… guah!?”



Ryner twisted the man’s arms. “Oops, did that hurt? My bad. Anyway, I don’t know what you mean about not knowing about eyes, but,” Ryner said, his voice dropping lower, “I think the bruises on that kid’s face hurt a lot more than your arm hurts now. I’ll ask you one more time, so answer me. Why would you hit her like that? By the way, if it’s a shitty reason, I’m gonna break your arm next…”



The man turned to glare at Ryner. “Shut up! You don’t know anything!! Hey, what’re you guys doing? Shut this outsider up!” He ordered to the other men.



“……”



But nobody answered.



“What’s the problem? Beat him so bad he can’t forget it!”



“……”



“H-hey… Hey!”



Ryner turned him around, still pinning his arms. “Ah, those friends of yours are the guys sleeping over here, right?”



There they were, lying in piles on the ground… And Ferris had set up her favorite tea set on them for a break.
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“……”



Ryner looked at her with half-lidded eyes. “Hey, what’re you doing?”



“Mm? Do you want some too? It’s quite sad, but unfortunately we’re out of dango right now…”



“…No, that’s not what I meant,” Ryner mumbled. He looked back to the man in his grasp. “Um, well… that’s how it is. Your friends have been made into a table for tea thanks to her and won’t come to save you… So go ahead and answer me. Why are you attacking a kid like this? What’s going on in this town? It’s super weird… and what’s with the demon’s curse stuff?”



The man suddenly shivered. “N-no! I, I can’t… I’ll be killed…”



Ryner grimaced. “Oh, that again. What’re you so scared of?”



“I, I can’t say. If I do… I’ll be killed…. uuh.”



Ryner jabbed the man’s neck with his hand to quiet him. He lost consciousness and collapsed on the ground with his friends.



Ryner turned back to Ferris. “So that’s the situation. These guys won’t tell us a thing.”



“That’s fine,” Ferris said. “It’s going exactly as planned.”



“Right,” Ryner said. “So…”



He looked to the girl, still collapsed on the ground. She was looking up at him with a blank expression. It turned scared when Ryner met her eyes. “Um, umm… thank you for saving me.”



“Mm,” Ferris said from behind her. “It isn’t as though we saved you for free. If you’re thankful, pay up.”



What a thing to say…



Ryner shrugged. “She’s gonna think we’re con artists if you say it like that…”



“Um… I am thankful, and I do want to pay you,” the girl said. “But my family is poor and I don’t have any money…”



Ryner shook his head, flustered. “Ah, no, not like that. We aren’t asking for money… See, we just came to this country, and we’re kinda in a pinch. We don’t have anywhere to stay the night. Think we could stay at your place? The sky’s already dark and I just keep getting sleepier and sleepier…”



The girl’s eyes widened. “Then… then you guys aren’t from Runa?”



Ferris nodded. “Mm. We’re travellers going from country to country. If you let us stay the night, I’ll consider your debt settl⁠—”



“P-please save him!” The girl interrupted. She clung to Ryner’s leg. “It looks like they’re going to kill m, my childhood friend… S-so please! Save him!”



“What’s all this suddenly…?” Ryner said. “Does this have to do with the demon’s curse?”



The girl shook her head again and again. “No! Arua isn’t… Arua isn’t a demon! He’s not a demon but the Runan military took him to the mountains anyway! If we’re not fast, he’ll definitely… he’ll definitely be killed…!”



The girl fell to the ground crying.



“Ah, w, wait wait wait wait,” Ryner said, troubled. “What’s happening? It sounds like your childhood friend - Arua, right? - was taken by the military? Because he’s a demon or something?”



“I told you, Arua isn’t a demon!” She screamed, tears falling from her eyes.



Ryner pressed a hand to his forehead. “Umm… so Arua isn’t a demon but the military is calling him one and took him away… right?”



“Right.”



Ryner breathed a sigh of relief, glad to finally be on the same page. “Why are they calling this Arua guy a demon then? I’d be really happy if you could start from the beginning and give me a few more details to work with.”



“Uh, um⁠—”



“Wait,” Ferris said. “Let’s go somewhere else first. Talking here will irritate her wounds.”



“Oh, right. Wow, this is the first time I’ve ever heard you worry about someone else, Ferris. Even you have good points, huh?”



Ferris nodded as if to say ‘obviously.’ “Mm. We’d be in trouble if she died in the middle of our conversation.”



“…If only you hadn’t opened your big mouth again… Anyway… is it okay if we go to your house?” Ryner asked the girl.



“Um, you guys are looking for somewhere to stay the night, aren’t you? I know a good place! I’ll show you!” She said and ran off.



“Augh, hey! You don’t have to run! Ugh, what a pain…”



“Hm.”



And so Ryner and Ferris ran on after her… leaving the men collapsed on the ground.



She led them to a lone wooden house. It was by no means large, and it was by no means clean.



“Uwah… What the hell?” Ryner mumbled as he looked around. The house was in real bad shape. The table was turned over, the drawers had fallen to the floor, and the tableware was broken and scattered across the floor… It was like a storm had swept through the inside.



The girl looked around, a bit sad. “I just cleaned it two days ago, too…”



“Two days ago? Wait, you don’t live here?”



“…No. This is where Arua lived before they took him away. I thought he’d be sad if he came home to a mess so I cleaned it, but the townspeople just broke in again… Ah, I’m sorry. I’ll clean it up real quick so w-wait here, okay! I mean, you won’t be able to sleep like this…”



She began to clean as she spoke…



“Don’t worry about it. It’s fine for a night,” Ryner said. He turned the table and chairs back to their correct position and sat. “More importantly, can you tell us what’s going on? Like about how this house keeps getting broken into… and how you were being chased by adults… and how the townspeople have been reacting… What in the world is going on here?”



He studied the girl’s face for a moment before continuing.



“And you haven’t told us your name yet either. By the way, my name’s Ryner and this expressionless chick is Ferris.”



“Umm, err, my name is Kuku. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Ryner and Ferris,” she said politely and bowed quickly.



“Yep, nice to meet you.”



“Mm. Now that introductions are out of the way, let’s talk.”



“Yes,” Kuku said. She stared up at the ceiling in thought for a moment before starting. “Me and Arua have always been close. We’re next door neighbors. My mom and dad are friends with his mom and dad too… we’ve all always gotten along. I spent every single day playing lots and lots with Arua. We always got along with everyone else in the village too… It was a nice and peaceful town…”



She reminisced a bit as she spoke. Her face when she talked about Arua was both happy and sad. In any case, it seemed like this town had been a good and peaceful place… but the same couldn’t be said of it now. Right now it was dark and malicious and made her good memories sound like nothing but a lie. It had gone mad.



And Ryner…



“……”



He knew this town’s atmosphere. The people had become suspicious, scared, and angry, like they were living in the midst of despair…



“What changed?” Ryner asked.



Kuku’s face clouded over. “Everything changed that day. Our taxes were suddenly raised… things were already tough, but this made it so we really couldn’t afford it. But we couldn’t just go against the nobility… so everyone worked really hard so we could pay it. We were all worked to the bone… I didn’t eat. My mom and dad didn’t eat either. They just worked and worked until the middle of the night, day after day… They really did their best. They didn’t slack off at all. But we were the first ones to fall short of paying… so the territory lord came here to manage us.”



Kuku’s expression slowly filled with fear as she spoke. Her voice shook when she continued.



“Lots of soldiers came… My family was the only one that couldn’t pay taxes but they brought so, so many soldiers… First they killed my dad while everyone watched… it only took a second. They made the top half of his body disappear with magic… And there was so much blood. My head went blank when I saw…”



She was crying. The tears poured down her cheeks.



Her story was a common one. It was common, but it was impossible to stay calm hearing it.



In the old Roland, before Sion took the throne… stories like hers sprouted up everywhere. They bullied the people for pleasure and killed them on whims…



The nobility probably picked Arua as their next whim. They said he was a demon so they were going to kill him.



If the nobles said he was a demon, then he was a demon. The nobility’s word was law. Anyone who didn’t follow their laws were killed. No… it’d be better if they just killed them. But they always hurt them first. Raped them first. Then killed them.



Apparently that was the kind of country this was. It was a country that had allied itself with the old Roland after all…



It was a rotten country with a rotten noble class…



They said they borrowed god’s power to use magic in this country.



They borrowed god’s power.



And that power was what killed this girl’s dad.



They borrowed power from god and used it to steal the lives of people.



What a wonderful god, right?



“…Makes me wanna barf,” Ryner whispered to himself, too quiet for anyone else to hear.



The mad nobility governed their mad country.



Kuku continued, tears still pouring from her eyes. “But even then it didn’t stop. They took me… and my mom screamed and cried. But the territory lord just laughed. He looked at my dad’s body, at my mom screaming and crying, and laughed… I didn’t understand what was so funny. He laughed and laughed and said he’d show her me dying too… and then magic started up in front of me…”



He could see the end of the story.



But the girl recalled what had happened, her tone getting calmer. “But right then… something mysterious happened. Arua… Arua used magic… even though he never said he could use magic before, and for some reason, he didn’t seem like himself then… Everyone else seemed to think so too. Because they looked at Arua and they all got really scared. His eyes had a weird pattern in them…”



Ryner’s fists hit the table with a slam. He’d done it unintentionally.



What did she just say?



A weird pattern rose up in his eyes…



Kuku stared at him. “Uu, um, did I do something wrong…?”



“Huh? Oh, no, that’s not it…”



“Don’t worry about it, Kuku,” Ferris said from his side. “Sometimes he just does weird things. You can keep talking.”



“R-right,” Ryner said, flustered. “That’s right. I’ve just been so tired lately that my arms have been twitching like crazy… they hit the table all on their own. Sorry for interrupting you. You can keep going.” He felt his face twitch as he spoke.



It couldn’t be…



To think they’d be having a conversation like this here…



Ryner nodded to Kuku to encourage her, and she nodded back.



“Umm… that was the end of my story,” Kuku said. “Since then, the territory lord was terrified of Arua and went home… But Arua saved me. He saved me but my mom said I couldn’t talk to him anymore. The villagers also say that Arua killed lots of people, and they call him a demon, and say he’s cruel… That was a while ago. The territory lord came again and brought even more soldiers than last time and took Arua. They said they were going to do demon experiments in the mountains. The military said they’d get promoted if they did demon experiments and laughed. And then our taxes got higher again… The people of the village are in bad shape now.”



She looked sad as she spoke.



“At first some people tried to escape. They were killed so the territory lord could keep his experiments on Arua a secret. So now the villagers can’t leave. But that’s not all. We’re killed if we tell visitors to the village about it, too. Lots and lots of people were killed and the taxes keep going up… Everyone’s gone mad. They all say it’s me and Arua’s fault…”



Ryner’s eyes narrowed. “So that’s why they were hitting you?”



“…Yeah. But I’m okay. I mean, I’d be dead if Arua hadn’t saved me. But Arua’s parents… they said it’s my fault because he saved me…”



Ryner looked around the room. In any case, it looked like Arua’s parents had been taken away.



He knew the exams that boy with the strange pattern in his eyes would be faced with. He’d suddenly used magic that he shouldn’t have been able to use, changing his life forever…



Ryner recalled the countless tests he’d endured in the old Roland. “About how long ago was Arua taken away?” He asked.



“Huh? Um… eight days ago.”



“And how long ago were his parents taken away?”



“That was five days ago.”



Ryner grimaced. They were late. They were horribly late. Even if they went now…



Ferris stood. “Alright. Let’s go.”



Ryner looked at her. “But…”



Ferris stared back. “We don’t have the time to sit and chat. Am I wrong?”



“Oh… ah, yeah. Yeah. We’ve gotta hurry.”



“Then let’s go. We must protect this boy. Wait here, Kuku. We’ll kidnap Arua somehow.”



Kuku looked like she couldn’t believe it. “Y-you’re really going to save him? Even though you’ll be going against a noble?”



“The nobles of Runa hold no power over us,” Ferris said easily.



“But, but, the Runan military will be after you…”



“That’s fine. If push comes to shove, I’ll use this stupid looking man as bait.”



“Hey, I’m not bait!” Ryner yelled reflexively.



“Mm. You’ll be fine if you’re fired up. Let’s go.”



“Huh? Wait…”



“Let’s go,” Ferris said and left the room.



“Hah? Hey, do you even know which mountain we’re headed for?” Ryner asked and followed her out.



Ferris pointed to a mountain to the north. “I saw a fire from there earlier, so isn’t it that one?”



Ryner looked up at the mountain. There were countless, dazzling fires easily visible in the dark of night. “Yeah, no mistake. That’s gotta be it.”



“That’s right,” Kuku said. “That’s where Arua is…”



“Still, those fires are up a lot higher than expected. Climbing a mountain in the middle of the night is such a pain,” Ryner said as he walked towards it.



“Mm. Walking up a mountain at night with a pervert is suicidal.”



“Who’re you callin’ a pervert?”



“You, of course,” Ferris said. They steadily approached the mountain as they spoke.



Kuku spoke from behind. “Uh, um, I…”



Ryner turned back to face her. “Ah, it’s okay. The two of us can save him, Kuku, so… oh, I know. How about you clean this house up while we’re gone? You said you’d hate for Arua to come back to a dirty house, right?”



Kuku nodded. “You’re right! Then I’m gonna clean! You guys do your best too!”



“We will,” Ryner said. He waved and continued on towards the mountain.



But his expression then…



“……”




---




Roland Castle, deep into the night.



Sion was in bed for the first time in thirty hours and finally drifting off to sleep when someone approached his door in a hurry.



“Your Majesty! Your Majesty, this is important!”



Sion weakly opened his eyes and looked to the door. “What’s wrong? Is there a problem?” He asked, tired and on the edge of sleep. He had a headache from being woken.



“Please wake up, Your Majesty! We are in a crisis situation!”



It sounded like Eslina. She was yelling, her tone full of urgency…



Sion finally forced his eyes open all the way. Eslina was working on Calne’s orders to keep Sion from overworking himself. After she came back from dinner with Calne today, she came to see that Sion hadn’t slept again and got mad, then calmed down and finally got Sion into bed.



Eslina knew most of all that he hadn’t slept, so for her to come waking him…



Sion picked himself up off his bed and threw on a shirt. “Wait, I’m coming. What happened?”



“Well…”



Then he heard Calne. “Claugh! I’m telling you, this is bad! You need a doctor! A doctor comes first!”



“Shut it, you. I gotta see Sion first. And these wounds are nothin’...”



“They aren’t nothing! I would pass out from wounds like that!”



“Well you’re not me!”



“This is basic common sense!” Calne said. “Ugh, geez! Eslina, Noa, please tell him…”



The door opened without even a knock. Claugh stood in the frame, blood dripping from his arm and chest… and Noa, her hair dirtied with blood, stood behind him.



Sion narrowed his eyes. “Calne, Eslina. Bring a doctor here. Claugh won’t listen if you just tell him to go, so we’ll have him treated here.”



“Yes, sir,” they both replied in unison, then ran out to find a doctor.



Sion looked back at Claugh when they were gone. “You did well protecting Lady Ehn. I thank you as king, Claugh.”



Claugh glared at Sion with sharp eyes. “You know that Noa was attacked? Don’t tell me you knew this was gonna happen…”



Sion shook his head. “Lady Ehn is bloodied, and you came all the way to my room this angry… You wouldn’t come to me if you’d just gotten in a fight, now would you?”



“Ahn? There’s no fucking way I’d come for that.”



“So that means Lady Ehn must have been attacked… am I wrong?”



“As expected, Your Majesty is quite keen,” Noa said. “Sorry to impose.”



Sion shook his head, grimacing just a bit. “Not sure I want to be called keen from you… I’ve lost face. If only I’d been able to predict this… I truly am sorry. It is due to my own carelessness,” Sion said. Then he looked to Claugh. “I’m sorry to you, too. It’s my bad. You’ve saved me.”



“Aah?” Claugh said, angry. “You were predicting? The hell’s that mean. So you already knew assassins would come?”



Noa answered before Sion could. “They are the only ones who have tried to kill me thus far, Major General Klom.”



Claugh turned to face her. “Them? By them you mean… the nobility?”



Noa nodded earnestly. “If I were killed, the relationship between Roland and Estabul would sour again, after all.”



“Right now, the people of Estabul have a high degree of trust in Lady Ehn,” Sion said. “Even Roland’s people believe in you. Souring the relationship between our countries is easy. Another Estabulian rebellion would break out if you died, and the exhaustion and discontentment of our two countries would turn on me, since I was the one who was to protect you. It is a method typical of our opponents. They think not of what benefits our country. They simply do whatever is necessary to make us fall to raise their own power.”



Claugh was irritated just listening to him. “So that’s the only reason they’re trying to kill Noa?”



Sion bowed to the two of them. “But this time is my bad. This was something I expected to happen. But I misjudged them. I didn’t think it’d be this soon… I’m sorry.”



“I don’t care about that,” Claugh said. “No one’s blaming you, Sion. You do more than enough good, and you’re always thinking of how to help everyone. The nobles are the ones who are in the wrong, not you. Noa was safe this time, but what’ll we do now? You can’t be planning on staying quiet about this…”



“I think that His Majesty making an enemy out of the nobility now would cause problems,” Noa said.



“What’re you saying, Noa? If we do that…”



“It doesn’t matter what happens to me,” Noa said. “I will be fine. The stability of our two countries is what’s really important. Now is the time for us to gather power. It is best to not fall to the temptation those vulgar people who care not for their country offer us. It is best to avoid making an issue about protecting my life.”



Noa then smiled gently at Claugh, who she was persistently opposing, and continued. “And… when push comes to shove, Major General Klom will protect me. One feels wonderfully reassured being protected by Crimson-fingered Claugh Klom, you know? Or are you not confidant that you can protect me from burglars?”



“Ah, no, uu…”



Claugh scrunched up his face, then turned to Sion, dejected. “Ugh, you say something too, Sion.”



Sion shrugged and faced Noa. “I am grateful for your thoughtfulness. I am unfortunately unable to conclude this matter quickly. I will strive to do the very best for you so that you need not despair, but… Well, it’s already late tonight, so why don’t you stay in the castle? I will have a bath prepared for you as well. Please relax there.”



Noa bowed politely. “I am grateful for you kindness.”



Sion looked to Claugh. “You should retire for the night too. I’ll have a room prepared next to hers for you so you can protect her… but first, get those wounds treated.”



Claugh grimaced. “I’m tellin’ you, these ‘wounds’ are hardly—”



“Claugh!”



“Ugh, shut up. Whatever, I’ll get ‘em treated. Ugh… you don’t gotta get all mad at me…”



“I’m not mad. I just want you to understand this too. We will be in the biggest trouble if she dies out of every person in this country.”



“…Even I know that—”



“And we’ll be in trouble if you forget how important you are to this country too,” Sion said. “It’d take me so much longer to accomplish my ambitions without you. And that’s not all… If you died…”



Sion stopped for a moment and smiled. It was a little sunny… and overflowing with confidence in himself. It was a smile that could catch anyone’s eye and charm them. He gazed at Claugh.



“If you died, I’d definitely cry, okay? You’d make me cry.”



Claugh was caught off guard. “Nngh…”



“Sion, sir! I’ve brought a doctor!” Calne said. “It’s the middle of the night so nobody was awake… I had to wake him up, so you better let him treat you, Claugh!!”



Sion waved Claugh away, his face saying it all - go on!



Claugh turned on his heel, disgruntled. “Guess there’s nothin’ I can do about it if you’re the kind of selfish guy who gets too lonely to sleep alone. I’ll go get ‘em treated.”



Sion smiled too. “Don’t be stupid. I’m just tired from you guys waking me up. Hurry up and go.”



For some reason Noa watched them horribly happily… and then they all left his room. Sion returned to his bed and sat at its edge. His head hurt as he thought about what he’d just heard.



Assassinating Noa…



The nobility was behind this, too. Just like when they killed Fiole to teach Sion a lesson… this time they were after Noa. But this danger was incomparable to that of Fiole’s incident. One wrong step would cause another rebellion. Even so, the nobility wanted Noa dead. They didn’t care what they looked like anymore.



“…Shit,” Sion mumbled. Claugh had saved her this time. But if he was ever unable to save her…



If they didn’t act soon, everything would be for nothing. Their country had to have a unified front to face threats of invasion from abroad…



Claugh had saved her this time. But what about next time?



They couldn’t keep walking this tightrope. It was putting the people in danger of being swept away. They had to do something…



Those methods…



Sion raised his head. He smiled in self-deprecation. “You always, always have some pretty amazing timing…”



A dark shadow appeared.



Froaude.



“There is no greater happiness to me than fulfilling Your Majesty’s expectations,” Froaude said and bowed.



“No need for the platitudes… I understand what you’re thinking.”



A faint smile rose to Froaude’s face. “Everything is beginning, Your Majesty. The other side acts even without you making a move. What will be Your Majesty’s decision today?”



“…What do you think the situation calls for?”



“Exactly as I told you previously. We pander to the nobility. They are currently aiming for Lady Noa Ehn, our lifeline so to speak… even so, you will not complain nor question them. Instead you show them that you wish to accommodate them and unite the two factions of our country. Then once they have grown complacent from lining their pockets without any work of their own and let down their guards, hunting them will be simple.”



“You’ll kill them all?”



“If necessary.”



“I said this before too, but the people…”



Froaude didn’t answer his concern. “Preparations have already been completed, no matter what you may decide.”



Sion narrowed his eyes. “Wait… you aren’t the one who had Noa attacked, were you…?”



Froaude shook his head. “Unfortunately not. The nobility are the ones who instigated the attack on Lady Ehn… to create the current situation. It is quite an exciting plan, isn’t it. Lady Ehn’s life would be safe if I had sent the assassins… but I have not yet acted.”



“I see. It’s fine if you do.”



“Hah. Then that is all I had to say. We will become even busier from here on out. Please rest for the remainder of the night,” Froaude said and left the room.



Sion continued to sit on his bed for some time after he was gone.



He didn’t sleep that night.




---




Roland was in an uproar of unprecedented scale the next morning.



The king sent out an imperial edict affecting the whole nation, one wholly unexpected to Sion’s subordinates and the nobles within his faction who he pushed away… and the one he pushed farthest was the man considered to be the top of their military, Claugh Klom.



He pushed aside everyone of the pro-monarchy faction to assume his position…



Those who were happy, jealous, and hateful were suddenly reversed, and the situation confused everyone. Personnel were changed to a startling extent.



And so…




---




A great many people had assembled before the king.



Of course that included Claugh. “What the hell’re you doing, Sion! I didn’t agree to this! I could’ve made it to the top of the military by my own power, without charity from you. Even so…”



He’d raised his voice in anger…



Next up was Calne. “He’s right, Sir Sion! Why would you do this all of the sudden? It’s much too surprising. You should tell us what you’re thinking first…”



“Do you feel that this sort of behavior is prudent in the current situation?” Noa asked. “Pardon my rudeness, but there will be rumors of you becoming a tyrant at this rate. Please understand that those of us who trust you want you to rely on us. The nobility’s power is still strong within this country. If you ignore that and act like this, then… the situation will definitely become problematic. Don’t you think the best course of action is to withdraw your decision?”



Noa spoke seriously. She had calmly agreed not to announce the attempt on her life last night, but her face this morning said she wasn’t quite sure what to say.



Others present included Eslina, Froaude, Lord Newbull who had joined Sion’s cause early on, and the other nobles of the pro-monarchy faction.



Sion shrugged. “Geez, everyone, you’ll never get promoted if you complain so much,” Sion said, perfectly managing his usual mild-mannered and gentlemanly tone.



Newbull’s face stiffened. “What are you saying? Do you truly think we only follow you so that we ourselves can rise up in the world? The people who follow you… no, nobody assembled here cares anything for promotions. We only think of our country and wish for it to never fall back into its former darkness. And yet, your edict… I wonder if it might not be a betrayal. If you do that, we will once again fight… there are people who would say that. You should repeal it at once—”



“No, it is too late for that now,” Froaude said. “I am certain that a number of nobles of the anti-mobility faction would take advantage of His Majesty’s behavior to assemble people and stage a rebellion. We are unable to repeal this edict…”



That was right. The fight for rule of their country had already started…



It had come too soon. The conclusion to Estabul’s rebellion had just been a short while ago. Even if it had only been a temporary peace, couldn’t they have enjoyed it a little longer? Everyone thought so.



Did something happen to the king? Everyone’s expressions asked that.



And yet…



Sion sighed, then ran his eyes through the room leisurely. Quite a lot of people were present. They were all of Sion’s… no, they were everyone who thought of their country… everyone who really thought of it, whether it was advantageous or disadvantageous for them personally, and worked for its sake…



They should be able to win this fight.



Sion sighed again. “I get what you guys are saying. But won’t you hear me out?” Everyone’s eyes gathered on Sion. “I’m sure that there are people here who are shocked by my edict. It’s natural to be shocked. Abruptly changing every’s roles is betraying your expectations… and it appears that many of you can tell that this will revive the antagonism of the nobility from the old king’s regime…”



Sion paused briefly before continuing. “But I’d like you to hear me out before you’re dissatisfied. Do you guys know about the country called Gastark?”



Nearly everyone in the room tilted their heads. Sion continued. “Well, you know about Stohl, right? It’s the greatest, most distinguished country in Menoris. They have approximately five times the military power we do. So I want you to tell me what you think would happen if Stohl tried to attack Roland.”



“…Hm,” Lord Newbull said. “We wouldn’t be able to win. We’d be destroyed. Even so… Stohl is geographically quite far from Roland, is it not? It is unlikely that Stohl would…”



Sion nodded. “I also thought that. And you’re right. Stohl probably won’t conquer all the way to our doorstep. So there’s no need to worry.”



“Pardon me, Your Majesty,” Lord Newbull said quietly. “But I do not quite understand what you are trying to say… Stohl will not attack us so we need not worry. I understand that. So what do they have to do with your edict?”



“They’re related,” Sion said. “Stohl won’t come here. But according to the information I received this morning… two thirds of Stohl’s land has already been occupied by the country called Gastark that I mentioned a moment ago.”



The atmosphere in the hall changed in an instant. “What!?”



But Sion didn’t stop. “That isn’t all. Gastark was just a small country in the north that none of you even knew the name of until recently. But they’ve begun to amass enough power to come here. It isn’t just Stohl - any small country can conquer others and become powerful without us having the slightest idea it exists. In any case, they’re still pretty far…”



“B-but they really are a faraway country,” Newbull said as if trying to calm himself down. “Luna, Nelpha, and countless other countries stand between us. And there are still four other large countries that Stohl may or may not be able to win against. It is very unlikely… that they would come here…”



Sion shook his head. “It’s certainly true that Gastark may never make it here. But other countries have started looking to increase their territory, militaries, and power via invasion in order to oppose Gastark. Am I wrong?”



“W-well…”



“I have proof of people from other countries operating in secret within Imperial Nelpha,” Sion said. “And… in our allied Runa Empire, too…”



“……”



Nobody had anything else to say anymore. They didn’t even open their mouths.



The world was changing. They could all feel it. A huge war unlike what they’d seen before would break out… and it wouldn’t be on the simple level of the long conflict between Roland and Estabul.



Would they destroy or would they be destroyed?



Sion waited until everyone present understood their circumstances before continuing. “We don’t have the time to continue the ugly fight within our country. Froaude has proposed a solution to the matter: we lay a trap, round everyone of the opposing faction up, and purge them.”



With that, all of the eyes in the room fixed on Froaude…



Claugh glared at him. “Purge everyone, children and adults alike? Then you’re the exact fucking same as the shitty king from before—”



“No, Claugh,” Sion interrupted. “Froaude’s suggestion isn’t wrong. I acknowledge that methods like that exist too. However. I am king of this country. I am king of every living being in this country. Even the people who want to kill me are people of Roland. I think they’re people that I should protect. I want to save as many of them as possible. I want to unite this country without killing anyone.



“That’s why I’m using these coercive methods. It’s to seize full control of Roland once and for all. If the nobility offered their surrender to me, I would take it. But if they opposed me to the bitter end, I would purge them. We’re at risk of another war and we’re out of time. I have to do whatever will save the largest number of people.



“I want you all to help me. I want all of you who want what’s best for our country to help me. I couldn’t do this without you guys. So won’t you help me save this country?”



That was everything.



No matter how much help he had, it wasn’t enough. They just didn’t have the time. Even if he was able to borrow some more with their help… everything would end…



Claugh placed a hand to his chest and bowed. “Everything is as you desire, my king.”



Newbull and the nobles followed… everyone bowed to him.



““Everything is as you desire, my king.””



Sion narrowed his eyes.



Their fight started now. Not just the fight within Roland - it was their first step towards the fight over the world…




---




Their morale rose gradually. Everyone was submerged in fascination with their king.



“As expected… my king,” Froaude whispered. “You perfectly understand how a king should behave. Wanting to save as many people as possible… is it. Yes, that is certainly how a king should behave…”



He smiled faintly.



Yes.



Even if, for example, he should use methods that would cause even more deaths than Froaude’s own suggestion to set a trap and purge the nobility…



The king progressed to a kingly military rule.



He would continue to advance along that path no matter how high the corpses piled…



The king progressed to a kingly military rule.



That was exactly why Froaude followed him. A perfect king’s heart hurt as he continued on his destined path to steal the lives of many…



His Majesty would realize that in the end, wouldn’t he?



No, he would become aware of it vaguely, without ever truly realizing it.



That was what qualified him to be king, was it not…?



He should lighten His Majesty’s worries, even if only a little… That was his duty.



The greatest result with the smallest number of sacrifices…



He was fine with doing all the dirty, bloody work himself…



Froaude made his way to the entrance to the hall, then looked back. There was something capable of shining there. He gazed into the radiance.



He placed his hand to his chest softly and bowed. “Everything is as you desire, my king,” he whispered, then disappeared from the hall.




---




The darkness moved.



Froaude had to sow the seeds of two plans.



First was the influential nobility. He would direct assassins to those who had not clearly stated whether they were pro-monarchy or anti-monarchy. They were capable of lending their power to the anti-monarchy faction, so it was alright to kill them.



Even if, for argument’s sake, they were simply neutral on the pro-monarchy faction, they weren’t doing anything. They would only encroach on the king’s power if they lived.



The nobility could be divided into two classes: those who should be killed and those who it was alright to let live.



And the second plan was…

    


    
    Chapter 3: The Same Hero King

    
    It was a building wrapped in black walls that almost seemed to be built specifically with intimidation in mind.



It was Roland’s official Taboo Hunters headquarters. There, in a room with no notable qualities whatsoever, Rahel Miller’s eyes fell to the document his subordinates brought him.



“…Hmph.”



The creases between his eyebrows deepend. He had an intense, deeply wrinkled face and moved briskly. As always, his expression was more dignified than one would expect of a man not much older than thirty. And it wasn’t just his appearance, either. He had the ability and achievements to match.



He carried out his duty no matter what it was, and was flexible when the situation called for it.　And all of those impressive abilities of his had come from an unsupported orphan background… and he’d still managed to push himself towards the rank of major at his young age. That would normally be unthinkable - commissioned officers were rankings that were nearly always reserved for children of the nobility. Getting there with no relation to them should have been incredibly hard.



But nobody had complained when Miller was appointed major.



It was during the previous king’s age where all of the country’s real power was in the maddened nobility’s hands. But nobody had interfered.



Perhaps it was due to qualities like his character and impressive ability. But when he’d entered the military full of noble children back then, they’d evaluated him favorably.



In truth, there was a pretty significant reason for that.



The reason was Miller’s desired post: part of the Taboo Hunters. It was an organization that apprehended or erased magic using deserters from Roland to prevent the secrets of their magic leaking to other countries.



It was an extremely important department of Roland’s military. Leaking Roland’s magic to other countries meant leaking Roland’s weaknesses to other countries. It was giving them gaps from which they could attack. And if they left gaps… a war could break out.



So it was an extremely important department of Roland’s military, one tasked with deciding its fate. But the nobility hated it. The reason was simple: it was a job that held the real dangers of war without the glory of war. Jobs took place far outside of Roland, without the same support as working at home. It was terribly dangerous work. So the nobility hated it. So they imposed it on orphan-born commoners who they couldn’t care less about living. Then they mocked it for not being a department of people but one of low-born mutts. So they didn’t give a shit when Miller, orphan-born as he was, became the department’s top dog.



Of course he couldn’t become head of the department without a title. So he was given the rank of major. And with that, they let him be as the head of the Taboo Hunters. It was like they just didn’t feel like playing anymore… No matter how many commoners died, the nobility really just didn’t care. So Miller shouldered the duty of the Taboo Hunters. But the nobility didn’t notice.



As for why Miller choose the Taboo Hunters…



If one truly understood Miller’s ability, they would not have appointed him major. But the nobility didn’t notice.



He’d done it to steal promising personnel.



Claugh Klom. Calne Kaiwel. Luke Stokkart.



Others too, too many to count…



And then the time came. A great light was born.



A great light called Sion Astal.



It was a light great enough to change everything.



But it was not born of coincidence. It was inevitable. It was because the nobility killed too many people. It was because the nobility screwed around too much, knee-deep in their greed.



Miller had been gathering excellent personnel because the cracks forming from the nobility had gotten too large. The end of their age had been inevitable. Miller had already been able to see it. The nobility’s hands would be torn away, and everything would crumble back down to the foundation…



He advanced on that path. But the nobility didn’t notice.



And so he started a revolution… but that was another story.



Anyway, Miller’s eyes were running through the document his subordinates had brought.



A girl kept glancing at his expression questioningly as he did. Perhaps it was unfair to call her a ‘girl’ - she was just sixteen years old, but she was already chief of a Taboo Hunters team, and a lieutenant to boot.



Even so… she was small and cute, perfectly fitting the description of a girl instead of a lady or woman.



She was Lieutenant Milk Callaud. She had an adorable face and flaxen hair pulled up in a ponytail, big eyes, and a petite figure, but instead of it being a complement… it was more that she didn’t look like an independent, adult woman in the slightest.



Of course the fact that she had been appointed lieutenant at sixteen meant that she was a woman of outstanding ability. She far surpassed regular people in her magic theory to her technique, from her hand-to-hand combat to her strategic warfare ability…



She was an outstanding tactical genius.



She even grasped the hearts of his subordinates better than he did in an instant… but maybe that was a gift that came along with her disposition?



Miller turned his harsh face from the jittery Milk to her subordinates behind her.



Luke Stokkart. Lear Rinkal. Lach Velariore. Moe Velariore.



They’d all been Miller’s subordinates before, but now they were completely taken by Milk… no, perhaps it was better to say that they fancied themselves her guardians and pledged loyalty as a result.



“Maan, Major Miller’s making that strict face again today, huh, Chief Milk?” The tallest out of the bunch, a twenty five year old man and Milk’s assistant, Luke, whispered.



Miller thought about biting back with an instant ‘I can hear you, you know, Luke,’ but he didn’t.



“I wonder if he’s mad about our mistake…?” Milk whispered back. She glanced back to Miller, who looked back down to the documents in a hurry.



“That must be it, Chief,” Luke whispered back. “But it wasn’t our fault this time so don’t worry about it even if he scolds you.”



Goodness…



Miller internally smiled bitterly. This was the true extent of Milk’s power.



During the revolution… no, even before then, Luke wasn’t this lenient of a man. It was true that a glance at his lanky self gave one the impression that he was all kindness and smiles, and made one think he’d be soft-spoken too… but Luke Stokkart was really a man of unreal ability. He excuted his duty with cool composure, though that was impossible to discern from his naive looking smiles.



Miller had shouted with joy internally when he first found this genius. His ability might have even surpassed that of Crimson-fingered Claugh Klom who Miller found at around the same time. Of course Luke’s combat ability was overwhelmingly inferior to Claugh’s, but he used his composure to endure any kind of battle. He had the power to calculate how to win against his enemy no matter the circumstance. It was an amazing ability - as much as he called Milk excellent, there was no way she could compare.



Luke was a genius. Even so… he’d lose in a battle against Milk. Because he quickly lost his cold composure with her and doted horribly. Even as Miller looked at him now, Luke looked a spineless father gazing lovingly at his beloved daughter.



“Our opponent was just too strong,” Luke whispered to Milk. “Absurdly strong. He should remove us from this job after reading our report…”



The documents that Luke submitted and the ones that Milk submitted were about the man they were chasing, Ryner Lute, were somewhat different.



Luke’s said that ‘chasing a man around the same age as Chief Milk was extremely dangerous, and that as her guardian, he was so worried that he couldn’t sleep at night,’ and so on and so forth. What exactly had awoken inside Luke…? Miller’s face got sterner and sterner in this difficult to understand situation.



But it seemed like Lear, Lach, and Moe all adored her too… perhaps that was Milk’s real ability. It was quite the peculiar power…



“N-no, we can’t do that,” Milk whispered back to Luke. “I have to catch Ryner. B-because, because, because I made a promise to him a long time ago. But then he went and eloped with that beauty… So I have to catch him for his infidelity.”



Did she seriously think he wouldn’t hear her if she spoke that loudly?



“…Well, Chief… the real problem is if we can manage—”



“Yeah!! I’m definitely gonna catch him!!”



“H, hey! Shh! Shhh! Don’t be so loud, Chief! Do you understand where we are!? This is the Major’s office!”
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“Ah! Right!” Milk whispered back. “S-sorry, Luke. Think he heard…?”



What a conversation… Miller had already given up on complaining about them being loud.



He couldn’t help but smile bitterly. “Heh… it’s good to see that you’re as cheerful as always, Lieutenant Callaud.”



“Y-yes, sir. It is thanks to you! And your face is as stern as… always…”



Luke patted Milk’s back, causing her to falter.



“Um… that’s not what I meant, uh… you seem well too, Major.”



Luke was smirking as she did. It wasn’t his usual smiling. It was smirking.



He was looking at Miller, clearly waiting for a reaction. He definitely knew that Miller could hear his and Milk’s whispered conversation. He’d become a pretty unlikeable guy while he was away.



“Leave the greetings at the door,” Miller said. “The real problem is that you couldn’t manage this as Taboo Hunters.”



He did say that, but even as he spoke Miller knew perfectly well that there was no way they could have managed it.



“Let Milk chase this Ryner guy. It’ll be really fun,” the king had said when he led Milk to them. So Miller looked Ryner Lute and his travelling companion, the swordswoman Ferris Eris, up. And their pasts were nothing short of exceptional. Ryner Lute was a survivor of Roland’s Special Institute #307, an institution made to create the strongest battle machines, and that wasn’t all - his grades there were downright legendary.



To top it off, he’d done something amazing as someone would could use any spell: commit a mass killing. He was an Alpha Stigma bearer…



And the girl travelling with him was a daughter of the Eris family.



It was too much for her to handle, even with Luke following her. Those taboo breakers had even made Nelpha’s Magical Knights, their strongest troops, withdraw… Chasing monsters of the battlefield like that was reckless. It would normally be impossible.



Right. It would normally be impossible.



“So?” Miller asked. “Can you take it? Or can you not?”



Milk nodded like it was natural. “Of course we can! It’ll be easy! Last time Nelpha’s Magical Knights got involved by chance, and…”



“W-wait, Chief?” Luke said, flustered. “What are you saying?”



“I-it’s impossible,” Moe said. “There’s no way we can win against monstrously strong taboo breakers like that. It’s better if we drop this—”



“Augh, geez! Be quiet!” Milk said, pointing a finger at her subordinates. “This time will definitely be okay!”



“…On what basis, exactly…?”



Milk nodded a single time, then spoke with an honest expression. “I wasn’t serious last time… If i get serious, I can beat him a few times hands down! I won’t let that girl whose nothing but a little beauty take him away! Right? Luke?”



“Huh? Oh, well… yes, but…”



Miller smiled bitterly. Luke hated the idea of Milk seeing this Ryner fellow again. So Miller’s smile turned mean and he nodded. “I see. If even Luke thinks so, then I’m sure it’ll be fine.”



“Huh?” Luke said, looking over at Miller with a dumbfounded expression. “Oh, um, no…”



It was the first time Miller had ever seen Luke make that face. “Good. Then I’ll leave this jo to Milk Callaud’s squad again.”



“Ah…”



Luke noticed the small smile that’d curved around Miller’s face. His smile deepened - Luke was a hundred years too early to get back at him. But it was unlikely that anyone but Luke, who had known him the longest out of the bunch, noticed his expression change…



If a normal person looked, perhaps they’d think his usual cold expression had melted just a tad, but he doubted they’d see anything else…



Luke nodded in disappointment.



Milk’s eyes were lit up with her fighting spirit. “Wait for me, okay Ryner! Now that it’s decided we’ll leave for the Runa Empire at once! Runa’s our ally so getting in is easy! Let’s go!” Milk said and practically flew out of Miller’s office, bursting with energy.



Luke looked to their subordinates, then gave the signal to follow Milk.



They all three nodded, then left noisily.



“Wait up, Chieeeef!”



“Wait, we’re finally back in Roland so how about we stay to play around a little, Chief?”



“Ah, I hear about a new restaurant opening while we were gone, so why don’t we go check it out?”



Luke watched their subordinate go, then shot another look at Miller’s expression and sighed.



Miller laughed.



Luke was astonished. “But really, Miller. Were you enjoying that earlier? Didn’t you see my report? It’s improper for that Ryner Lute fellow to be Milk’s opponent. She needs a kind, hard-working, and serious—”



Miller shrugged. “But this isn’t something I decided. Lieutenant Callaud is capable of deciding it. And so is…”



Luke grimaced. “Sir Sion, correct? He seems like a good person at first, too, but really he likes playing tricks… Please relay my information back to him, Major Miller. Chief Milk is still too young for love,” Luke said, nodding as if to agree with himself.



Miller was at a loss for words for Luke, the spitting picture of an overprotective father.



“In any case, what’s going on with Sir Sion now?” Luke asked. He’d dropped his ridiculous tone and traded it for a serious one.



“…He’s tough in more ways that one. Came by last night to try to convince me to take a promotion again.”



“Hmm. What post did he want you for this time?”



Miller grimaced. “He wanted me to command Roland’s entire military.”



“Uwah, he wanted you to be a marshal? That’d be nice, don’t you think? Everyone in the military except for the nobility wants to see it. Everyone would agree.”



Miller’s grimace deepened. “You know I declined, right?”



Luke smiled, satisfied. “I do. Because you aren’t the kind of guy who wants to be promoted, and you’re needed here. If someone else took your post and let taboo breakers get away, then… a war could break out—”



“That’s not why I’m staying here,” Miller interrupted. “There are plenty of others who could do this - you, Lear… and that’s what the King said too: leave the Taboo Hunters to Lear, make me the marshal, and make you and Claugh lieutenant generals.”



“Whoa… e, even me?”



“…That conversation was full of jokes. Apparently he’s short staffed. But I can’t just leave here. You and Lear can’t, either. Taking conspicuous positions would just limit our movements. Of course there’s a different point of view there too, though. Well, that’s why Claugh’s going to take the fall for us.”



Luke smiled. “Ah, then Claugh will become the marshal? He must have grumbled about it, right?”



Miller smiled, too. “Who can say? It’ll be announced tomorrow. Knowing him, he’ll be yelling about it.”



Luke laughed, enjoying himself. “But then Sion will have some reason or other why he can’t refuse, and easily coax him to take it… that’s how it always is with those two. Well, Claugh isn’t you, but I suppose Roland’s military will be heading in the right direction.”



Miller nodded. “But the problem is…”



“…The nobility…. right. So Sir Sion is finally beginning. Well, from my point of view he’s pretty late. This county can’t continue as long as the nobility is rotting it. Purge them for all I care. Do whatever it takes.”



Goodness. Miller scowled, searching Luke’s face. “Have you come to hate the nobility even more than before?”



“You hate them too, don’t you? They steal whatever they can without thinking about the consequences. There’s nobody they don’t hate inside the Taboo Hunters,” Luke said. He looked angry as he continued. “And to top it off, they’ve bullied Chief Milk so much! And she’s such a sunny kid… when she was eating breakfast with us the other day she said ‘I’ve never gotten to talk with everyone while eating before,’ and cried… what did they do to her? Just thinking about it makes me so frustrated that I sometimes can’t sleep at night… and yet Milk doesn’t hold a grudge against her noble fami… no, the nobles who bought her. Ugh!”



That again, huh… Miller shook his head, defeated. Milk was all Luke talked about lately. “Lieutenant Milk Callaud is an elite who graduated at the top of her class from a military academy, and she’s the daughter of a noble family, but she’s still easy to talk to. Interesting, right?”



Luke nodded like that was obvious. “She was an orphan just like we were… and entered their family through adoption. Instead of treating her like their real child, they treated her like a puppet to gain military recognition through… but despite that, she’s an unbelievably good kid.”



“Yeah… be sure to protect her. Roland’s future depends on its youth.”



“Huh? But I’m still young too, you know… Miller…”



“Twenty five is plenty old compared to sixteen.”



“Then that makes someone over thirty like you a geriatric.”



Miller grimaced. “Mrgh…”



Luke stuck his tongue out. “I better make a run for it before you get mad.”



“Yeah, hurry up and go. I have piles of work to do. Tell the rest of Milk Callaud’s squad that you’re on holiday for a while. You’ve finally returned to Roland, after all. Spread your wings for a bit. But watch yourself around the King, alright? Let your guard down for a second and he’ll promote you.”



Luke shrugged. “Understood. I’ll be careful around Sir Sion. I suppose I’m off to chase our princess then,” he said and left the office, arms crossed. “Still… even if he says to take a break, it’s not good for kids to live an unstructured lifestyle… Hrrmmm. This is difficult. I’ll consult with Lear and the others to make a schedule for a fun holiday for Milk… Perhaps camping is best.”



“....For god’s sake,” Miller muttered and sighed.




---




After that, Milk’s vacation passed according to the ‘Fun Summer Vacation Plan’ that Luke thought up for her. They spent every day hiking, having curry parties, and doing other fun activities. But even then the world continued to turn.



It started with the nobility who once held enormous power in Roland. A noble’s residence was attacked by assassins. He managed to repel the assassins so nothing much came of it, but… then assassins began attacking every other noble in turn.



Before long, they were at Milk’s parents’ home… no, the home of the nobles who had bought her… and unease spread across Roland. How many people realized that those assassins hadn’t killed a single person yet? Even though many nobles were attacked, not a single one was killed…



It was like they couldn’t die.



How many people realized that odd and uncomfortable truth?



Nobody died. There were no sacrifices.



But…



Miller’s eyes narrowed at the information.



“…So the purge has begun…”



Miller set the document back on his desk, then called for his subordinates. “What are Luke and the others… no, what’s Milk Callaud’s squad doing now?”



“Luke and the others left for the market in the castle town.”



Miller nodded. “Call them in. I have work for them.”



“Oh, but… They still have vacation days left…”



Miller shook his head. “I’ll say it one more time. Call them here. If they complain, tell Luke that Milk Callaud can’t stay in this country. If she does, she might get wrapped up in the power struggles. Got it?”



“Huh? Power struggles? What are you—”



The wrinkles on Miller’s forehead deepend.



“—Th-then I’ll go tell Luke. Pardon me,” Miller’s subordinate said and ran out of the office.



Miller watched him go, then placed a hand back on the document from before and stared at it. He sighed quietly.




---




Now we go back in time a bit, back to just after Sion heard that Noa had been attacked, in a mountainous place far away from Roland where Ryner and Ferris ran, full of vigor.



Their speed was no laughing matter. They were running faster than the average person could go on an obstacle-free course, and this was a mountain littered with trees, branches jutting out at every angle, with poor footholds, on a night with poor visibility.



Ryner spoke, his voice laced with anger. “It’s like, the middle of the night and we’re running up a mountain…. geez, I’ve been working way too hard recently. Hah… I’ll definitely make that bastard Sion use his special king privileges to make me an ultra high-class bed to lay down in…”



Speaking of Sion, he hadn’t slept in about thirty hours at this point, so that’d be pretty bothersome to him… but of course Ryner didn’t know that. Even if he did know, he’d probably still complain…



Ferris nodded. “The ultimate bed, the ultimate dango… hm. I said before that becoming god might be nice, but I think becoming king would be nice too. If I got bored I could even bully perverts like you and make you travel the world for my amusement.”



“You’d bully me? Really?”



“Hm? Wouldn’t I?”



Ryner skillfully crossed his arms while maintaining his pace. “Yeah, guess you would… but like, my legs are super tired right now… y’know?” Then he stopped, hidden in the shade of a tree. “Hah… we finally made it. Sure was far. It’d be real nice if they weren’t doing demon experiments all the way up here.”



Ryner poked his head out from the shadows, looking forward to the many bonfires in a man-made mountain clearing. It was a pretty wide area. To put it bluntly, it’d take a lot of cash to care to clear an area like this on a mountain. They’d have to cut down all the trees, flatten the land…



“But… if it really is what we think it is, they’d need a place where it was okay if the surroundings were destroyed,” Ferris said.



“…You’re right,” Ryner said and nodded. “A mountain is the number one most suitable place for this then. So then, about that Arua kid…”



Ryner looked back to the clearing. He could see a bunch of soldiers - about thirty. Thirty normal soldiers would be useless, but these weren’t small fry by any means. He could tell that they were skilled by the way they carried themselves. And it wasn’t just that: they weren’t wearing the same armor as normal troops. It looked sharp to the touch and was made up of ring-shaped segments. Their conspicuous armor and the air they had about them made what they were obvious at a glance.



Ryner grimaced. “Aww… those’re probably Magical Knights.”



Magical Knights boasted a strength capable of changing the tides of a battlefield with their appearance alone. They were the measure by which one assessed a country’s power. They were any country’s strongest troops, after all. And if even they were here…



“This is gonna be pretty tiring,” Ryner mumbled.



Ryner and Ferris made a pretty fearsome team, sure. But they’d have to save the kid and protect him while they fought… and this was Runa, their ally of many years. They had no idea what kind of magic they’d fight with. To top it all off, if their magic could only be used by the faithful then that meant that it was useless to Ryner even if he could copy it with his Alpha Stigma. There were even Magical Knights here. The bad just kept piling up…



Ryner suddenly looked defeated. “Ugh, this is literally impossible. Let’s just go home.” We definitely can’t⁠—”



Ferris covered Ryner’s mouth with her hand. “Be quiet. Look over there.”



Ryner followed Ferris’ line of sight.



“……”



He couldn’t say anything. The scene before his eyes was just too horrible…



There was a boy, still young and innocent, with the same black hair as Ryner. He was bound to a log with chains.



Then they rolled the log.



The tree was about three times as large as the kid, and it rolled over and crushed him time and time again. He screamed as it did. But it didn’t stop rolling.



The one man who wasn’t wearing armor there kicked him along by the head, shoving his shoe into Arua’s mouth and laughing. “C’mon, demon, hurry up and show us your rampage. Sure would like it if my report about you gets me a promotion… I have to spend every day deep in these fucking mountains doing research because of you. It’s your fault! Everything’s your fault!”



With that, he slammed his foot into Arua’s head again. Blood danced in the air. He’d probably cut Arua’s lip, because it kept coming out… but the noble seemed to be enjoying it, because he did it again and again and again.



The boy was already losing consciousness. It sounded like he couldn’t feel the pain anymore. Displeased, the noble went to grab a bucket of water, grabbed the boy’s head by his hair, and dunked it.



“Augh… au, uaahh…”



Arua began to come to, but the noble just dunked his head again.



He struggled. Squirmed. But when the man dunked his head again… he laughed.



“Ooh, the demon’s putting up a fight. Is this tough for you? It’s tough, right? Then grant my wish. Say that you want the saint Chez Calty to exorcise you! You’ll die if you don’t say it!”



But there was no way he could say that while his head was submerged in water…



Arua’s movements became weaker and weaker until Calty kicked the bucket with Arua’s head still in it. “Hah! This is so dull! Hurry up and go berserk!” He yelled.



It was absurd.



The girl they met in the village, Kuku, said that it had already been eight days since Arua was taken up here.



Eight days.



This had continued… for eight whole days.



“……”



Ryner… wasn’t angry. But his body shook.



It was sudden, but he knew that feeling. He’d seen this before.



The men… the men… had hit him. Kicked him. Starved him. Laughed at him and said monsters didn’t need to eat. Poured urine and shit on him. Hung him by the neck until he was on the brink of death.



It was the same stuff as what was happening here and now.



These were all things he knew… extremely, extremely well…



“Hey, Ryner,” Ferris said from his side. “Calm down. We won’t be able to save him if we just jump in there. We need tactics. First, I’ll…”



Ryner didn’t hear the rest. Because he already knew what’d happen.



He hated it… He didn’t want to see any more. He hated it.



Save him…



The man hitting Arua spoke. “Shit. Guess just hurting you isn’t going to do it. How about this?” He raised his head to reveal a disgusting smile. Ryner knew that, too.



They threw the naked, heavily wounded body of a woman before him.



That was all it took for the boy, who’d lost his voice to scream in pain until now, to start again. “M-mom… uooooaaahahhh!!”



It wasn’t just any regular scream. It was one of real and true despair. But the man just smiled. He was smiling… and smiling…



It brought another memory to Ryner’s mind. Their smiles. They all had the same gross smiles.



And then… he thought it. That he wanted to kill this man.



He wanted to kill this man and everyone else in this country.



But…



“Look, she died because of you,” the noble said with that smile. “Your mother died because you’re a demon. Don’t you think your father should die for the sins of your birth, too?”



This time, the soldiers brought the boy’s father out. He was still alive. He was covered in wounds and appeared to be deeply grieving, but… he was alive.



“A-Arua!?”



“Dad!” Arua yelled. “I-it’s my fault that mom—”



“It’s not your fault!” Arua’s dad said, shaking his head. “It’s not your fault… it’s theirs. These guys are mad. It’s definitely not your fault. So you can’t do as these men say, Arua. Don’t worry even if I die. You’re alive now. If you go berserk, you won’t be human any—”



This conversation.



This scene.



He didn’t want to see it.



He’d already seen it so many times now.



So he didn’t… want to have to suffer seeing it again…



“Ryner!” Something slammed hard into his head.



“Ow! H, huh? Um…”



Ferris had taken her sword out for some reason. She waved it around again. “Good. You were falling asleep on me again. The next hit will spurt from your neck…”



“Whoa, hey, spurt isn’t the sound hitting me makes! I’d die if you made me spurt!” Ryner whisper-yelled. He looked around. “Wait, what was I just doing?”



Ferris stared at Ryner for a while, then nodded once. “Mm. There’s no problem now. Perverts like you are always daydreaming. You were just having a really suspicious one.”



“Wha!? Seriously, why’re you always making me out to be—”



“Be quiet,” Ferris interrupted. “We don’t have the time for this. Your fellow master perverts are going to kill that boy’s father. We don’t have time for tactics anymore. Let’s force our way through.”



With that, she ran out.



Ryner stared after her, astonished. “Huh? H, hey… ugh, geez, force our way through, she says… aren’t there way too many enemies for that?” He mumbled to himself as he followed her out.



Ferris was already in the midst of it, fighting her way through. Ryner drew an incantation of light quickly as he followed, and covered Ferris once his spell was complete. The spell he’d used wasn’t one from Roland - it was one he’d copied while fighting the late Kingdom of Estabul’s army.



This way, even if they realized what country his magic was from the relationship between Runa and Roland shouldn’t sour. They had Roland’s crest on their armor and Ferris’ sword too, but… they weren’t prepared for their attacks, and they were moving as fast as they could. They shouldn’t be able to make their coat-of-arms out. Ryner chanted his spell with incredible vigor.



Runa’s soldiers were in shock. They probably hadn’t expected to be attacked. The thirty soldiers couldn’t understand why they were falling or what kind of attacks were hitting them. They couldn’t grasp their situation.



“We might be able to do this,” Ryner whispered to himself. But he scowled nonetheless.



Some Magical Knights had ascertained the situation and decided that their aim was Arua. They all gathered around the boy.



“I-it’s them! They’re using foreign magic!” A regular soldier yelled from behind. The soldiers reorganized, righting their formation.



Ryner clicked his tongue. “Shit. Guess a full-on assault wouldn’t go that well after all. We might not be able to save the kid or his dad… Hey, you! The kid’s dad! We’re here to save you guys, so make yourself useful and help us out! Whack that dumbass noble upside the head and untie the kid!”



“You c-came to save us?” The kid’s dad said, dumbfounded. “You’re a different country’s… ah, Arua, we’re going to save you!” He forced his wounded body up and hurried over to Arua on unsteady feet.



It was good luck that the noble had already run off.



Arua’s father headed for his son desperately.



Arua’s expression turned to unparalleled joy. “Dad! Dad!”



Ryner thought it could really work. His dad could undo his chains and they could escape together… They just had to fend off the enemy long enough for that to happen.



That was nothing they couldn’t do.



It’d be impossible alone, but… when he looked at Ferris, fighting like a whirlwind…



If he was with Ferris, they could do it.



Right. If they were here together, they’d definitely…



“I-I’m undoing the chains now,” Arua’s father said. “I’ll definitely save you…”



But then… he slumped down. His head fell off entirely and rolled on the bare ground…



A Runan soldier pulled his bloodstained sword back.



Arua saw it all. His eyes widened… and a crimson pentagram rose in either eye.



They were the same crimson pentagrams as what lay in Ryner’s eyes.



The Alpha Stigma.



People feared and loathed them for it… cursed them as monsters for it… and pretended that they were demons because of it.



And then when they stopped caring about any of that anymore… they went berserk and committed mindless mass atrocities, trying to make it all disappear even if that’s not what they really wanted.



But it went deeper and deeper and…



The boy’s mouth opened. He screamed.



“Aaaaaauuu, aaaaaaaaahhh!! Aaaaaahhh!!”



“N-no,” Ryner said. “I won’t let you. I won’t let that happen. Anything, anything but that!!”



“Go, Ryner!” Ferris yelled as she fought the soldiers away from him.



The Magical Knights tried to start a spell, but Ryner didn’t pay them any mind. He made a beeline for Arua, punching the soldier who’d killed his dad on the way.



Arua’s screams had turned to laughter. The pentagrams in his eyes had begun to multiply. Ryner closed the boy’s eyelids, then drove his fist into his stomach. Arua’s laughter faded. He’d stopped moving, too.



Ryner turned around. “I did it. Ferris, I did it. I stopped him. I stopped his rampage…”



Ferris was over in a second. With one flash of her sword, the chains binding Arua were cut away with ease. “Ryner, take the kid and run.”



Ryner nodded. “Got it. We can’t win this fighting, huh.”



“Let the demon go,” one of the Magical Knights said. “It’s our research subject. If you don’t let it go, God will bestow punishment upon you…”



“Aah? God’s… punishment?” Ryner asked. He looked back to the Magical Knights. His eyes… held the same crimson pentagram as the boy’s.



The Magical Knights were shocked. “Y-y-you’re one of the demon’s allies…”



Ryner glared. “You guys just said… god’s punishment, right? That we’d be punished for having these eyes…? You guys have done unspeakable atrocities and won’t be punished for squat, but we’ll be punished just because of our eyes?”
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“Ryner,” Ferris said from his side. “We don’t have time to talk. We have to go. I’ll leave you if you’re not coming too.”



With that, she ran off.



She was so overwhelmingly strong that not a single soldier tried to approach her now…



“Shit,” Ryner muttered. He ran after her, his right arm holding the boy, his left hand pressed over the kid’s eyes to keep them shut. “Shit, shit, shit, shit… What the hell. What the hell was that? God will punish us? Then why did he make us? God, answer me if you exist. Why did you make us? You went out of the way for us to be born… was it just so you could punish us when you’re done playing with us? Don’t fuck with me! We aren’t your toys. We’re just… living. We didn’t want to be like this… we didn’t want to be born monsters. We don’t like having these eyes…”



The hand holding Arua’s eyes closed pressed harder.



He recalled being called a monster. Being called a monster, feared, and loathed…



He hated it.



He was sick of being called a monster.



And yet… he hurt people he thought he loved. He hurt everyone who was kind to him.



He didn’t want to do that. He didn’t want to hurt them. He didn’t want to hurt anyone anymore.



And yet…



Because he was a monster…



His hand shivered. He knew that tears were falling from his loathsome eyes. He looked at the boy he was holding with his loathsome eyes.



This boy had been horribly sad and horribly weak.



“…Even so, are we bad…?” Ryner whispered. “If god really exists in this country, then please tell me…”

    


    
    Chapter 4: And Yet the Pain Gets Worse

    
    Roland.



A few days had passed since Sion reappointed most of his important subordinates. That time had passed peacefully and without incident.



Truly without incident…



There was no rebellion from the nobility at the change, either… They didn’t even protest.



It was so peaceful that it was frightening.



Sion had been closed up for a few days now, grappling with his ever increasing mountains of paperwork. The usual distractions - Claugh and Calne, even Noa and Eslina - were busy with their new jobs and new departments, so they didn’t really come to bother him. Claugh in particular: he’d been promoted to marshal of all Roland’s army, and he was swamped with paperwork he wasn’t used to as a result.



Sion finished reading through a document, signed it to acknowledge the fact, and moved to the next one. It was one submitted by Roland’s marshal himself.



You really have some nerve promoting me to such a boring post. I’ll definitely kill you, you fucking bastard. I’m really going to fucking kill you once I’m done with all this transfer work.



Was that a threat?



If anyone else read that, they’d surely become pale. But Sion just smiled. “Sounds like Claugh’s having some trouble.”



Sion wrote a reply.



It’ll be troublesome being killed then. You’ll have to take the rest of my work. Look forward to it.



Then he moved Claugh’s letter aside to get to the signed documents from the marshal. They were about military plans and the like. He moved it to his shelf for documents from Claugh.



“I wonder if he’ll come yell at me again?” Sion said to himself. His hand stopped atop a fresh document as he looked out the window to Roland’s capital, Reylude. There was a good view of the city from his office window.



He stared out the window for some time.



The city was peaceful. The upheaval he’d expected to happen never came.



And so… quietly, quietly, the country changed on a great scale. The city outside his window was still the same as always, but… this country was certainly changing. He’d appointed his own subordinates in the country’s major posts… Posts that had only been reserved for the noble-born before. But it wasn’t like he’d entirely cut the nobility out. He hadn’t fired all the tyrannic nobles for like-minded people. He just hadn’t expected this to be the result of using his power.



If Sion had true power, he could appoint whomever he wanted wherever he wanted. He could openly look down on the nobility and promote commoners however much he liked. That would be the fastest way to help Roland grow so it could stand up against various foreign countries.



But… the few days since Sion’s official announcement had far exceeded his expectations. The country was revived in a single swoop. The nobles who thought of nothing but themselves let them be…



So the country was revived in a single swoop.



He gathered the promising people of Roland who’d been hidden up until now. There were certainly nobles among them, and they still had a huge amount of power: vast lands, enormous assets, private armies.



But now there were commoners at the top of both the military and domestic affairs. That was significant.



They could change Roland in place of the nobility. They could make a better country. A better government. A better life for everyone…



The changes weren’t finished yet, but a huge number of documents had made it to Sion’s desk irregardless. They were suggestions on how to proceed with Roland now…



They were opinions entirely different from the nobility’s. They were the voices of people who cared about their country. They weren’t the voices of the nobility who wrote to protect themselves and their greed, who wrote words stained with lies. They were truly the voices of people who cared.



Would their country become richer with this? Would their commerce continue without stagnating and instead prosper?



It had only been a few days.



All he did was give the average person the opportunity to think about which direction their country should head in.



Sion looked up at the mountains of paperwork piled before his eyes. “To think they’d send this many suggestions…”



Sion smiled for a moment, happy, but his eyes soon narrowed. “But…”



The city outside his window was still quiet.



“…It’s too quiet,” Sion whispered.



It was unquestionably strange that the nobility wouldn’t say anything about this. It shouldn’t be happening.



“I shouldn’t be so naive. If they’re this obedient, then they must understand what the future holds… If I could make them surrender with just this, I’d never have had any problems with them in the first place…”



Sion’s words trailed off. A self-deprecating smile rose to his face.



“No… if the nobility were that able, I’d never have become king in the first place. They’d be ruling the country instead.”



But… reality was different.



The nobility were foolish, weak, and acted only in their own interests. They would even sell their own country out…



They were people who didn’t think of the future. They only cared about their feelings in the moment. They only cared about their own pride. They only cared about enjoying themselves in the moment…



In the moment, in the present, right here and now…



They didn’t think about things like where this country was headed… things like the people of their country… They only thought about themselves.



Suppose they’d sensed that they couldn’t win against Sion on this. They’d probably sell this country out while it was still peaceful. They’d sell it to line their own pockets, and in doing so they’d defeat Sion.



Sion knew them. They were the nobles who’d called his mother a low-born mutt. They were made of nothing but greed.



“…Right. My common blood,” Sion whispered as he looked at his hand. “The blood that flows through me… is dirty. The nobility lived off their greed and my father threw my mother away like a dirty rag when he was finished… Tell me, blood of the previous king…”



What were the nobility feeling? What would they do?



It was too quiet. But things wouldn’t end with this. So what were the nobility thinking? Why weren’t they moving? Why?



What would they do in order to defeat him…?



Sion glared out the window. Just then, a knock sounded at his office door.



“…I have come with a report, sir. There is unrest among the nobility in the Ackmel region…”



Sion didn’t listen to the rest.



It was happening. The true Roland would emerge after their temporary peace…



The nobility weren’t weak by any means. It’d probably turn into a huge fight. It would be a deep, ugly, and inescapable fight…



And the first spark of action…



Sion’s eyes narrowed. “I see. So it really did… start in Ackmel.”



Ackmel was Marquess Karlal Froaude’s territory.



Yes. Miran Froaude’s father’s territory.



“…Call Claugh.”



The messenger obeyed.




---




The Ackmel region was a bit northeast of the capital. It was relatively close to foreign land, primarily that of their ally Runa, so it was responsible for trade between the two countries. It was a vast, fertile area, as well.



Roland was a country on the southern end of Menoris, so its climate was temperate year-round. Just about all of its land was quite fertile as a result.



The Froaude mansion was in the Ackmel region. No, rather than mansion… perhaps it was more accurate to call it a small castle or a fort. It was a durable fort made of stone piled high. No matter how good Roland’s relationship with Runa may be now, Karlal Froaude had it built sturdy with the possibility of war in mind.



Even so, the interior design was far from plain functionality. A marquess was a high noble rank second only to duke, a fact made clear by the gracefully elegant decor.



It was there… that a great many nobles had begun to assemble.



The great hall had been opened as a formal buffet. An orchestra was performing splendidly. Nobles were engaging each other in pleasant conversation over high-class wine and lavish food. Even now nobles were arriving from various parts of the country to partake in the banquet. It was becoming quite the showy affair.



Miran Froaude stared intently, his eyes lacking even the slightest warmth. They were cold from every angle. He watched nobles gather with those icy eyes of his. “Just as one would expect, a number of greatly noble people come to gather at your call,” he said politely.



A satisfied smile rose to the face of the man standing next to him. “No, it is because of your power, Miran. It is thanks to you introducing me to my lord Duke Staelied that our company has become so noble,” he said, turning his face towards Froaude. He was a plump old man of short stature. Though the room wasn’t especially hot, his face was already greasy. He had a vulgar smile and lacked grace.



Even so, Froaude smiled sweetly when he met his eyes. “Not at all. My power is no match for yours, Father. Please, continue to protect me with that power of yours.”



Yes, this old man was the region’s governor, the current head of the Froaude family, Karlal Froaude. Looking at the two of them together, it was impossible to find even the slightest resemblance between Froaude’s thin build and cutting beauty and Karlal.



But that was obvious. They weren’t related by blood, after all.



Karlal gazed at Froaude. “Mmhm. You needn’t worry. I will always protect you. You’re my son, my pride and joy, after all. My precious child… My judgement was correct. I fell in love with you the second I saw you as a child, and you’ve grown up so beautifully. You’re even quick-witted. I have loved many other boys, but… you really are the best of them.”



Karlal’s eyes when he looked at Froaude were not the eyes of a man looking at his son. They were the eyes of a man looking at his dearest lover…



Froaude smiled, too. “And I am honored to have been able to become your son.”



“…Mmhm. You are cute,” Karlal said, gently touching Froaude’s back.



Froaude’s eyes instantly narrowed. They were cold, lightless eyes like a demon might have, and they narrowed ever so slightly… and his eyes alone looked at Karlal.



Froaude gently pulled away from Karlal’s arm. “Father, the night has only just begun. Let’s save this pleasure for later. It would be such a shame to ruin this long-awaited night with unromantic business conversations - shouldn’t we take care of them beforehand? The remainder of the guests will have arrived soon…”



Karlal nodded. “Mhm. You’re right. I would not want Duke Staelied to see something so lacking in tact…”



Froaude shook his head. “If it’s you, Father, you are plenty tactful. Now then…”



Froaude raised his hand. The orchestra quieted at his signal.



“Thank you for assembling here today, ladies and gentlemen,” Froaude said in his clear but disinterested voice. Despite its clarity, it was as if his emotions had died entirely. His tone was demonic.



Every noble gathered looked over to Froaude.



Froaude bowed politely. “Tonight’s banquet’s organizers are Duke Suhld Staelied and my father Karlal Froaude.”



Applause roared through the hall. Karlal raised a hand, nodding along with it. Staelied looked terribly gaunt in comparison as he responded to the applause…



Froaude watched them, then looked back around the room to check and see if the reception’s five doors were all closed. They were not.



Karlal spoke as he did. “We are grateful that you all responded to my and Staelied’s call to gather here. You must all know why we’ve gathered here.”



“To discipline that Sion Astal brat for getting carried away!”



“He makes light of us nobles and surrounds himself with filthy trash to gloat! This country will be destroyed if we leave it to that tyrant!”



“We’re here to force that man out of his office!”



Karlal nodded as voices rose around him. “That is right. The time for us nobles to make a stand is now. No matter how he draws attention to his royal blood, the fact is that he is a dirty child born from the stomach of garbage. Someone like him becoming our king will make us the laughingstock of our neighboring countries, I’m sure. We must strike before he gets too arrogant. And the time to strike is now!” Karlal said.



“And my son, my pride, Miran, has thought up an ingenious plan,” Karlal continued. “I believe you are all already aware, however… we take a moment and borrow the power of the Runa Empire which was friends with the previous king, then remove him from power. I want to ask everyone to help us with that.”



The room was drowned in shouts of agreement… it looked like everything would go according to plan.



Froaude narrowed his eyes. The doors were closing. One, two…



“My son Miran will speak regarding the particulars of the plan,” Karlal said. “It may be my fault for how I’ve raised him, but… he isn’t especially sociable. Please listen warmly and attentively.”



Of course when he said it like that, laughter resounded through the hall…



Karlal looked at his son for some time, expression full of pride and satisfaction. “Now, Miran. I leave the rest to you.”



The doors were closing then, too. Three, four…



There was one left.



Froaude turned his gaze back to the crowd… and bowed…



“First, there is something I would like to ask… Have you all been attacked as of late? According to my information, the pro-monarchy faction has been employing assassins as part of a plan to kill us nobles of the anti-monarchy faction…”



The nobles became noisy even before Froaude could finish.



“Certainly, someone did come to me.”



“To me as well! I was in danger of being killed… but I managed to drive him away.”



Froaude nodded. “Just as I thought. That is why esteemed persons such as yourself have gathered here today. The king has blundered, hasn’t he? He underestimates our power in thinking assassins of such low calibre could kill us… but instead it has only heightened our patriotism. It must have relit the feeling within some of our guests that this man called Astal becoming king will lead to a crisis, as well as the feeling that that man should not have become king…



“The king has blundered. His assassins had no effect but to bring a number of powerful nobles all into the same room today. The fact that all of you have assembled alone… means that it is only natural that my plan succeeds. First, I would like to express my gratitude to you all for gathering here today…”



Froaude bowed and the nobles gathered applauded. He bowed again as they did, a faint smile rising to his face.



He looked at the gathered nobles. The nobles looked around at each other, verifying their shared feelings. They had no doubt that they would be victorious. That their hands would be the ones saving their country. They were full of hope.



Froaude gazed at each of their faces one by one, and then a cold and faint but mocking smile rose to his face…



“Now, Miran, don’t go acting like you’re better than everyone. Tell everyone your plan without that,” Karlal said. “Even I don’t know the details yet, after all… How should we get Runa’s help, and how should we remove Astal from power?”



The eyes of the crowd all returned to Froaude at once.



Froaude nodded. “The plan… yes, you’re right. I will soon speak on it. But there is something I would like everyone to do first…”



Froaude stopped to look around the room once more.



“…Please die.”



The room answered with dead silence.



It took a moment for his words to sink in.



“H-how rude…”



“What did you just—”



“Ah, just as I thought, you fools can’t comprehend your situation,” Froaude interrupted. “No, you who would sell your own country to satiate your greed… cannot even comprehend human speech. You took my bait and ate it without even thinking about it. You are just…”



Froaude looked to see the final door closing. Then he shook his head.



“…No, my explanation would be in vain. You will all just die here anyway. The doors have closed and you can no longer escape. Now…”



Froaude raised his hand slowly. It wore a peculiar black ring…



“Wh-what is the meaning of this, Miran?” Karlal asked from behind him. “What are you saying all of the sudden…?”



Froaude didn’t turn back to face him. “O darkness… appear,” he whispered.



Froaude’s shadow on the floor sprouted up, then split into dozens of pieces… then made to attack to nobles.



It only took a moment for the banquet to change into hell.



Heads, torsos, arms, and legs separated from their bodies and danced in midair one by one.



The dark shadows crossed them, spraying blood, blood, more blood…



The room was painted over with blood.



“Wh-what,” Karlal said. He had fallen over in fear behind him.



Froaude turned slowly… and his lips curled up. He was smiling.



Karlal looked at the shocked nobles, then back to Froaude. “W-what is this, Miran? Don’t tell me you even intend to kill me…”



Froaude nodded easily. “I have intended to since the very beginning, Father. I have always looked forward to this day.”



“Wh…” Karlal stuttered, his expression wholly disbelieving. “You must be joking, Miran… Please, please tell me you’re lying… I, I’ve always loved you, ever since I met you when you were young…”



Froaude just smiled. “So? Are you telling me to say that I love you, foolish and ugly as you are? That I could love you, who can’t comprehend the consequences of his actions? Please, give that obstinate idiocy of yours a rest. You are no more than a chess piece that’s outlived its use, and you were only ever a piece to me since the very beginning. Where I should go from here is already decided. So you have outlived your use.”



“D-don’t lie to me!” Karlal said. “I met you when you were just five years old! You shouldn’t have been able to trick me since that age… don’t tell me that even your love for me as your father…”



Froaude smiled again, and his scarlet lips opened slowly. “At the time… you were not as powerful as you are now. Your older brother was head of the Froaude family then. But your brother passed away. Then your other relatives passed one by one in unforeseen accidents… until only you were left with your vast territory, assets, and political power… I put everything in order and then entered your family… but your place in it was given to you by me. It is about time that I take it back…”



Karlal’s face paled in the blink of an eye. “Th-that’s ridiculous… You’re telling me that a five year old child killed the entire Froaude family…?”



“Not quite. You are here, after all. Though that will not be true after today…”



Froaude slowly raised his hand towards Karlal’s head.



“P-please wait,” Karlal said. “Even so, despite everything… I spent the past seventeen years with you as father and son, as lovers… Please, even if only a little—”



Froaude smiled sweetly. “Enough. Your voice grates on my ears. Goodbye, Father.”



“S, sto—”



His words ended there. He was engulfed in shadows - his head, arms, and legs disappeared… just his torso was left, too pitiful to be eaten by beasts…



The other mastermind of this occasion watched from behind…



Staelied, who had been threatened to betray his faction for the pro-monarchy party spoke with a trembling voice. “Y-you even killed… your own father so calmly and easily…”



He looked at the center of the hall. He couldn’t suppress his emotions at the scene before him. The nobles were attacked one by one by black shadows… and killed.



“It appears coming to your side was the right choice, Colonel Miran Froaude… no, Lieutenant General Miran Froaude as of the other day. And perhaps it’s best if I call you Marquess Froaude now?”



Froaude turned to face him. “Burn this into your memory. If you betray me, I will kill you as well.”



Staelied gazed into the hellish room once more. Most of the nobles had already been killed… A self-deprecating smile rose to his face. “Nobody would betray you after seeing this. How… could anyone fight these monsters? I will never betray your faction—”



Staelied’s words stopped there. His face still carrying that serventile expression remained, but his body vanished…



“…Mm?” Froaude said. “That was not… due to my ring… was it.”



He looked into the center of the room. The vast majority of the nobles present had been eaten by the shadows of his ring… But in the deepest depths of the room… a man stood by the door that had closed first.



Froaude narrowed his eyes.



“……”



He was an odd man. He had disheveled hair in a rare, vaguely pink color. His height was not that of Froaude’s, but he was on the tall side rather than short. He had a balanced physique. It was easy to tell that he trained. His almond-shaped eyes looked around confidently even in this situation, then settled on Froaude…



“…You have driven my shadows away. Who exactly are you?” Froaude asked.



The man shrugged. “Since I’m here, that obviously makes me one of Roland’s nobles…”



Froaude shook his head at once. “You are joking. You are from a foreign country, are you not? Your pink hair is a color that hardly ever occurs within Roland.”



“…Hm. You’ll see through anything, won’t you? You’re as sharp as you look. I get scared just looking at those icy eyes of yours,” the man said with a smirk.



“It is my honor to accept your compliment… No matter what your intention may be smiling like that while speaking to me, I can only hear it as a compliment… What business do you have within Roland?”



“Mm? Do I look like the kind of guy who’d tell you without a second thought?”



Froaude raised his hand slowly. “Then I will force you to tell me…”



The man whistled. “It’s that black ring, right? That’s the weapon you used to summon those shadows. It’s pretty nasty. It summons shadows that can move without being seen… you need to be a pretty high level to wield it. You must’ve been through a lot to be able to use it, huh? You’re a suitably sharp and able guy. You’re not the kind of person I want to smirk back at me. And to top it off you’ve got another job now. I definitely want to keep you from using that power if possible.”



“O darkness…”



The man grimaced. “Of course you’d say that.” He too raised a hand in the air, his bearing a golden ring. “Come to me, o beasts…”



““Appear!””



The shadows leapt up from beneath Froaude… and in contrast, light gathered on the other side of the hall. No, perhaps it was better to say that lightning was clumping together rather than light…



Countless clusters appeared, gradually taking the shape of beasts.



Froaude’s eyes narrowed as he watched. “I see. It is as I thought,” he said, matter-of-fact. “The power that destroyed Duke Staelied was clearly not magic. You own a weapon much the same as my own…”



The man shrugged. “Man, I really don’t feel like fightin’ you. I mean, that’s your only reaction to my beasts. That’s a first. Did you expect something like this would happen?”



“Not at all. I am plenty surprised. I did not expect you to be here. Naturally, I expected that one of the nobles may realize my plan and make to kill me, but typically I am able to deal with everything with these shadows. However… the fact that one such as yourself is here… and that you killed Duke Staelied… Yes. You understood what I meant to do and came to kill Duke Staelied, and subsequently kill the nobles following Duke Staelied… If that is the case, then naturally I understand your character. Now, who is it that must kill Duke Staelied? Who would request that you come to kill Duke Staelied…? Which noble? It is likely one who exceeds Duke Staelied’s position, a mastermind who does not visit the center stage… and to which country did that mastermind sell Roland out to…? What country are you from? Of course I have two or three possibilities in mind…”



The other man was already making a face like he was asking for forgiveness. “Man, this sucks… Talking to you makes me realize all kinda things are gonna get out that we were supposed to keep secret… Seems like my employer will be mad. So I’m not gonna say a thing from now on.”



“That is fine. I don’t mind. First I will cut your ring finger into thin strips, then capture you, and have you speak to me at my leisure until you die.”



The man smirked. “Capture me… I have too much pride to be captured. I better kill you instead,” he said and extended his hand towards Froaude. “And then I’ll help myself to your ring!”



With that, the lightning beasts flew to Froaude with incredible vigor…



Froaude’s shadow beasts leapt up to meet them with the same speed. Froaude ran as they did. He faced the other man and drew a magic circle before himself with the hand bearing his ring. “I wish for a burnt prairie…”



The man scowled. “Gh… you’re gonna use magic? This sucks!” He yelled and made a beeline for Froaude, holding his ringed hand out. “Beasts!”



The beasts sprang to life in the air and shot straight at Froaude’s magic circle, breaking it.



Froaude took a step back. “Appear.”



A single shadow beast manifested to counter the lightning beasts.



They increased the distance from each other and glared at each other. Six beasts of thunder and shadow attacked and ate each other around them.



They were evenly matched.



The man looked bothered. “Man, you really are strong. You knew how to react instantly. Whatever… seems like we won’t reach a winner like this.”



Froaude smiled faintly. “No, that is wrong. I have already realized that you cannot use magic. No, your use of magic is likely prohibited so as to keep your country of origin secret. You cannot use magic because it would show me what country you are from… which is the same as not being able to use magic at all. That is a large difference… if our rings are equal in power, then the fact that I can use magic gives me a tremendous advantage. That is the first reason that I have an advantage.”



The man grimaced. “Uwah, there’s more than one…”



“Yes, there is. Another reason is your disadvantageous situation. Seeing that you cannot use magic, therefore giving you the lesser of battle ability between the two of us, you have been searching for a means of escape, cunning as you are. However, I have given orders that these doors absolutely not be opened. If you tried to get your lightning beasts to break a door down to escape… you would be giving me an opening. Say you sent a single beast to break a door. You would give my shadow beast the opportunity to bite at your neck…”



The man shrugged, ready to surrender. “Hey, that’s pretty impressive. I mean, we only fought a little but you’ve already theorized that far. Aren’t you tired from all that thinking? I bet people tell you that you’re annoying pretty often. You don’t have a lot of friends, do you?”



Froaude smiled bitterly. “I am not tired, but I am told the latter quite often. Enough chatting. Please make your decision. Will you surrender, or will you try to escape knowing that I could kill you?”



“There’s always suicide,” the man said easily. “I mean, the worst case scenario is getting caught, tortured, and spilling my country’s secrets.”



Froaude narrowed his eyes. “Is that your choice?”



The man shook his head and smiled. “Nah, I won’t kill myself. I have a better way to get out of this.” He reached his hand into his pocket. “The forth option.”



He took out a shining blue gem. “Crystallized Iino Doue… This’ll win it for me.”



He threw the gem. It stopped in midair, still… and then shivered as if resonating with something. It made a high-pitched ringing sound and shook…
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The man was quick to use his lightning beasts to try to break a door.



Froaude made to have his shadow beasts give chase, but… his hand stopped.



He looked at the gem.



The man had not hesitated in the slightest in having his beasts attack the door after getting this gem out. He must have understood that Froaude could attack him from behind, and yet… he aimed for the door without hesitation…



“…Shit,” Froaude muttered. He had the shadows move to destroy the door closest to himself.



“You have good judgement,” the man said. “But you’re too late.”



With that, the man fled through the door he’d destroyed.



Froaude also tried to leave, but… the gem suddenly exploded. Blue fire gushed out, lighting the ceiling, the floor, and destroying them… It did not merely burn them. It caused them to disappear. The temperature raised to hundreds of degrees… it was a temperature high enough to cause the walls and ornaments the fire hadn’t reached to crumble. The fire itself was spreading, too. It soon approached his retreating back.



His shadows moved at once to protect him, but… even the shadows were burnt by that strange blue flame. He called for them and called for them, but they all just disappeared…



He finally reached the door. But in that instant…



“Kgh…”



Froaude grimaced.



The wall collapsed on itself, blocking the door…



It was over.



He did not have the time to reach the other doors. Even if he did, his shadows couldn’t defend against this fire. It would reach him sooner than later.



If he tried to use his shadows to clear the door in front of him, his back would be left completely defenseless against the fire. He would be burnt to death…



“……”



He had lost. Completely and overwhelmingly lost to an enemy who had looked down on him so…



Froaude’s feet stopped. He closed his eyes in a daze…



But right then, before his eyes… the door was broken into many pieces.



“Hey! What the hell are you doing!? Hurry up and run!”



Someone gripped his arm tightly and pulled him close with a strong hand.



Froaude raised his head. For some reason, Claugh was there…



“…Why did you… kgh.”



He couldn’t keep talking. The fire was surrounding them, erasing everything as it did. Froaude turned towards it, glaring into the blue flames. He wielded his ring’s power against it. An explosive quantity of shadows rose up against it… He kept bringing them out far past his limit.



His eyes went hazy. His arm felt like it’d be blown off. Even so, he held his arm steady. “Y-your Excellency Marshal Klom. E, eight seconds. I can hold this fire back for… approximately eight seconds…”



That was his limit.



No matter how many shadows he brought forth, everything would be destroyed in eight seconds.



But Claugh just smirked. “Not bad, Froaude! That’s plenty. Hold ‘em down good!!” Claugh yelled. Then he held out his right arm. The tattoos on his arm began to shine. He pressed that arm to the wall lightly… and it crumbled. “Let’s go!” Claugh said, pulling Froaude by his collar. They flew out of the fort… and not a second later it was wholly engulfed in flames. It even continued to spread outside of it with the same vigor, as if it meant to engulf the whole world in flames…



“Aaaaaaagh shit, how far’s this thing gonna chase us?!” Claugh yelled, pulling Froaude along with him as he ran at an impressive speed…



The scene twisted and distorted. Froaude gazed at it as Claugh led him around. It was wavering from the intense heat… but then it reached some sort of fixed parameter, and the flames disappeared.



The world returned to normal.



The fort was entirely destroyed. The fire was incredibly powerful. Had it extended a little farther, they probably would not have been able to escape.



Froaude narrowed his eyes. No… if Claugh had not come when he did, he probably would have died in that room…



He’d certainly been prepared for death for a moment.



And yet, this man…



Froaude looked up at Claugh, who was running without looking back, dragging Froaude by his collar…



He gazed at Claugh for some time.



He gazed at Claugh, who was desperately tugging him along and running…



And he began to ponder something.



“……”



And then he spoke.



“…Umm, there is something I would like to tell you… Your Excellency Marshal Klom.”



“Aah? This ain’t the place for it! Tell me later! Later, okay!”



“No, well, I do not mind telling you later, but… it is information that I definitely would like you to hear. Do you not have the time for it?”



“Ugh, god, shut up! What do you want?”



“Well… you are running so frantically, Your Excellency Marshal Klom,” Froaude said in that usual detached voice of his. “But the fire has actually disappeared already. What exactly are you running from?”



“Huh?” Claugh said dumbly and turned around. Sure enough, the fire wasn’t following them anymore. He gazed at it for sometime, dumbfounded… and dropped Froaude’s collar. “You shoulda told me sooner!!” He yelled.



Froaude wiped at his clothes, dirtied with mud, then stood and shrugged. “Well, it was such a comical situation: you were pulling me along like it was life-or-death despite the fire having disappeared already, and I found it funny… so I was late to tell you.”



“Ugh, you’re the same irritating guy as always,” Claugh said.



“I apologize. Have I rubbed you the wrong you?”



“You’re always rubbin’ me the wrong way. Sion went out of his way to solve things and unite the country as peaceful as he could with as few sacrifices as possible, and then you had the nerve to disrespect that…”



Froaude nodded. “That is what’s so funny about this. I am well aware that you dislike me, and yet you came to save me. I wonder why?”



Claugh grimaced. “That? Well, Sion said to go save you so there’s nothin’ I could do about it. I seriously didn’t want to come at all…”



Froaude tilted his head. “His Majesty did? But that is strange. Why would he send the marshal alone to this location?”



“He didn’t. He obviously said to take an army. According to Sion, you’d come and try and purge the nobility and there would probably be some kind of counterattack, and he said it’d be too dangerous for just you so he told me to take a bunch of soldiers from the capital and come save you… But I was all fired up at you going off on your own for this so I jumped off my horse to run here so I could punch you.”



Goodness…



It was all Froaude could do to tilt his head in wonder. “So you left the other soldiers behind and raced ahead?”



“Yep.”



“But you only just said that you did not want to come and only did because His Majesty told you so… and yet you say that you left the other soldiers behind and ran straight here…? I cannot quite comprehend that…”



“Ugh, shut it already. I told you already, I had to come and punch you as fast as I could!”



“So you came to punch me but ended up saving me… You are certainly an interesting person.”



“I don’t wanna hear that from you!”



Froaude made a small smile. “But I must say thanks. I would have died at the rate things were going. You saved me.”



Claugh took a serious expression. “Tell me about that blue fire before you start spouting insincere thanks. What happened? I’ve never seen magic like that before.”



Froaude looked back, too, at the remains of the fort that showed no signs of the fire from before. “Who knows… it is the first I’ve seen it as well. But there is one thing I do know…”



Claugh turned back to look at Froaude. “What?”



Froaude closed his eyes for a moment, then looked back at the destroyed fort… and then up at the sky that extended far above them. It was a perfectly sunny day without a single cloud in sight, the kind that made one believe there was nothing to worry about…



And yet… he couldn’t help but feel it was a fabrication. A fabricated, false peace.



It was all fabricated peace and fabricated tranquility.



Froaude glared at the sky. “It seems that our war… will soon begin,” he whispered, composed and detached as always.




---




The scene is Roland Castle once again.



The throne room was sublime but silent, its king seated at his throne… watching a strange sight unfold. Beasts of lightning materialized, aimed at him, and made to strike.



However…



“……”



Sion didn’t move. He didn’t look nervous in the slightest. “It’s no use,” he told the beasts.



The beasts leapt at him as he spoke. But that only lasted an instant. Faster than lightning, faster than light itself… they vanished.



No one said anything. The beasts just disappeared like they’d never been there in the first place…



Now a blond stood where they had been, face so handsome it didn’t even appear human. His eyes remained closed.



He was a terribly beautiful man.



He wasn’t holding a weapon, and yet…



He turned his eyes to the entrance to the throne room and spoke. “Hm. What an interesting attack. Lightning beasts… but interesting is all they are. They’re useless against me. If you’re thinking of meddling with the king a second time…”



An unbelievably strong bloodlust emitted from his body…



It was enough to make Sion bite back a whimper.



The man before him… was the head of the swordsmans’ clan, the Eris family, a position that had guarded Roland’s king for generations. He was Lucile Eris, and although he was meant to protect Sion, he couldn’t help but shiver at his killing intent.



No matter how many times Sion saw this man, he was still a monster.



Lucile smiled at the entrance. “You will disappear. You won’t feel any pain. You will just disappear. You can tell that to your allies, too. Tell them what will happen… if they interfere with Roland.”



He didn’t need to elaborate.



Lucile was extraordinary. As long as he was here, it was impossible for anyone to lay a hand on Sion. It appeared that their enemy realized that as well. Their presence faded. They probably made a run for it.



“Shouldn’t you catch them?” Sion asked.



Lucile turned to face him and smiled kindly. “That’s for you to decide. Or are you asking me to do it? If so, I can still catch them. Those lightning beasts were interesting, after all. What shall I do? Give chase?” He asked, then watched Sion like he was enjoying this.



Sion shook his head. “No, I’m not asking you for anything. If I ask you for pointless things I’ll put you in a bad mood, and you’re quite capable of killing me. Our best chance is them going back fear-stricken and telling whoever sent them about it.”



Lucile smiled intently the whole time Sion spoke, staring as if appraising him. No, he really was appraising him, watching to see if the gear called Sion who moved the country as its king was functioning properly. If it was, he’d protect it. If it wasn’t… he’d calmly kill Sion.



That was the kind of man he was. No one could defy him.



Lucile stared at Sion for some time. “Mm. You’re still fine. You’re not broken. This country is blessed with a good king. A warring era is coming soon, isn’t it? But I believe that you will surely survive as long as you are king.”



Having said his piece, Lucile’s form became indistinct like mist.



He really was a monster.



All Lucile did was erase his presence, but that alone made it impossible to see him. Even so, Sion was no longer surprised…



Lucile soon disappeared entirely, but Sion spoke to him anyway. “What would you do if I became unable to protect this country?”



Lucile didn’t hesitate to answer. “I would kill you and crown a new, more able king. So you shouldn’t worry. Just do what you’d like. I’ll put you out of your misery if that time comes.”



What a thing to say…



Sion smiled bitterly. “How reassuring,” he whispered. He crossed his arms. “Do what I’d like… huh?”



He was quiet after that, sucked up in his thoughts. Those lightning beasts weren’t normal magic… just what was happening? Was that an assassin from the nobility?



Claugh and Froaude hadn’t returned yet. He still didn’t know if they were safe or not.



He didn’t have enough information. What was happening in this country…?



Sion stared into space, unmoving, for quite some time…




---




The scene moves yet again, now to a place in the Runa Empire, a castle closer to the Roland facing side…



A man and woman, each with a rare pink shade of hair, were there.



One was a cute girl. She was short and looked around twelve or thirteen years old. Her pink bangs were cut straight across her eyebrows, and she wore a pitch black dress reminiscent of a suit. She had a handsome face and almond-shaped eyes. Though she was still young, she was a graceful and beautiful girl. But she spoke with an attitude.



“Geez! We’re in front of the king and you’re still this careless! Aren’t you embarrassed, Sui!?”



She talked on and on without leaving room for anyone else to speak, and she was totally unapologetic about it.



The man beside her - Sui - was strangely smiley and had a weak look to him. “Huh? But I’m not trying to be careless…”



He had the same pink hair as her, and their faces even resembled each other. Judging by that, they were probably siblings. But their personalities couldn’t be farther apart.



“You were! You so were! Ugh, I can’t believe you. You’re in front of all these people and you’re still this embarrassing. You’ve gotta be more firm. I mean, we’re Gastark’s goodwill ambassadors! Runa’s people will laugh at us if you aren’t more firm!”



“Y-you’re right, Kuu. Then, then how’s this?” Sui asked. He’d stiffened his voice to sound more firm, but his eyes were still calm and smiling, his attempt at being firm failing to reach them entirely…



“No!! That’s that’s not it at all!” Kuu said, getting angrier and angrier…



This castle was not the main one in Runa’s capital. Even so, Runa’s king was sitting before them. The fact that he’d been sent goodwill ambassadors who chatted carelessly like those two did was clearly not a good omen…



And yet…



“…Who… are you two?” He asked. His voice shook as he spoke. “What… are you?”



Sui and Kuu looked to the king.



“I told you, we’re ambassadors from Gastark!” Kuu said. “See, our king like, wants us to be allies so we came to reach out to you! You obviously won’t say no to that, right?”
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“B, but… Our Runa Empire already has a pact with Roland…”



Sui shook his head. “Let’s keep it real here. We already know that you have a secret agreement with Roland’s nobles to take down their king. Duke Staelied was working with you on that plan, right?”



Runa’s king’s expression stiffened. “H, how do you know so much…?”



Sui smiled pleasantly even now. “Duke Staelied is dead. Our ally killed him, and we have succeeded in establishing a friendship with Roland’s most elite nobles. It won’t be long until we’ve taken Roland. So I’ll ask you one more time… Your Highness. What’s your choice? Will you come to Gastark’s side? Or will you…”



Sui turned around. Many dead bodies lay there. Not just ten or twenty… but one or two hundred, an innumerable number of dead Runan soldiers.



It was an incredible sight.



These two siblings had easily annihilated the king’s elite guard.



The king shivered. There were two monsters standing before his very eyes…



“You don’t have to be scared, now,” Sui said calmly. “Nothing bad will happen as long as you do what I say. Following us is profitable! Well, I know it’s hard to choose even when I say that. I’ll give you a little time to think about it. We have one more thing we have to do in Runa, after all. We’ll do that and then return… so we’ll be expecting an answer by then. If not, your life… no, your beloved daughter… Princess Ena. If her life is precious to you, you should make a decision. Perhaps saying it that way will have more effect?”



The king went pale at once.



“Ahaha. So you’ll throw commoners to the wolves, but your daughter’s life is precious to you. Ahaha… funny, isn’t it? We’ll be expecting your reply. Now then, Kuu. Where were we going next, again?”



Kuu puffed her cheeks up. “You already forgot!? Ugh, geez, this is why I can’t leave you alone! I swear, you need to learn to stand on your own! Okay, try and remember. You get five seconds. Five… four…”



Sui looked troubled as she counted. “Y-you don’t need to comment… just tell me. I really forgot… It was some village in the mountains, right?”



Kuu was at her limit. “It really can’t be helped with you, can it? It’s Ridget Village. The Runan military is researching an Alpha Stigma kid around there…”



Sui nodded. “Then let’s head out to Ridget Village and see. We need to make sure no one steals that Alpha Stigma kid…”



“We’ve gotta hurry. If he goes berserk and gets taken out, we won’t be able to get his crystal…”



“Then shall we head out now?”



“Yeah!”



They left, conversing lightheartedly, stepping over the dead bodies as if there was nothing wrong with that picture…



They left the king of Runa, who was supposed to rule Runa with an army of eighty thousand, shivering and unable to move…

    


    
    Prologue II: —But Let's Try to Forget it Someday

    
    Without realizing… there were some who became aware of the fact that the world was wrapped in darkness.



They didn’t want to realize it. Because they knew that they wouldn’t be able to turn back anymore if they did. They knew that they’d never be able to sigh in relief again if they understood the depths of its darkness. They’d realize that continuing on this path would lead to extreme sadness. They’d know that the world be filled with many more sad things. Things sadder than they’d ever known before. Things that hurt more than they’d ever hurt before.



They didn’t want that.



No one wanted that, and yet…



And yet he advanced towards that sad choice.



It was painful. It was something he didn’t want.



He wanted to run. Yes. Things would become easier if he just ran away, right?



If he just threw everything away and ran for it, things would get easier, wouldn’t they?



But…




---




Sion was sitting in the throne listening to Claugh and Froaude’s report.



He looked to Froaude. “So you set a trap for Duke Staelied and the nobles who followed him…”



Froaude nodded. “I killed nearly every one of his prominent followers,” he said easily.



Sion’s face scrunched up a bit at that. Staelied’s anti-monarchy party was not made up of just a couple nobles. There were tons of them. And yet this man said he’d killed them all. He set a trap for all those unarmed people and killed them all.



He didn’t even try to talk it out with them. He purged them… even though there may have been nobles among them who weren’t completely convinced of their anti-monarchy convictions… Froaude killed them all the same.



It was a massacre.



Sion grimaced as if he himself was feeling pained.



“Did you still want to have mercy on their lives, despite having come so far?” Froaude asked.



“Aah?” Claugh said from beside him. “Hearing that’d make anyone feel sick. You went crazy on them all on your own and went around killin’ them all on your own… don’t you feel anything about that? Don’t you feel anything when you kill another human being?”



“I kill when it’s necessary,” Froaude said easily. “There is nothing one should do over guilt regarding necessity. Also, I believe that His Majesty is the same.”



“Wha… don’t fuck with me. There’s no way Sion’s⁠—”



“It’s fine, Claugh. This isn’t the time for that. I’m grimacing about the situation. The head of the anti-monarchy faction, Duke Staelied, died… and not by our hands. By someone else’s. I’d vaguely realized what was happening. I knew that there was a noble mastermind acting behind Staelied. But…”



Sion stopped there, his eyes narrowing.



Froaude nodded. “Yes. Duke Staelied’s killer was not of this country. That noble is linked with foreign powers.”



“Foreign as in where?” Claugh asked. “You were right there with him and you didn’t even ask?”



“I was unable to figure it out, though I did try as much as I could given the situation… He was quite the formidable opponent…” 



“And in the end you let him get away, so there was no point in any of it,” Claugh said, his distaste evident.



“I swear,” Froaude said, then continued without hesitation. “I am pained that I allowed him to get away. However, if you had arrived a bit faster…”



“Huh? Augh, hey, it’s not my fault!”



“…It was a joke,” Froaude said, smiling faintly.



What a conversation…



Claugh was surprised, but soon his expression turned to one of exasperation. “Y-your jokes like… really don’t sound like joking… and they’re questionable and in poor taste… but more importantly, where d’you think that guy was from?”



“…That is quite difficult,” Froaude said. “Farther north than even Runa… Casella… there are many countries that think of invading others. And of them, the most influential is of course… the country that attacked and is destroying Stohl and expanding rapidly—”



“Gastark,” Sion interrupted. “They’re the ones with the most pressing need to check the state of other countries.”



“Ah,” Claugh said. “Then I’ll…”



Sion looked annoyed at what he meant to say. “There’s no way I’m going to let you go. You’re our country’s marshal, you know. Do you think I’d send a marshal out scouting?”



“Is that bad or something? Then I’ll stop being a marshal since it’s a pain anyway and have Miller do it instead, so c’mon. Let me go. It’s just plain weird that I’m a marshal instead of him in the first place. Anyway, I’ll get started on the switching process right now—”



“Miller already turned down the promotion to marshal,” Sion interrupted.



“Huh? Really? So that’s why you made me a marshal?”



“Yeah. Miller turned me down, so you’re the only one left to fill the spot.”



“Hey, wait a minute… does that mean I coulda turned it down too?”



“Stop right there. It’s too late now.”



“Th-that’s not fair, Sion! Why’s Miller get to turn it down and I can’t!”



Sion smiled wryly. “Well, I guess you would get mad about that. But if I made Miller marshal now, do you know what’d happen? You’d get demoted to lieutenant general…”



Claugh turned on his heel and broke out in a run in an instant. “I won’t forget that, Sion! I’m going to Miller right now to persuade him, and then I’m going right to Gastark!”



With that, he flew out the door…



Sion watched him go, astonished, then sighed. “He really hates paperwork enough to stop being a marshal…”



“Certainly I believe that leading on site is a role that suits His Excellency Marshal Klom as opposed to doing paperwork… but I personally do not believe that Colonel Miller is a good choice. He is a bit too serious.”



Sion narrowed his eyes at Froaude. “Hoh. So you want Claugh to keep being a marshal, do you? Or do you think someone else should… such as yourself?”



Froaude shook his head. “No, I am not suited to the role of marshal. I was thinking the former.”



“…For Claugh to stay marshal?”



“Yes. You understand my reasoning already, do you not, Your Majesty? From here on it is necessary that Roland has a charming man like Claugh Klom, top of our military, lead it. People mysteriously flock to follow him. Of course he does not compare to you, but… he is someone with a great deal of danger and kindness coexisting within him, and his flaws capture people’s hearts with ease. To the current Roland, he…”



Froaude looked at Sion’s face and stopped for a moment before continuing.



“…No, the last part is unnecessary. Your Majesty appears tired. What do you think of resting a bit? Whether Claugh Klom or Rahel Miller is the general, the country cannot move without you… so please, take care of yourself. I will take my leave, pardon the intrusion…”



With that, he left.



Sion did not call out after him.



He just thought about Froaude’s words. They alone swirled about in his head. 



“He is someone with a great deal of danger and kindness coexisting within him, and his flaws capture people’s hearts with ease. To the current Roland, he…”



He’d stopped there. But Sion already understood everything that he meant to say.



“To the current Roland, he is someone necessary should we be wrapped up in another war, or unable to win a war.”



Sion grimaced.



Rather than a man with excellent control of the military like Miller, someone brimming with charm like Claugh was preferable. Claugh could delude his soldiers into believing that any situation, no matter how disadvantageous it may be, was winnable. He could delude soldiers into thinking that they’d be okay as long as they followed him.



And so they’d lay down their lives for Claugh’s sake, for the country’s sake.



They needed Claugh’s charm to make people lay their lives down for them.



If he could make them believe they’d fight another country and survive, then of course he was necessary.



Roland was not the largest country on the continent. There were stronger, wealthier, and larger countries. To win against them… they had to use every method, no matter how underhanded.



They had to set traps - make alliances, betray their allies…



Even so, it wasn’t enough. They had to brainwash their soldiers. Make them believe in throwing their lives away.



“…I’m beat,” Sion mumbled.



There wasn’t enough time.



If he had some more time, he could straighten out the country’s foundation and become properly able to oppose other countries, but…



Reality, cruel as it was, didn’t stop for anyone. 



Everything… the peace that spread before his very eyes… was just a fabrication. He’d realize that.



The world was wrapped in darkness. He’d realize that.



He didn’t want to.



Because he knew that once he did he couldn’t go back to how things were.



He realized that crushing sadness waited on the path he was on. Sadness worse that what he’d already felt. Pain worse than what he’d already felt.



Nobody would want that.



Nobody wanted it, and yet…



When faced with a choice, he turned towards sadness.



If he didn’t want to die, he’d have to kill.



If he didn’t want to die, he’d have to destroy countries.



If he didn’t want to be stolen from, he’d have to steal…



Steal. Steal.



It was painful. Horribly so.



He hated it… and he wanted to run away.



Would he be able to relax if he ran from it all? Would things be easier then?



Where would he even run to?



Where would he run?



His mind wandered to a far away time… one before he’d been so worried.



A time before he was king…



Ryner was there, and so was Kiefer. Tyle, Tony, and Fahle, too…



It wasn’t like he hadn’t worried then.



But he’d been thinking it even then. Fighting with his friends, laughing together, making up again… what else could he possibly want?



Transient as it was, if this was peace… then he never needed to get revenge on his siblings and become king, right? Not as long as Ryner and the others were there…



He really thought that for a moment.



He recalled how he’d laughed so happily with Ryner and his other friends. He’d been so horribly happy…



“…But… in this world, there’s nowhere left to run away to anymore… Ryner,” Sion whispered, a little sad.




---




The evening sky was red.



A red sky, just like the sky on that day.



It was bright red, like the sky itself had been dyed with blood…



There was a Runan noble’s mansion and a horse-drawn carriage that was far, far too luxurious.



“Mm… so one of the women you attacked became pregnant and died after giving birth, so now you, the father, are fully responsible for the child… what will you do?”



She glanced over at Ryner’s back. He was sleeping peacefully.



But then his eyes opened halfway. “When’d my life get so dramatic?”



“Mhm. You’re a dangerous man who can make women pregnant with just a sigh, after all.”



“Wow, that’s wild… So the drama happens even if all I do is walk around.”



“Mm. Natural disasters happen too, so there’s more than one genre of drama happening.”



“…Amazing, I’m already on the level of a natural disaster…”



Their usual pointless conversation was progressing as always.



Ryner shook his head. “That aside, what should we do with this kid?”



The young boy with black hair with the same Alpha Stigma as Ryner. And just like Ryner, the seal in his eyes sparked fear and loathing in everyone…



The boy had been staring at Ferris wordlessly for some time now.



“…By the way, Ryner,” Ferris said. “How old are you again?”



Ryner tilted his head. “Huh? Why’re you askin’ now? Did I—”



“Just answer me. How old are you?”



Ryner thought about it for a moment. “Nineteen or something? Honestly, I’m not really sure. I don’t have any parents and I don’t have any memories of when I was a little kid. But considering about how big I was when I first started remembering stuff, I think I’m about nineteen. Yeah, about nineteen years old. Why?”



Ferris nodded seriously and looked him over. “Looking at the kid, he’s probably about six. That means you fathered him at the young age of twelve. You already reached the limits of perversion back then…”



“He’s not my kid!”



“Mm? He isn’t? But if you won’t be his father, then who will he call his dad? You both have black hair and the same rare pentagram eyes. He’s clearly your child. You can’t run from it. The husband in a novel I read recently said to the child’s mother, ‘That isn’t my kid! I won’t acknowledge it! You went and had a child with another man!’



“And she replied, ‘This is your child! I don’t love anyone but you, my lord…’



“‘Shut up!’ He said. ‘If I say it’s not my kid, it’s not my kid! If you say it’s mine, then bring me some proof! Proof, woman!’



“‘I, I…’



“‘See! You can’t do it. Now get the fuck out! I’m busy! I don’t got the time to give to a woman like you! Scram, cow!’



“‘Nooooo!! Y-you can hit me, but don’t hit the child! I-I understand, I’ll leave!’



“And so on and so on,” Ferris said. “It didn’t end how I wanted it to and I’m still bitter.”



Ryner just stared. What else could he do after hearing such a long winded story? “Hah… as usual, there are so many stupid parts I have to counter that I’m tired before I even start countering them… What’s up with the ‘scram, cow!’ part, anyway? No one talks like that. Don’t you feel embarrassed actually saying it out loud? Also, I thought the guy was the protagonist at first, but now I’m not so sure. What kind of story is this?”



“Mm. The mother and child live a life of desolate poverty, so the kid has to grow up fast. He get revenge on the lord and grows even more, so I’d say it’s a success stor—”



“Then the son’s obviously the protagonist!”



“Mm? Is he? I thought you, the heinous, inhuman enemy of women was the protago—”



“Where do I even come in… ugh! Conversations with you never go anywhere! Look, even though we’ve gotten pretty far from that mountain we’re probably being followed, and the ones giving chase are probably Magical Knights. The kid’s not exactly conscious right now, and running with him’s a real pain… so what’re we gonna do!? That’s what I want to talk about it. Is it gonna get through to you?”



Ferris nodded. “Even if he won’t wake up, you can’t betray him as his fathe—”



“I’m not!”



Ferris ignored his protests. “Anyway, enough of that worthless joke. We don’t have time for it, Ryner.”



“I, I’m going to fucking kiiillll youuuuuu!!!”



He was at the end of his rope, but Ferris ignored him… and disappeared. No, it was more like she moved so quickly that she seemed to disappear.



Ryner heard a voice from within the horse drawn carriage. “Who’re y… gyah!?”



“Whoa!?”



“Help!”



“Uoaaaah!!”



Their screams rose, fell, then disappeared altogether… and then Ferris came out to the driver’s seat of the carriage, just as luxurious as the mansion before it.



“Ryner,” she said. “I’ve coincidentally found a carriage abandoned by the roadside. Wanna ride?”



[image: DYD_v04_pg317]



“Literally every part of that is a lie… You went out of your way to steal someone’s carriage is what you did.”



“Mm. So you don’t want a ride. Very well, keep running with that kid on your back while the Magical Knights chase you forever. I will make way to Ridget Village to receive that girl’s thanks, then hurry on to the capital to buy dango. I won’t worry about how you’re doing. I’ll be off now,” Ferris said, and tugged the horse’s reins as proof.



“Ah, wait, I was joking, just joking,” Ryner said, flustered. “I’m okay with it all, so lemme ride.”



“Mm. Then put that child in the carriage. What if your perversion is contagious? He might catch it if you give him too long of a piggyback ride.”



Ryner put the kid in the carriage’s cabin. “Man, you sure are rude… but yeah, he’s probably tired from being run around like that. That’s why you stole the carriage, right? You’re surprisingly thoughtful.”



Ferris nodded, then waved the hand she held the horse’s whip up. “Now, Silver! Run at full speed to escape the pervert!”



The horse, who may or may not actually be named anything like Silver, neighed once and then sprinted forward.



“Huh, Uh, wait…”



Ryner hadn’t even gotten the boy properly settled in, much less himself, and now the horse was galloping off before he’d boarded, increasing speed with every step… 



Ryner shoved the boy all the way in with all his might.



That was all he could do before he heard Ferris use the whip again.



“Onward, Silver!”



“Who the hell is Silver!?” Ryner shouted. By then the horse was already getting away. “Are you seriously gonna make me chase after!?”



Ryner ran to catch up, but the horse was already running at full speed…



“Heheh. Now make a run for it if you don’t want to be left behind,” Ferris said.



Ryner was shaking with anger. “D… don’t fuck with me, Ferris! I’m seriously gonna fucking kill…”



Ryner’s words trailed off. The horse was just getting farther and farther away.



“Shit! I’m seriously gonna kill her later!” Ryner muttered. He broke out in a sprint.



The sky was red.



It was the same red as that day.



When he saw it then, he’d felt that the sunset was so red from the reflection of all the blood spilt from the piles of bodies.



Ryner hated that sky.



Seeing it always gave him a bad feeling. It just brought forth memories that he didn’t like. Memories he didn’t want to have.



So he hated the sunset.



Even so, right now… he was sprinting below that hated sky.



The carriage stopped when it got too far ahead, then started again when he approached it. It was like she was making fun of him.



“Uuuuggghhh!! Fuck! You seriously piss me off! Just wait a minute, Ferris!” Ryner yelled. But somehow, he was smiling.



Incidentally, as the time wore on, Ryner went from “I’m going to kill you!” to “Please, Lady Ferris! Please allow me, pitiful as I am, to ride in your carriage!”



Either way, his yelling echoed across the Runan plains…




---




At that time, there was a lone girl at a checkpoint to enter the northernmost country in Menoris, the Gastark Empire.



She had neat, shoulder-length red hair and willful eyes that drew one in with their charm.



She stared at the land spreading out past the border.



The Gastark Empire.



“Are you here to enter the Gastark Empire as well?” A border officer asked.



“I heard that Gastark is recruiting large numbers of personnel and came to help,” she said.



“Could I have your full name?”



She nodded. “Kiefer Knolles.”
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