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    Intermission

    
    There were voices.



Voices in the middle of the darkness.



“All I need is you by my side.”



“Me too… but…”



They were nostalgic voices from a far, far away place long ago.



One was a man’s voice. It was tired, exhausted, but somehow urgent. “Then… then why…”



The other was a woman’s. “But I can’t… I can’t do it. If we don’t kill…”



Her voice was just as nostalgic as his. She was on the verge of tears now, but he knew her voice as a kind one.



She brought her mouth to his ear to whisper to him. “I love you more than anyone else in the world does. You’re my cute boy.”



Then he remembered.



R, right.



These were his parents. How could he have forgotten about them so easily? Why?



They were something so, so nostalgic…



He opened his eyes.



When he did, he just saw the same darkness as when they were closed.



It was murky. Horribly murky. Like the bottom of a dirty fish tank.



He shivered. He hated the dark. It was scary.



“Sleeping by myself is scary. Mom, dad,” he whispered.



A light came up, illuminating the room. It was very neat, and everything he could ever possibly want was inside. Because his dad got him everything he asked for - no, he didn’t even have to ask. He got it all anyway.



There was a stuffed bear as big as he was. A training sword for kids with no blade - it’d fallen off. But his very favorite things were his fairytales, both the picture books and novels. His mom and dad took turns reading them to him every night.



He loved the stories about the Legendary Heroes who saved the world.



The story about the knight who destroyed a whole army.



Stories about those who had surpassed human intellect and ability - demons, demon kings, monsters, as they were so called.



Stories about a dream-like world.



He absolutely loved them.



He read them over and over again every day, starting from when he woke up by using what he remembered from when his parents read them to him at night. By doing so he managed to memorize all the letters as well as what was in each story. But he didn’t tell his parents that. Because he really loved it when they read to him and didn’t want it to stop.



So when a story ended late at night…



“Okay, that’s the last story for tonight,” his mom said.



“What!? That was the last one? C’mon, just a little more! Just a little~!”



His mom shook her head. “No can do. Kids who stay up late at night won’t become heroes, Ryner.”



“Huh? Really!?”



His mom smiled with the kindest face in the whole world. “Yes. So you need to sleep for the night. Come on, close your eyes so you can dream about something fun, my cute hero.”



His mother kissed his forehead.



He loved that. So he wouldn’t tell his parents that he could read. He wouldn’t tell them that he already had all their books memorized. He just rubbed his sleepy eyes. “Mom, Dad, I closed my eyes… so can you read me a little more?”



“Now, now. I’m happy you closed your eyes, but we’re done reading for tonight. I’ll sleep with you, okay?”



Normally she really did lay down to sleep with him when he said that. But today she seemed afraid. Her expression wavered with fear. With sadness.



She had pretty black hair, long eyelashes, and kind black eyes. Kind eyes that filled with tears.



“M, Mom… what’s wrong? Why’re you crying?”



She was… holding a knife, for some reason. She gripped it tightly, and spoke with a shiver to her voice. “I, if I don’t kill him… I need to kill us both, so we can…”



But then his father spoke. “You can’t do that.”



“…B, but…”



“You can’t do that,” he repeated.



His mother glared at his father. “We’re cursed! We’re cursed, you know!! It won’t just be me and him if this continues! We’ll all three be killed. They’ll tear your house down, too!” She screamed.



He was surprised. Because this was the first time he’d ever heard his mom scream. She never raised his voice at him, even when she was scolding him. So hearing her scream now was really upsetting.



His dad gazed at his mom. He had blond hair and blue eyes. He hardly resembled his son at all, except for the sleepy, motivationless expression that they shared… so in the end, it was undeniable that he was their kid.



But that was exactly why…



“I, I dirtied your bloodline,” his mom said. “My blood m-must be…”



“Don’t say it!” His dad yelled.



But she didn’t listen. “My blood must be cursed with the Alpha Stigma…”



“It’s not your fault!”



“Then whose fault is it!? You’re a noble. You have a family tree to look back on, and there have never been any Alpha Stigmas on it… so it must be my fault. It must be punishment because I, a commoner, fell in love with you, a man of noble birth…”



“Please don’t say that! I don’t regret anything. I said so when we got married, didn’t I? All I need is you here by my side… I don’t need anything else long as you and Ryner are here with me. I don’t care about losing this house or my status.”



His mom glared and raised her knife up. “I won’t let you. I have to do this, as just another member of the masses…”



His dad remained calm. “I’ll say it again and again: you can’t do that. Now give me the knife.”



He held his hand out. But his mom didn’t hand it over. Instead she gripped it tighter.



His dad sighed and moved closer to her. “I’m sure that you’re capable of dying for me, and I know that I’m capable of dying for you. But you aren’t capable of killing him.”



“B, but… we’ll be killed eventually, won’t we? That’s what’ll happen if they learn that he’s an Alpha Stigma bearer… and someday he’ll go berserk… s, so why don’t I just get it over with?”



His dad still looked at her kindly. “You can’t. You aren’t capable of going through with it. And you know that. I wouldn’t be able to love a woman who did that. But I did marry you, despite the opposition. So give the knife to me.”



His dad gripped his mom’s shivering shoulder, took the knife, and tossed it away. Then he spread his arms out for a hug.



“You too, Ryner,” he said.



He nodded and came to him.



He’d been scared.



He didn’t know what was going on, but whatever it was scared him. But his parents’ embrace quelled the fear. Because they hugged him tightly.



His mom’s expression was still dark, though…



“But… but this won’t change anything,” she said. “We’ll all just—”



“It’s okay,” his dad said. “I’ll definitely protect you guys. I have a plan, see. I won’t let Ryner die. I won’t let you die, either. I’ll protect you guys by any means necessary.”



Definitely…



Definitely… definitely……



His voice was cut short.



His surroundings were dark once more.



“Huh?”



Unease enveloped his body.



He was scared.



“D-dad!?”



He looked for his dad, who was hugging him until just a moment ago. He looked for his stuffed animal, too. But he couldn’t find it. And he couldn’t find his dad either.



What was happening…?



Then… he heard a voice from somewhere.



“Sacrifice…”



It was a dark, heavy, despair-inducing voice that he’d never heard before.



But next he heard his mom: “I’ll… I’ll sacrifice…”



But where was she!? He tried to yell to ask, but no answer came.



“The contract.”



It was that voice again. Just the sound of it made him uneasy.



“Destroy…”



He didn’t want to hear that voice… He was scared…



He covered his ears. But he still heard it.



It was like the voice came from the sky… from somewhere he couldn’t see…



“Destroy… destroy…”



Stop… stop!



Someone…



“Destroy… des… ha, haha, hahahahaha.”



It laughed madly. Like it was mocking everything in the world.



He shivered from loneliness.



He was scared. So scared. Someone… help!!



Mom… Dad…



His parents suddenly appeared there in the darkness.



His eyes widened. They widened and widened until he couldn’t open them any more.



There was a scarlet pentagram in the center of each of his eyes. It was the seal of the mad king, proof that he was cursed.



“D-Dad… Mom… aah, ugh…”



Red. Everything was red.



Everything had been dyed blood red.



“N, no… I hate this… I don’t want… ua… uaaaah, aauuuhghhh, aaaahh hahh haahahahahahhahha!”



His fear stirred up laughter within himself. It was the mad laughter of a demon.



He wanted to run.



From his fear. From his voice.



He just wanted to run.



But he couldn’t run from his own voice.



He was cursed. This was a curse.



He was a demon cursed by the world.



And… he just wouldn’t die, no matter how crazy of a demon he was.



That was him. That was who he was.



Now, what kinds of dreams did someone like him have?



“What kind of impossible dreams do you ugly monsters have?”



Who said that, again?



“You should already know. Monsters’ hands are already covered in blood. They can’t grasp anything… and they can’t make it anywhere.”



That was true.



It was Lucile.



Ferris’ brother Lucile Eris was the one who had said that…



He looked at his own hands. It was just like Lucile said. His hands were stained with blood…



Whose blood was that?



Who did he kill…?



The darkness became redder and redder.



He looked up at the red, and…



“……!?”

    


    
    Chapter 4: But That Was an Illusion

    
    “……!?”



Ryner woke up to himself screaming soundlessly.



“…Uahh… wh, wh-what…”



He soon realized that it was all a dream.



He looked around. He was in a room in an in that was probably best described as cheap. All it had was a bed that was a little too short for him, a table, and a small cabinet. The white curtains were too cheap to block out much of the sun’s light at all. So the sun shone right on down to where Ryner lay.



He squinted his tired eyes and spoke in an equally tired voice. “I hate white curtains. They don’t work.”



If they were gonna use a cheap fabric anyway, why didn’t they at least use a color that’d block out some of the sun?



“Is it noon already? It must be if the sun’s already at my bed.”



Yes. It was already afternoon. But his hair was the perfect picture of ‘bedhead’ and his eyes were filled with sleep. His whole body was heavy with exhaustion.



He yawned, then looked back to where the sun was shining through the curtains.



“So the light’s what woke me up? Really? ‘It’s morning already. Get up.’ But take a look at this, Sun. Watch this killer assassin technique!”



He lifted his covers over his head and lay right back down.



“Whaddya think!? It’s my secret technique: ‘Aww, the sun feels so good that it makes me want to fall right back asleep… mmgh…’”



Then he gave up on talking to himself and closed his eyes again.



He always fell right back asleep with ease, but… he couldn’t today. Because of the dream he’d just had. Because of what Lucile had said to him last night. Or because of Sion’s…



“Haha.”



He laughed… at himself.



“That can’t be it.”



Right.



It was stupid to think that he couldn’t sleep because of Sion or Lucile.



He recalled what Lucile said. What he’d called him.



Monster.



“What kind of impossible dreams do you ugly monsters have?”



He didn’t have any dreams. Because he always understood that he was a monster, since the very beginning. He was a monster feared and loathed by all, a monster that nobody needed. So hearing that again now wasn’t particularly discouraging.



Ryner raised his head. He looked over at the wooden table. At the anonymous letter on it.



It listed three orders that Sion Astal gave to Luke Stokkart.




1. Find any Heroic Relics that the Alpha Stigma bearer Ryner Lute overlooks and fails to collect.



2. Monitor the Alpha Stigma bearer Ryner Lute.



3. Should the Alpha Stigma bearer Ryner Lute go berserk outside of Roland or show signs of betraying Roland, exterminate him.




That was only natural, though.



Because he was a monster. And monsters were meant to be killed.



He knew that.



Lucile said it, too.



“You should already know. Monsters’ hands are already covered in blood. They can’t grasp anything…”



He knew that even without anyone telling him.



“And they can’t make it anywhere.”



He knew that… even without anyone telling him!!



“Geez,” Ryner muttered. “And then dreaming about that on top of everything… I’m so stupid…”



He didn’t have any memories from before he was five, after all.



But… to see that now, after all this time…



“So does that mean I’m supposed to be a noble? Haha. Man, what an embarrassing dream…”



His parents were there. He’d loved them.



It was like a dream his mind had only given him because it knew he wanted to see it.



“I…”



Ryner absentmindedly stared into nothing.



“That was just wish fulfillment, right?”



Just a dream that his head made up for him.



Ryner shook his head and smiled. “After all this time… I know it best out of everyone. I know that I’m not supposed to be standing by Sion, or by Ferris… or by anyone at all… I always come to love them, even though I should never be there in the first place.”



Because he’d kill them.



He did even if he didn’t want to.



He always killed the people he loved.



He knew that since the very beginning.



And yet.



Ryner smiled, but his eyes remained empty.



“…I’m seriously an idiot.”



“Mm. You’ve always been an idiot. You’re only just now realizing it?” A strangely emotionless voice asked. It was a voice he knew well.



She broke the door down. In its frame stood an impossibly beautiful woman, Ferris Eris. She looked at him just as emotionlessly as ever.



“Why are you still sleeping?” She asked. “We have urgent business to take care of.”



Ryner smiled bitterly. “Urgent? What do you mean? I never planned on doing anything.”



Ferris barged on in, despite never being invited. She opened the curtains wide and the sunshine came pouring in.



“Whoa, that’s bright.” Ryner glared at Ferris. “You tryin’ to kill me?”



“Killing a sex maniac of your caliber would only be doing the world good, Ryner Lute.”



Ryner’s eyes narrowed. “Oh… well, yeah. Actually you’re right,” he said and nodded.



Ferris looked back at him. “You were out doing the usual last night, weren’t you? Out striking fear into the hearts of Roland’s women and children until late…”



“Yeah, maybe,” Ryner said.



Ferris didn’t look too satisfied with that. “You’re not going to deny it?”



“Hm? Do you want me to?”



Ferris nodded with certainty. “It’s no fun if you don’t hate it.”
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“What am I, your toy!?”



Ferris looked a little pleased to hear him yell. “Good. That crosses my first job of the day off.”



“What kind of job is that supposed to be? Geez.” Despite asking, Ryner knew that trying to get an actual answer was futile. “Well, whatever. What’s the urgent business you men—”



“You went to see my brother Lucile last night.”



Lucile… right.



Ryner had met him last night.



“…What the hell,” Ryner said. “Why’d you even bother saying I went to mess with women and kids if you already know what I was doing last night?”



“Mm. See, you two did it together—”



“Wh-wh-whaaat!? He does that stuff!?”



“Mm? Doesn’t it look like he does?”



“Hm, w-well, I wouldn’t say he doesn’t…? I mean, what I mean is that it’s not like—”



“So what did Lucile say?” Ferris asked.



And Ryner. Laughed. “Nothing,” he said. “He just said that he’s counting on me to have your back.”



“That’s all?”



“That’s all. We just met by chance. Oh, and he said to guard Sion in Estabul, too.”



“That!” Ferris suddenly said. “That’s our urgent business.”



“Our?” Ryner repeated and tilted his head. “Why am I a part of this? I told you, I’m gonna sleep all morning—”



“It’s already past noon,” Ferris said. “We don’t have much time. Our heinous king, Sion Astal, ignores the standards of reasonable labor and intends to take us to Estabul and use us.”



Ryner nodded in complete agreement. “So you’re sayin’ we better run before he takes us there?”



“Mm. So prepare yourself. Sion will send us money as long as we’re searching for Heroic Relics. First we’ll go to Runa, and then from there we’ll head to Cassla to put some distance between us and Roland.”



“I see. There’s a whole country between Roland and Cassla, so there’s no way he’ll be able to follow us there… so when are we leaving?”



“Tomorrow.”



“That soon!? Seriously!? Cassla’s pretty far, y’know! We really gotta prepare— ”



“We’re leaving tomorrow morning,” Ferris interrupted. “We’ll meet in front of Wynnit Dango.”



“Are you even listening to m—”



“It’ll be a long journey, after all. I have to buy lots of dango for it.”



“D-don’t tell me you’re planning on having me carry all your dango…”



“We’ll divide the load in half,” she said easily.



“How much are you buying!?”



She ignored his protests like always. “Anyway, prepare for travel and then sleep early. If, by chance, you’re late to our meeting…”



She touched the sword at her waist, then began to slide it out of its sheath. It made a high-pitched, metallic sound as it slid all the way out. She quickly re-sheathed it, so fast that Ryner never even saw the sword.



“…If you’re late,” she continued, “My sword will find your neck exactly that quickly.”



Ryner imagined his severed head flying through the sky. It might feel kind of good, actually…



“…I, I’ll try not to oversleep,” he mumbled.



“Mm. I’m going now. I have a duty to this country’s dango to eat it all before we leave tomorrow.”



With that, she left.



“…You’re pretty weird, you know,” Ryner whispered.



Ferris turned back. Apparently she’d heard him. “What do you mean?”



“Mm? I mean, you’re gonna eat all of Roland’s dango in a day.”



“Challenging the unknown is the highest level of dango’s teachings,” Ferris said, strangely proud of herself.



Ryner smiled. “Geez… you really are a weirdo. Y’know, a lot of what happened was a pain, but travelling with you was actually pretty fun.”



Ferris tilted her head, puzzled. “Mm? Are you saying that you’re grateful?”



Ryner nodded. “Yep, sure am.”



“Then can I trust you with all seven backpacks full of dango tomorrow?”



“S-seven!? You’re going to fill seven whole bags!? Man…”



He looked back at her with sleepy eyes. At her expression full of hope for him carrying all seven bags. Well, other people would probably still call it an emotionless expression… but Ryner could tell - she was going all-out, pinning all her hopes on this.



Carrying all the dango just didn’t feel like that big of a deal anymore.



Ryner smiled. Smiled but sighed. “Fine, I get it. I’ll carry them all.”



“Ooh!!” Ferris said. Her expression shone with even more happiness than before. “It looks like you’re starting to understand the way of dango, too. Then I’ll be sure to go to Wynnit Dango and buy fourteen backpacks full—”



“That’s more than we agreed on!” Ryner yelled.



But his voice fell on deaf ears. He was alone in the room again…



The door was open. So were the curtains. It was so bright that he was getting sleepy again…



Ryner smiled bitterly.



“……”



Words came to mind. He didn’t say them out loud, but he certainly thought them.




---




Ferris stood in front of Wynnit Dango the next morning. Fourteen dango filled backpacks surrounded her. She glanced down at them, then looked in the direction of the inn that Ryner was staying at. It was a pretty big road, but it was still early and few people were walking along it.



She’d already waited for twelve minutes.



She’d spent the first few chatting with the owner, so she hadn’t really minded, but then the owner returned to morning dango prep, so the remaining minutes passed awfully slowly.



Her eyes narrowed as she stared at the road that Ryner should come through.



“Five minutes. I’ll wait five more minutes.”



But five minutes soon passed.



She’d threatened to cut his head off if he was late, too…



She began to walk towards where Ryner was staying. His inn was pretty far from Wynnit Dango. It was possible that they’d see each other on the path there. She could forgive him if that was the case. Then she’d make him carry eight bags as punishment instead of the seven she’d meant to have him carry. That’d make up for it.



But that was only if she saw him on the way there…



She made it to his inn without ever seeing him. Ryner’s room was on the second floor. She climbed the stairs and slammed his door open without hesitation. “Ryner! How long were you planning on sleeping?”



But…



The bed was empty. Ryner had a habit of leaving his dirty clothes on the floor, but they weren’t there. And the bed was neatly made even though it was still so early.



“……Hm.”




---




Mountains of documents had piled up all around him.



Sion Astal gazed at them.



“This is too much work, even for me,” he said, exasperated.



He had noble silver hair and a symmetrical face. His golden eyes were willful, but showed clear signs of sleep deprivation… The lack of sleep wasn’t enough to dull their luster, though.



He was king of all Roland despite only being nineteen, and he was a workaholic to the point that his subordinates were in constant shock. Actually, he’d reached the point where he was shocking himself, too…



He was in his office, a plain room that had reached maximum capacity for paperwork. The things he had to do never seemed to stop coming. Their country wasn’t in a great place right now, after all.



Things were tense with neighboring Nelpha and Runa. Then there was Gastark to the north, which was currently exerting its influence on a number of other countries.



The sound of war was beginning to echo across the continent… so Roland had to find the power to stand up against the other major powers by the time the first shots were fired.



So they had to integrate Estabul’s military and nobility into Roland’s soon. He could leave the military to Claugh, but he’d have to go to Estabul himself for the nobility to listen.



So he’d been preparing to go. But…



He gazed at his paperwork, cradling his head in his hands. “Who can I leave this country to while I’m gone? That’s my biggest problem…”



There weren’t many people he could trust with a job that big.



He was Roland’s hero king, who’d risen to his place after accomplishing great things in the war with Estabul despite being an illegitimate heir to the previous king. He did it by leading a revolution with the military’s support. But the vast majority of his supporters from the revolution were common people, and he couldn’t very well have one of them act as king in his absence, and the actual high-ranking nobility hardly listened to a word Sion said… even worse, they seemed like they wanted a rebellion of their own one day.



He suddenly thought of one of his close confidants, Calne Kaiwel.



“Alright, Calne. You’ll be in charge of domestic affairs from today on!”



“Whaaaat!? S-sir, are you telling me to work for those annoying nobles!?”



Calne had been on the verge of tears as he objected then. But he took the job, and with it came a great deal of stress and conflict with the nobility. So he started sleeping with their wives.



“I-it’s serious, okay!”



He always said that to object to its immoral nature, but honestly, Sion couldn’t help but worry either way…



So he appointed Eslina, Fiole Folkal’s little sister, to work as his aide in hopes of getting him to stop. And it seemed like he did.



“…I sure am glad that I had Eslina come,” Sion mumbled to himself.



…Anyway, the majority of his trusted subordinates, and even everyone he trusted in the military were absolutely swamped with work right now. So hardly anyone was available to take care of things while he was gone.



Honestly, he didn’t have the faintest idea who he might feel best about leaving the country to at the moment.



“…There’s no way that Miller would accept even if I offered…”



He just got more stressed by the minute.



Froaude wasn’t completely out of the question, but… he’d probably kill every noble who opposed Sion while he was out of the country.



“…He attaches too much significance to efficiency, and he’s way too stubborn to ever change the way he does things…”



All in all, he was left where he started.



“What about Calne?”



Sion wrinkled his nose. If he told Calne to rule as king by proxy for a while, he’d get the same thing as before again…



“I-it’s serious, okay!”



And he didn’t want to hear that.



He had to really strain himself to think of anyone else who might be up to it, though.



He made his way through the documents before him with unreasonable speed as he considered it. He was working so hard. Why did the piles of paperwork never get smaller?



“……”



He looked around at his mountains of paperwork and sighed.



Then he suddenly felt someone’s presence outside the door. It was the presence of someone here to bring him even more work.



Sion had to give personal permission for someone to be able to open the door to his office, and there were only so many people who he’d given permission to.



He closed his tired eyes, then opened them again. When he did, they carried a noticeable glimmer. He forced a smile, too. He had to portray enough confidence for everyone to believe that he could make it through anything.



He raised his face from his paperwork, and made to ask what was wrong. But…



He heard a strange metallic sound, and then the door suddenly split into two.



It was a shocking site.



This was Roland Castle, home to the king. The security was as strict as it could get, and there was no one as protected as Sion was within Roland’s borders.



And yet someone had just cut the door to his personal office in two.



But since it happened…



“Welcome back,” Sion said. “It’s been awhile. Do you think you could tell me why you decided to cut my door in half for our reunion?”



A peerless beauty stood in the door frame. “Because I’m angry,” she said, her voice completely void of emotion.



Apparently she was angry!



“So you had to break my door because you’re mad?” Sion asked, tired.



Ferris nodded seriously. Then she entered his office, snooped around a little, and then moved on to search the adjacent bedroom.



“So he’s not here,” Ferris said, disappointed.



Sion tilted his head. “Err… what exactly are you talking about? I’d really like to hear an explanation here.”



Ferris met his eyes. “Ryner ran away.”
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“…He ran away?” Sion repeated. He turned his head up to stare at the ceiling, ruminating on that phrase, before looking back to her. “What do you mean?”



“Exactly as I said. He’s not at his inn.”



“But that doesn’t mean that he’s run away—”



“He didn’t come to our meeting place this morning even though I promised to cut his head off if he was late. So I went to his room to cut his head off. But he wasn’t there,” she said. Her voice wasn’t her usual monotone. She sounded really irritated.



That was when he finally realized that she hadn’t come here to joke around. She was serious to the point that emotion was reaching her voice, something that very rarely happened.



So Ryner… ran away?



He suddenly felt his surroundings darken. It became hard to breathe.



Why?



He tried to understand it. But he just didn’t know.



What… why…?



“Hey,” Ferris said.



Sion raised his head. “Huh?” His breathlessness suddenly disappeared like it’d never existed in the first place.



“What’s wrong?” Ferris asked.



He didn’t really get what she was referring to. “Nothing,” he said. “I’m fine. I’m just… a little sleep deprived. More importantly, what was the state of his room?”



“…It was clean and orderly.”



“Even the bed?”



Ferris nodded.



“So Ryner must have left yesterday,” Sion said, considering everything carefully. “There’s no way he’d clean his room himself.”



“Mm. The inn’s owner said that he cancelled the rest of his stay yesterday, too.”



“So the owner is the one who cleaned his room,” Sion said and crossed his arms. “But why did he leave?”



“……”



Ferris was just as expressionless as always. She’d always been hard to read, but here and now he could tell that she’d lost her cool.



“You and Ryner promised to come to Estabul to guard me,” Sion said. “Did he run away because he didn’t want to?”



Ferris shook her head. “We don’t want to have to do whatever you tell us to so the two of us had plans to flee the country this morning.”



“And where did you plan on fleeing to?” Sion asked, exasperated.



“Cassla. We were going to continue the search for the Relics so you’d keep paying us, and use the money to buy all of the world’s dango.”



He just felt more and more tired. “A dango tour for two, huh? You two sure are close.”



“……”



Ferris didn’t say anything. Her expression didn’t show anything.



Sion internally clicked his tongue. This really wasn’t the time for that comment, was it?



Ryner had bailed on his promise to her and disappeared. He didn’t know exactly how she felt about that, but… she was probably hurt, right?



He looked at her expression a bit to try to figure it out. But it was too vague. He just didn’t know.



“And… he was a little off when I talked to him yesterday,” Ferris said.



Sion raised his eyebrows. “Off? How so?”



“He thanked me, and said he’d carry seven bags of dango—”



“S-seven bags? Of dango? What—”



“Anyway, he was just off!” She said firmly.



Sion stared at her for a while. “Hm. If you say so… then I do believe you. Were there any other changes? Like, anything unusual…”



Ferris closed her eyes for a moment as she thought back. “Apparently he met with my brother… with Lucile.”



Sion’s head snapped to the center of the room. “Lucile! What did you do?”



“……”



No answer.



But he should be there. He should be there protecting Sion while he was in Roland, even if he couldn’t see him. Because that was the kind of person he was.



“You’re there, aren’t you?” Sion asked again.



“……”



Again, no answer. Apparently he didn’t feel like answering.



But what if he really wasn’t there? Sion had no way of verifying.



He looked to Ferris, troubled. “Do you know if he’s here?”



Ferris shook her head. “I don’t know anything about him.”



“Yeah, I guess not.” Sion sighed. “So… what did Ryner say about Lucile?”



“Just… that they met. And that Lucile said that he wanted Ryner to be your guard.”



“Guard?” Sion repeated. He didn’t think there was any reason for Lucile to say that…



But they weren’t going to get any more details on Ryner’s disappearance as long as Lucile wasn’t in the mood to answer. So they had to think about the details they did have.



“So Ryner… left me,” Sion said. That was what it amounted to.



His eyes narrowed.



Why now of all times, though?



Sion had thought that he understood Ryner well. Not because they’d spent a lot of time together at school. It was because he’d researched his entire past.



He recalled the very first thing ever written about Ryner, a note by an instructor at the orphanage he’d been at.



Ryner Lute absolutely loathes himself.



He’s a monster who hurts people. A monster who nobody needs, who never should have been born, and he wishes that he hadn’t been so strongly that it makes him want to cry.



But that was in the past.



Sion had wanted him.



At first it was only because he wanted power. Power to revolutionize the country, to overthrow the king and the nobility. He’d thought that even the power of an uncontrollable monster was necessary.



But that too was in the past.



It didn’t take long for Ryner to mean something to him.



Sion loved the way Ryner thought. It was such a sweet, naive way of wanting to change their country, no, the whole world.



One could dirty their hands with blood, and still nothing would change. Ryner knew that. So he wouldn’t kill anyone. Ever. But that wouldn’t save anyone, either.



Sion knew that. But it was still so charming to him.



The sky that Ryner saw was different from the one Sion saw.



But still… still…



He’d still wanted Ryner.



Because it’d give some significance to his existence.



No… he had Ferris. He had Kiefer.



Ryner shouldn’t disappear now.



He’d done so much specifically to keep that from happening—



“Your Majesty! Your Majesty!”



A voice from the door broke his train of thought. It was the familiar voice of Lobitt, a blond teen who worked as a messenger for him.



Sion looked over towards him. The door should have been separating them, but Ferris had broken it down, so…



Lobitt looked at Ferris, then Sion. “Whoa, she’s a real babe… A, as expected of His Majesty. Pardon my intrusion…”



“You’re misunderstanding. That’s not what she’s here for. Tell me what happened.”



“Yes, sir! I have a letter from Marshal Claugh Klom in Estabul!”



“From Claugh? Hand it over.”



“Yes, sir!” Lobitt said and stepped in. His eyes wandered to Ferris and he turned bright red, handed Sion his letter, then hurried out. “That is all I had,” he said. “Please do call me whenever you need me.”



Sion nodded. “Yeah. Thanks.”



“You’re quite famous, Sion.”



Sion smiled bitterly. “Well, I am the king. More importantly, I’ll send out a search party for Ryner. I’ll have them…”



He opened Claugh’s letter and was suddenly hit with a bad feeling. Because Claugh thought letters were a pain in the ass. Even if something came up and he had to send one, he usually tried to keep it as short as possible. And yet…



The size of this letter meant it wasn’t just a little something.



Ryner ran away. Claugh sent a letter.



Apparently the saying was true - when problems arose, it was never just one.



He looked at the letter. It wasn’t written in Claugh’s handwriting. Instead it was written gently and politely, likely by a woman.



Sion felt a bit reassured. The fact that Claugh had put his name on it but it wasn’t written by him meant that he’d had something else to attend to, and probably had Estabul’s former princess, Noa Ehn write it in his place. And if Noa was the one who wrote it, then she’d naturally be a little more detail-oriented than Claugh.



He read the letter, then grimaced.



“Something wrong?” Ferris asked.



“…An Alpha Stigma bearer has appeared in Estabul…”



“Show me,” she said and took the letter by force to read it.



Its contents were as follows.



A monster bearing the Alpha Stigma is razing Estabul. It is one that has awoken.



Claugh is attempting to eliminate it. If he should be successful, he will gain the full support of Estabul’s army.



Then there were a number of details about the surviving soldiers of Estabul, including a man by the name of Bayuz White…



In any case.



Apparently Claugh was currently trying to kill the Alpha Stigma bearer.



“This… can’t be Ryner, right…?” Ferris asked.



“It can’t be,” Sion said at once. “This letter came all the way from Estabul, and Ryner only left yesterday. The times don’t match up.”



“But the word ‘awoken’ here makes it sound like the one in Estabul isn’t just any Alpha Stigma bearer, right? And that implies a special type of Alpha Stigma—”



“Wait a second,” Sion said. “I don’t know what ‘awoken’ means here. And I didn’t know that there were types of Alpha Stigma bearers either?”



Ferris was quiet for a moment, considering her words. Then she spoke. “From what we gather, Ryner’s eyes aren’t normal ones.”



Sion nodded. The report about Ryner’s past had said the same thing.



A normal Alpha Stigma bearer couldn’t come back after going berserk once. But Ryner did. That’s why the military kept him as a guinea pig for so long.



Then there was the time that he saw Ryner go berserk with his own eyes. He’d decimated Estabul’s Magical Knights with ease then, breaking them like toys when in reality they were the strongest soldiers that Estabul’s military had.



Ryner had a power that humans were absolutely incapable of opposing. He was like a demon king in Sion’s eyes.



Normal Alpha Stigma bearers were probably different.



They too were probably capable of killing Magical Knights, but they wouldn’t be able to come back after that like Ryner had.



But that rule didn’t apply to Ryner.



Yes, it could just be a fluke. But it could also be significant…



Was that what the ‘awoken’ in the letter referred to? If it was someone with the same power as Ryner, then… Claugh would be the one who’d die. Claugh wasn’t capable of killing a berserk Alpha Stigma bearer on Ryner’s level.



They needed more information on Ryner’s Alpha Stigma…



“Geez… Where’s Ryner when you need him?” Sion grumbled. “We need to find him soon…” Then Sion shook his head and stood. “Ferris, I’m heading to Estabul. Neither Claugh nor that Alpha Stigma bearer can die. I’ll leave Ryner’s search party to you. Bring him to Estabul as soon as you find him.”



Ferris nodded. “Mm.”



Sion left the room. “Lobitt!” He yelled.



“Yes, sir!”



“Call Calne and Eslina!”



“Yes, sir!” Lobitt said and sprinted off.



Sion regretted it as soon as he said it. But he needed someone to take care of things while he was gone, like the search party with Ferris. And if Calne said the same thing he’d said back then now, Eslina would get mad at him for him…



So Sion prepared to leave for Estabul.




---




By the way, Sion’s worrying caused Calne, Ferris, and Eslina to meet.



It went… well.



“Anyway, I’m your guys’ master now,” Ferris said.



“Wow! You’re a total babe! Is it really okay to have me working with such a beauty, Sir Sion? Yay! You’re the best!”



“W-what!? Ah, w, well… you’re not wrong, but… b-but, I really hate you right about now, Calne…”



“……”



Sion held his head in his hands.

    


    
    Chapter 5: You Can't Reach It, No Matter How Much You Want It

    
    Belto Village, a small village in east Estabul, was where the Alpha Stigma bearer was said to have appeared.



Claugh Klom lead an army to just outside the village.



He had fiery red hair and sharp eyes, and his trained body wore Roland’s military uniform.



He had all sorts of title.



Marshal of the Roland Empire, Crimson-Fingered Claugh Klom. One hundred thousand soldiers moved when he gave the signal. His army had a bit of an odd composition. Two different uniforms were among their ranks - elite soldiers from Roland, and elite soldiers from Estabul under Bayuz’s command.



Claugh looked around and shrugged. “Up until now, this kinda commotion would’ve meant another war between Roland and Estabul,” he mumbled to himself.



There was still open hostility between the two factions, to the point where it looked like someone would come out with broken bones.



And on top of that…



Claugh looked to the man who’d gathered these Estabulian soldiers up, Bayuz White. He looked to be Claugh’s age - twenty-five - and wore his brown hair in cornrows. He had wrinkles between his eyebrows and his mouth was curved in cynicism as he stared at Claugh with open distaste.



“Is this what you wanted?” Bayuz asked. “We can fight you any time. It’s no problem for us to crush you brainless Rolanders.”



Shuss Shiraz, one of Claugh’s subordinates, looked upset. He had blond hair and vaguely green eyes, and he wasn’t tall by any means. He was around eighteen years old. But despite his age, he’d followed Claugh to many battlefields with unmatched loyalty, calmly collecting and analyzing information about the battlefield for him. Though he did tend to get a bit too serious when problems came up…



Shuss glared straight at Bayuz. “I’ve played nice on Marshal Klom’s orders, but if you say another derogatory word—”



“What’ll you do about it?” Bayuz asked with a smirk.



“Whoa, hey, Shuss,” Claugh said. “Don’t worry about him. He’s just tired.”



Bayuz ignored him. “Hmm? What’ll you do if I keep at it, huh? Punch me? Not now that he’s said that, eh? I guess subordinates will always be subordinates. There’s no thing as equals who’d risk their lives for each other… no matter how dumb of a saying it is, it does hold true.”



“You…!”



Bayuz’s smirk didn’t fade. “C’mon, punch me. Even if you do, it won’t matter. You Rolanders don’t have the same mental capacity, and you’re so quick to violence when you can’t find your words.”



“I don’t want to hear any more—”



“Your powerless failure of a marshal came all the way over here to Estabul to get in our way and—”



“You fucker! Estabul’s below u—”



Claugh struck Shuss’ face. He fell to his knees with a thud.
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What Shuss had started to say was the absolute worst case scenario. Those words were absolutely forbidden here and now.



But it was something that everyone thought over in Roland.



But here in Estabul, they thought the opposite.



They couldn’t say that they were better than them. Because the long history of countless wars between them wouldn’t vanish like it’d never happened.



Their countries had taken everything from each other - families, friends, lovers. They’d all been killed in the Roland-Estabul wars.



They couldn’t become best friends overnight, even if Roland had annexed Estabul. It really wouldn’t be strange at all for hostilities to start back up. So if Shuss had finished his sentence… this army would turn into a battlefield. That was the worst case scenario. So Claugh hit Shuss to stop him before he could say it.



Even so, both Roland and Estabul’s armies had surrounded them.



“…Geez,” Claugh muttered. He looked over at Bayuz, who was staring dumbfounded, like he’d finally realized what almost happened. Then he looked down to Shuss on the ground.



Blood was dripping from his lip, but he was smiling.



“Shuss!” Claugh yelled. “One more derogatory word about Estabul and you’re fired!”



“B-but…”



“No ‘but’s!” Claugh yelled back, biting back a smile of his own, and gave Shuss a kick for good measure. He didn’t put all that much power into it, but Shuss went flying anyway… then fell back against the ground.



“Augh, ghh… s, sorry, Your Excellency Marshal Claugh Klom…”



Everyone went quiet for a moment before getting lively.



Everything that just happened was a scenario that Shuss wrote up.



Bayuz could make fun of Roland all he wanted, but with just one bad word about Estabul, Shuss was hit again and again.



That’s what everyone there saw.



In reality, Bayuz was intentionally provoking them to see if they could trust Roland… but maybe Shuss was going a bit too hard on trying to prove it…



But what mattered was how the soldiers saw it. They’d see Claugh legitimately respecting Estabul and treating their soldiers just like Roland’s.



Things soon got quiet again. It wasn’t perfect, but he’d managed to get some control over the army here.



Bayuz sneered. “Hmph. Your subordinate’s just as unlikable as you are,” he said quietly.



Claugh laughed. “Is that praise?”



Bayuz went out of his way to make as hateful of an expression as possible. “I’d rather die than like anything about you,” he said, his voice itself seeming to writhe in agony.



Apparently it was praise!



“Anyway, it’s thanks to you noticing that it was all an act halfway through that it went so well,” Claugh said.



“Of course,” Bayuz said. “I deserve all of the credit.”



“You definitely don’t!”



“…Hmph. I have to admit, that Shuss guy’s not bad. Not bad at all for a Rolander.”



“Ooh, does that mean you’re gonna cooperate with—”



“However, Claugh Klom. I have nothing good to say about you! To be frank, you’re just a nuisance! A real nuisance of a man!”



“A nuisance of a man? Don’t tell me you’re gonna lecture me for whacking Shuss…”



“You hit your subordinates and are seducing our goddess Noa! You’re cancer to the relationship between Roland and Estabul. Hurry up and die.”



“……”



Claugh held his head in his hand. In the end, Bayuz had absolutely no intention of being friendly with a guy that Noa was on good terms with. Claugh began to wonder if maybe it was a mistake to send him to Estabul after all...



Like, wouldn’t it have gone a lot better if Calne tried talking to Bayuz and joining their armies instead?



“Yeah right,” he muttered. His expression stiffened, and turned towards the village, then to the sky just above it. “This isn’t the time to be sayin’ that stuff.”



There was a sickening amount of birds flying over the village. It was a sight that he’d seen time and time again.



Carrion birds always flocked above battlefields. They were after the bodies.



“They said that the village was wiped out,” Bayuz said.



“Was this really because of an Alpha Stigma bearer?”



“According to those who have encountered him and survived, he has black hair, black clothes, and a scarlet symbol in the center of his black eyes.”



A scarlet symbol in their eyes. It was proof that they were a cursed people. Proof that they were Alpha Stigma bearers, feared and loathed by all. And this particular Alpha Stigma bearer… was a cannibal. He ate all of the people of Belto village alive…



“So is the monster still there in the village?” Claugh asked.



“Who knows. But he eats people. If he’s still there, it’s probably just to wait for his next prey.”



His next prey. By that he meant the army coming to subdue him. A normal Alpha Stigma bearer could be killed with a whole troop. But this one wasn’t scared of it in the slightest.



Claugh stared at the village, rubbing his left arm. It was covered in red tattoos of magic circles. Without them, it wouldn’t be able to move anymore thanks to his old injury - that Alpha Stigma bearer had ripped it clean off. All Claugh could do back then was scream and cry while he shivered in fear and tried to escape.



But now…



“So what’ll we do?” Claugh asked Bayuz. “He’s awoken… so maybe I ought to show him the power of Roland’s great marshal?” He turned to the village with a smile on his face.


But he felt his smile stiffen as he continued. “We’ll burn the village down, Shuss. And get everyone into position. We’ll take the monster down as fast as we can.”



He felt that monster’s words echo in his head as he spoke.



Ah… I wonder if your arm tastes as good as it looks?



Then came the sound of his bones snapping, of his flesh tearing.



“…I’ll kill you,” Claugh mumbled.



He’d kill that monster, he thought as he glared in the direction of the village.




---




Fire ran through the village. It scared the carrion birds away.



The village was in a horrible state, half-eaten bodies strewn everywhere. The culprit had indiscriminately killed everyone - women and children were among the victims.



They’d send a scout out before setting the village aflame to verify the presence of any survivors, but… just looking at it had been enough. There was no one that anyone could have survived what had gone on there. It just wasn’t a big enough village.



It was easy enough for a monster of that caliber to kill absolutely everyone, anyway. He had no reason to go out of the way to leave someone alive. So their strategy was simple: burn the village. Claugh had brought ten groups of eight soldiers each to circle the village, lying in wait for the Alpha Stigma bearer. Seven people had started large-scale magic, awaiting his arrival, and the last in his troop moved to convey this to the others.



This wouldn’t be a hot pursuit. They’d fire their large-scale magic and retreat, and then he’d have one hundred soldiers surround the monster.



It was simple as far as tactics went. But it should work.



No matter how strong that monster may be, he couldn’t fight an army of one hundred soldiers, especially not such well-trained ones as what Claugh was sending.



They were only fighting one opponent.



They’d win.



That’s what he thought.



Claugh fully intended on getting out of this without sacrificing anyone.



It’d be different from last time.



“……”



The village was aflame, and the fire was only growing stronger by the minute.



Claugh was ready to move. He was currently with twenty other soldiers, and he’d never sit in a place like this.



Their target would likely try to kill a few people and then escape. Then they’d stop him and kill him.



No, wait. That monster was super confident in his ability. Maybe he would go to an area with a higher concentration of soldiers?



Anyway, it was about time. If he was here, then…



“…He’s not coming,” Bayuz said from his side. “He must have already left the are—”



Bayuz stopped.



A black shadow had appeared among the flames.



A lone man stepped out of the flaming village calmly.



He had black hair, and black clothes that very much resembled the clothes of the faithful in the Runa Empire - it was like a clergyman’s uniform, dyed pitch black. But his skin was an unhealthy pale.



He was the exact same as Claugh remembered him.



He appeared to be in his mid-twenties, just like how he had been then. He hadn’t aged in the slightest. He was in every way the exact same as how he’d been that day.



He was smiling like he was happy about something as he looked straight at Claugh. Blood dripped from his lips, and his hand… held the remains of a half-eaten human being…



Claugh’s subordinates screamed at the sight.



Even Shuss and Bayuz groaned.



But Claugh just smiled.



Finally…



“Stay calm! Don’t get out of position! Start the large-scale magic!”



Claugh could finally kill him.



Two massive lights appeared behind Claugh. They were normally spells saved for war - they took time to cast, and their murderous potential was striking. They could destroy one single human would destroy them without a trace.



The man looked at the lights. His carefree smile didn’t waver in the slightest.



“I’ll wipe that smile off your face,” Claugh said.



The magic was complete.



“Kill him!!”



The spells fired straight for him.



But…



The spells soon disappeared.



“Wha…”



Claugh didn’t understand it.



The man was still smiling. He tossed the half-eaten remains of a person away… and leapt towards him, jumping amazingly fast. He flew right above Claugh, landing among the soldiers below him…



A strange sound echoed through the village.



Claugh turned around as quickly as he could. When he did, he saw the man holding two soldiers’ heads, one in each hand. The sound had been their necks snapping.



“Heheh… Humans are so fragile.”



It was that voice. That same voice, with blood spurting up into the air just as it had then.



Claugh and the other soldiers stood frozen for a moment.



“Heheh… ahahhaha…”



“One more time! We need to deal with him!” Claugh yelled.



But they couldn’t make it in time. Another head soared through the air. The man raised his arm up again… but the soldiers finally moved. Those gathered here were too well-trained to lose their minds over the deaths of a couple of their allies during a battle.



They’d gathered a magnificent force to fight this one man. No matter how eerie he may be, he was still just one person. The army had surrounded him and were repeating the incantation for their spells.



So Claugh rushed towards him.



“I’ll watch your back,” Bayuz said from behind. “Go end him.”



With that, Bayuz began to draw letters in the open air. It was Estabul’s magic. He cast it faster than Roland’s soldiers and faster than Estabul’s soldiers.



“Tch. You’re actually pretty trustworthy, aren’t ya?” Claugh asked, smiling bitterly.



The man noticed Claugh approaching and watched him. “You’re fast. Heh, heheheh. I like a lively hunk of meat—”



He paused, then made a face like he just realized something.



“—You,” he said, staring right at Claugh’s face. Then he smiled. “Ah. You’ve grown to look so delicious.”



This was the best.



That’s what Claugh thought.



“So you’ve got the nerve to remember me! I’ll make you regret not killing me back then!”



Claugh waved his right arm, the very arm that man had eaten off back then. When he did, the magic circles tattooed onto him began to glow.



He could do this. He could kill him. There was absolutely no way for him to dodge this.



And on top of Claugh’s attack, there was that power waiting behind him.



“You can’t escape!” Shuss yelled and threw a knife.



“Whoa there,” the man said, dodging the knife easily. But then he paused. The distance between him and Claugh was shrinking into nothing.



Claugh reached out to grip him with one hand while raising the other arm high to attack with his hand, hard and sharp like a blade. That hand was always soaked with his enemies’ blood, giving him the nickname Crimson-Fingered Claugh Klom.



The man was surprised, and jumped back with speed past what a human could reasonably do. He seemed to dance as he dodged Claugh, moving ever farther back…



“You can’t escape this way. I dedicate the words of our contract - fire the beast of light dancing within the heavens!”



A great beast of light formed above Bayuz’s head. Then it shot in the direction that the man was trying to escape to.



He didn’t have anywhere to run now. Claugh was attacking him from the front, Bayuz’s magic from the back. So the man stopped in his tracks.



“…This is for what you did to my allies,” Claugh said. “Die.”



But the moment he swung his arm, the man laughed. “You’re the one who’s done for.”



The man opened his black eyes wide in the face of defeat. When he did, a scarlet cross appeared in their depths. It shone brightly. And when it did… Bayuz’s magic was sucked into them.



“I devour power…”



The man sped up to the point that Claugh couldn’t see him move.



“…and use it as my own.”



Claugh felt a sensation like his arm moving. But it was so fast that he couldn’t see what had happened, much less react.



Then the man drew away. He held Claugh’s tattooed arm in his hand. He rose it up high…



“…Ah…”



That was all Claugh could say. His whole arm had been ripped from his shoulder. What just…?



Blood was pouring out…
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“S-Sir Claugh!?” Shuss screamed.



“Tch. This is bad,” Bayuz said. But his concern was soon drowned out by the rest of the army.



“C-Crimson-Fingered Claugh is…”



“What the hell is wrong with this guy…?”



A commotion was rising up within the army. This was bad. The army would lose their coherency without their commanding officer. And that wasn’t all. Seeing Crimson-Fingered Claugh Klom get hurt like this was absolutely wrecked their morale, painting it over with despair.



“You thought you could win?” The man asked. “You foolish livestock. You really thought you could kill your predator?”



He sunk his teeth into Claugh’s arm like it was a delicious treat…



That was it.



“M, monster…”



“Th, this is impossible… we can’t win against a monster like this!”



“Quiet!” Bayuz yelled. “Stay calm and take him out!”



But his command fell on deaf ears. The soldiers were already scattering in the directions  they felt best to flee to.



The man… no, the human-eating monster, groaned as he ate Claugh’s arm. “Ahh, aahh… I’m so, so glad that I saved this for later. It’s amazing. There’s so much power flowing through it. I could just… I could just…” He faltered his in his mumbling. It all came like he was intoxicated off of Claugh’s arm. “I could just kill everyone here…”



The monster moved. But Claugh didn’t. Because the damage to his shoulder was too severe. He wouldn’t be able to stand at all if Shuss weren’t supporting him now, trying to pull him away from that monster.



“Gh… shit, Sh-Shuss…”



Shuss didn’t spare him a glance. He just focused on getting them out. “Y-you need medical care  now. I’ll definitely save you. I definitely won’t let you die.”



But he was going to die. Claugh already understood that. Shuss would die, too. Because he couldn’t escape while helping Claugh like this. The two of them would die here. But if Claugh stayed here… if he stayed here and let that monster eat him, then the rest of the soldiers might be able to escape. He couldn’t run away knowing that. “Let go… Shuss—”



“I’m not listening to your orders now!”



Claugh grimaced.



This was the kind of person Shuss was - he was too serious, too honest, and from time to time made a decision that ran contrary to Claugh’s.



Claugh really liked him. He was a great subordinate. No, a great friend.



Sion would be fine even if Claugh died here. Even if he didn’t have Claugh, he’d have Shuss, Miller, Luke, Calne… Even Bayuz was a pretty good guy.



There were plenty of other guys who could do his job in his place. And all the soldiers here - soldiers of Roland and soldiers of Estabul - were people that Roland needed for its future. He needed as many of them to get away as possible. That monster would attack as many people as he could, and there was no way Claugh could let him do that.



Claugh used all the power he could muster to move his remaining arm to shove Shuss off and onto the ground.



“Wh… Sir! What are you…”



Claugh ignored him, turning to face the monster instead. “H-Hey, monster! I bet my flesh was real tasty! Don’t go fooling around with others! Come finish eating me!” Claugh tried to yell. But it came off more like a strangled groan. He didn’t have the energy to try again if the monster didn’t hear him. So he just hoped it worked.



The monster turned to him, a delighted expression on his face. He stuck his tongue out to lick his lips…



“Hah… so he did hear me. Good,” Claugh mumbled and sighed in relief.



He felt Shuss grab onto him again.



So Claugh shook his head. “Hurry up and get out of here. I can’t get away like this. You know that. I taught you to be more adaptable than this. So get out of here. That’s an order.”



“I-I told you, I’m not listening to your orders now—”



“It’s an order. I don’t need you anymore if you won’t listen.”



Shuss’ face curled up. Just that one sentence brought him so easily to the brink of tears. “Fuck… fuck!”



Shuss glared at the monster.



Claugh couldn’t help but smile at the sight of such a funny expression. “Tell Sion and Noa I said hi, ok—”



Something grabbed Claugh by his hair, pulling him across the ground.



“—huh? What!?”



And then he heard the absolute last person he wanted to hear on his deathbed talk. “Are you some kind of idiot? A dirty man like you has no right sending a message to Lady Noa.”



It was Bayuz.



“Wh, what’re you—”



“But,” Bayuz continued with that hateful tone of his, “even the death of a guy like you would make our kind Lady Noa sad. So I’ll save you.”



“You dumbass… Go save someone else th—”



“Idiot,” Bayuz interrupted again. “Look. Roland’s soldiers have started to fight the monster again so they can help save you.”



“Wh…” Claugh mumbled. He was at a loss for words. “But that’s so stupid…”



“Roland’s full of people just as dumb as you are. It seriously pisses me off, because it makes it look like you’re more popular than I am. God, it pisses me off. I hate it. It’s so stupid.”



“Wh-what’re you…”



Bayuz paused. “I’m saving you because you piss me off,” Bayuz said. Then he raised and arm and yelled. “Soldiers of Estabul, look here! I’m saving this idiot Rolander from the brink of death! Let’s put them in our debt!”



“Yeaaahh!!” The soldiers cheered back.



Apparently demeaning Roland had a great effect on their morale.



“All soldiers, use magic! That means you too, idiot Rolanders! One spell per person! Withdraw once you’ve fired it - get out of here as fast as you can! Staying here is a death sentence!”



The air was filled with light, some in the form of letters, others magic circles. The two types of magic were completely different, but right now they were being used for the very same goal.



“You idiot,” Claugh said. “Everyone will just hit each other doin’ this.”


Bayuz clicked his tongue. “That won’t happen. That monster seems to have the power to absorb magic. So he’ll absorb it all.”



It was true that the monster absorbed Bayuz’s spell when that scarlet brand rose in his eyes, but…



“But what if he doesn’t?”



“Just pray that he does, idiot. It’s too late to do anything about it now.”



“A, are you kidding!?”



Bayuz ignored him and looked to Shuss. “Hey, Shuss or whatever your name is. Give this idiot a hand. He’ll die no matter what happens here if he doesn’t get treatment stat.”



“Y, yes, understood.”



“Whoa, whoa, Shuss! Why’re you listenin’ to him!?”



Shuss just smiled. “Well, I was just thinking that Bayuz is a better person than I originally thought. I think we’ll really be able to get along with Estabul’s soldiers!”



Claugh wanted to yell back, ‘What part of him’s supposed to be good!?’ but… he just didn’t have the strength for it. He was being attacked by a horrible drowsiness thanks to his blood loss…



“Augh, shit…”



That was all he could say.



“Hm. Looks like Marshal Good-for-nothing’s finally kneeling before me and acknowledging that I deserve to be more popular. One just can’t help the facts. Lady Noa will surely praise me for uniting the armies like this… hm? Oh, my calculations were correct. The monster’s absorbing all of the magic. Now we can all get away.”



“We did it, didn’t we!” Shuss said.



“Mm. I’m glad. By the way, Shuss. What do you think of quitting your job and becoming my subordinate instead?”



“Huh? Um, well, er, we have to get Claugh medical—”



“C’mon, just leave him. It’s fine. You’re outstanding, unlike this dumbass. I love people like you. Just leave this blood-stained fool and come with me…” 



Claugh’s consciousness clouded over. He couldn’t make out their words anymore. But he was sure that Bayuz was still talking shit about him, even if he couldn’t hear it.



Claugh smiled bitterly. If he got medical treatment in time and made it, then hopefully he’d remember this so he knew to kill Bayuz when he got the chance.



His heavy eyelids were trying to close on their own. But he forced them open. When he did, he saw a vortex sucking the light of everyone’s magic in. He could see a scarlet cross shining in the center of it all, and he could hear the laughter of someone making light of him, of all humanity.



“…You son of a bitch,” Claugh spat in the moment before falling unconscious.




---




They are monsters. Monsters with crimson-branded eyes that kill and eat a great number of human beings… 



She read that in the far north of the continent. It was information that she’d been looking for for a long time now. Despite how much trouble she’d been having looking for it before, this place was full of the information she needed.



“This is so annoying… I’ve been travelling around the continent for the past two years looking for this. Of course it’s in the last place I look,” Kiefer Knolles said, dejected. She had honest red eyes and red hair that matched. Her slender body was well trained, but she’d fleshed out just a bit over the past two years. She still couldn’t win against her older sister’s figure, though. That was her latest worry. She was already older than her sister had been when she died, too…



What if she was finally reunited with Ryner and he said that she wasn’t womanly enough and hated it? She was really worried about that…



“I can’t believe I’m this worked up about appealing to a guy… if my sister were alive, I’m sure she’d have a few killer tips that’d put Ryner in a daze every time he sees me…”



She thought of her beautiful sister as she mumbled to herself. Thought of her sweet smile…



It had been years since both of her sisters died, but she could still remember them both vividly. At least she could pride herself on that. She pictured them in her mind - her two sisters who she’d never meet again…



“……”



Kiefer smiled sadly, then forced herself to focus back on the task at hand.



“Now, then… I better get back to researching.”



She was inside of a small library, one that was situated in the farthest north country in all of Menoris - it was Gransled, a town in the Gastark Empire.



“……”



It was just a village even though it was in the Empire… and Kiefer couldn’t help but react with shock when she heard that it was the king’s birthplace. He’d been raised here, too. And it was just a village!



But that was whatever.



The important thing was the library. She’d come here for Ryner’s sake. Her goal was to release him from the curse of his Alpha Stigma. She hadn’t been able to find any leads before reaching Gastark. But now that she was here, knowledge about it was commonplace.



They were monsters who ate people. Monsters who destroyed everything. And so the hero’s descendants…



They were stories straight from the kind of fairy tale world that one would tell children about before bed.



It was fitting, given the country. It was a place of extraordinary natural beauty… though one could also say that it was underdeveloped. Life was rather inconvenient in Gastark. Due to its location, snow was piled on the ground for a good portion of the year.



There were few checkpoints to officially enter the country through, and on maps it’d always been a tiny little country, too small to bother with writing a name on… maybe it was better to say that it had been like an autonomous city? Despite its size, it was a rather old, historical place. Its land was just so undesirable that other countries never bothered to conquer it… still, was there any reason for its independence at all at that point…?



And then there was the present.



Gastark abruptly started invading other countries. It conquered a bunch of other small countries, until finally becoming a great power… even Imperial Stohl, a country even larger than Roland, was just brought to its knees by Gastark.



“…That should have been impossible,” Kiefer mumbled. But Gastark had defied the odds. It just sounded like something out of a fairy tale. Then again, everything was like that here.



Still…



“Eyes… eyes… eyes… I don’t need to know about anything else.”



She looked through her keywords again - the scarlet symbol, going berserk, loathed monsters… and Alpha Stigma. She searched the library for every little bit of info on those topics, then read through through everything thoroughly.



The library only had four wooden tables for guests to use. Kiefer’s table was covered in piles of books. She closed the book she’d just finished reading and added it to the pile of things she’d already looked through, then heaved a sigh.



“Geez, what’s up with this? Just when it’s getting to something I’m interested in, I can’t get any further.”



And that was being literal. The pages she was interested in were all stained or torn out… like it was being intentionally hidden.



She could find all of the basic info about Alpha Stigma bearers here. But she already knew all of that.



She began to examine her next document. It had an itemized list of information rather than paragraphs.



	They are indistinguishable from human children at birth.



	They react to environmental triggers at some point, causing a red pentagram to appear in their eyes, proving them to be Alpha Stigma bearers.




	It is said that their eyes have a clear and truthful view of the world down to its fibers. This allows them to copy spells the instant they are activated.




	They react to environmental triggers and go berserk at some point, their ability to see the truth collapsing in on them. They then seek to destroy the world down to its fibers.




	An Alpha Stigma bearer who has gone berserk cannot return to the way it once was.





“…But Ryner came back,” Kiefer whispered.



There were countries like Roland where this much information was difficult to find due to the sheer fear and hatred surrounding Alpha Stigma bearers leading to taboo surrounding them even in literature, but this kind of basic information wasn’t too difficult to come by in most places.



They all said that Alpha Stigma bearers couldn’t go back to the way they were if they went berserk once. But Kiefer knew that Ryner could.



So what did that mean? She had a few theories.


1. Ryner wasn’t a normal Alpha Stigma bearer.



2. Ryner could control his power through his strong will.


 



She didn’t think that either of those were correct. Because she’d seen him go berserk firsthand. And it was different from how the information about an Alpha Stigma bearer’s berserk state was described, no matter the country… They were on a completely different scale.



A normal Alpha Stigma bearer could kill many soldiers when berserk, but not an entire army. But Ryner…



Kiefer skimmed the next few pages. The one she settled on had both text and illustrations. Her eyes narrowed.



She thought of her final and most recent theory.



3. Despite having a scarlet pentagram in his eyes, Ryner was not an Alpha Stigma bearer.



“……”



Then what was he?



She stared at the illustrations. It was something she hadn’t seen in any of the other countries she’d visited. There were various brands. And the title of the page… was ‘Regarding Cursed Eyes.’



“Cursed Eyes…”



That was new. And yet, the pages just after this one were all torn out…



The other books and documents were the same.



“Uugh… Stop leaving me hanging…”



Just when she finally found something promising, too. She felt like she’d just been sent to hell.



She was so disappointed that she was getting dizzy. Kiefer cradled her head in her hands. “M, maybe I should take a little break…”



“Oh, you’re finally on break?  Want to have some tea then?” Someone asked from behind her. It was a voice she knew, though she’d only met him once. Because his voice was powerful and memorable. It was… but wait, why? He shouldn’t…



Kiefer turned around. It was indeed who she thought it was. He had long brown… no, pink hair with a gentle wave to it. He had a well-trained but lanky figure. But what caught her attention was his left eye. It was closed like he was winking. But… it wasn’t. It wasn’t there anymore. His remaining eye stared at her with unwavering confidence. It gave him a special sort of charisma. She could see a secret resolve in his eyes… and innocence like a child’s.



Riphal Edea was his name, but it was unlikely that people addressed him as such often. Because he was king of this country… no, king of the whole Northern Continent. The Dictator of the North.



She recalled the sight of him slashing his sword. When he did, a great light appeared. It was an unforgettable moment. He had a long, dark sword three times the size of his own body… a sword that could only be used if he offered himself up as sacrifice first. And when he did, the single slash of his sword was enough to decimate one hundred thousand of Stohl’s soldiers. Then it devoured Riphal’s eye as compensation. Because its power used his flesh as food to work.



And so he traded his left eye for the death of one hundred thousand people…



The king had an unwavering resolve despite his loss.



He’d been on the verge of tears after. “I definitely won’t let these lives be in vain. I definitely won’t forget this moment. My sins definitely won’t disappear. I am a mass murderer. A mass murdering king. If that’s something that can be cursed, then curse me. But even so. Even so, I must keep moving forward… Now…”



All it took was one look to know that he was an outstanding person. He was charming, popular, and courageous. He had all the necessary components to be a king, and yet somehow he was still very different from Sion. He was the reason that Gastark was so strong. It wasn’t because of his sword. It was because of him. He’d even trade his own body to make his dreams come true…



Kiefer was scared.



Why was he out here in the countryside? Well… she did call it the countryside, but on paper this was Gastark’s capital city.



Kiefer had heard that Riphal was in Stohl right now. He should be busy establishing an occupation force. Not out here hanging out in a library… But here he was.



She couldn’t detect even the faintest hint of deceit in his smile. And it was a very charming smile. To the point that it made her want to sing his praises. Gastark’s women probably all melted when they saw it. But Kiefer tensed her body.



“…Let’s see. I’m not someone with strong likes and dislikes for the most part, but I don’t think I’m too fond of stalkers.”



His eyebrows shot up in surprise. He seemed a little dejected. “Oh. You noticed?”



That was way too honest of a reaction.



Kiefer groaned at her own stupidity. This man wasn’t an idiot. Of course he would have realized that she wasn’t actually from Stohl back on the battlefield… and then he must have decided to investigate where she was really from. If she was from a country that he would someday go to war with, he’d capture her and tortured her to get her to reveal the secrets of her country’s magic. But he let her go back then. No, that wasn’t it. He let her go so he could learn why she came to Stohl in the first place.



Of course, Kiefer wasn’t exactly telling everyone about travelling the continent. She made sure to be careful in order to avoid being followed. But… she didn’t realize that she was being followed this time. She didn’t notice at all. And she was usually very good about noticing. She was confident in her ability to notice tails if she just focused for a moment. But maybe it was her confidence that’d  been her downfall?



She thought about Riphal’s sword. About its overwhelming power that so resembled Ryner’s Alpha Stigma. Maybe she could find a lead in it?



Either way. She’d been careless. Because she didn’t notice that she was being followed. She couldn’t run at this point. The whole library was probably surrounded by Gastark’s soldiers.



So what should she do? She whined to herself in the corner of her heart. What should she do? Should she off herself now? If she did, she could avoid being a burden to Roland by keeping their magic secret… At least she could probably avoid them questioning her about her native country. Though the Kingdom of Estabul was no more, she still had a responsibility to keep its magic secret.



…No. She crossed all those thoughts back out. She was being naive.



If they wanted her to talk, they’d get her to talk. Whether it took torture, drugs, or brainwashing magic. There were countless ways to get someone to spill.



“……”



She tensed her body and prepared herself.



She had two choices here. She could either manage to get away somehow, or she could die.



Riphal just smiled. “Ah, you don’t need to be so tense. Nothing’s gonna happen.”



Kiefer instinctively scowled. She hated feeling like he could see right through her.



“There aren’t any soldiers outside either, by the way. If you want to escape then do so. Run to your heart’s content. So there’s no need for you to be so hasty.”



“…Hm. So you’ve already looked into me so much that you’re confident that you could find me again?”



Riphal shook his head. “No. My subordinates were investigating you before, but they’ve since stopped.”



“Why?”



Riphal smiled confidently. “Because it’s more fun to make a pass at a girl you don’t already know everything about, after all. It’s no fun if there’s a one-hundred percent success rate,” he said cheerfully.



Kiefer suddenly felt very tired. “What… exactly do you mean by making a pass?”



“I’m going to hug you,” he said with the same overly enthusiastic tone from before.



He was serious. Seriously an idiot.



The tense feeling faded from her as soon as she realized that.



“…Aren’t you being, like… way too straightforward?” Kiefer asked, suddenly exhausted. “I was expecting you to interrogate me… Wait, is that what the tea was for? You’re hitting on me with tea? That’s so corny.”



Riphal’s eyes widened in surprise.



Bullseye.



Kiefer pressed a finger to her forehead, internally groaning at how dumb this all was. “You’re way too easy to understand.”



Riphal laughed, pleased.



He smiled and laughed often. To the point where she began to feel a little less down, despite herself.



“Let’s have that tea then,” Riphal said. He turned to an old man who’d been reading behind them for some time now. “I’m gonna borrow the kitchen for a minute, okay?”



“Don’t get it too dirty now, you Edea whippersnapper.”



“……”



It was a conversation between the king and the library’s owner, and yet…



On top of that, he’d seriously left his back unguarded and facing her.



“Ugh, what’s with that?” Riphal complained.



“Haven’t you even considered that I might be an assassin from abroad?” Kiefer asked.



He turned back to face her with a grin. “I’ve got one eye, and it’s to read women with.”



“…Your pickup lines are hideous,” Kiefer said, her distaste evident.



But Riphal just looked mischievous. “That’s fine. I’ll give you some info on Cursed Eyes to make up for you dealing with them, so look forward to it while you wait.”



“Wh…”



Riphal disappeared into a door behind the counter before she could react. Kiefer stared dumbfounded for a moment before scowling.



“What kind of a pickup line is that… ugh, I guess he really did look into me.”



The library felt very quiet with him gone. The library’s owner just continued to read quietly instead of saying anything to her.



“…This country is really weird,” Kiefer mumbled.




---




The tea that Riphal made was surprisingly tasty. It had a kind of weak taste, but it was exceptionally fragrant, which made her think it was an herbal tea of some sort. She wondered idly if it was the standard here in the north. It was a new flavor to Kiefer, who had grown up in the southernmost country in the continent.



“Do you like it?” Riphal asked.



Yes, though she hated to admit it. Riphal’s eyes shone when she nodded.



“Right? It’s super delicious. It’s a rare tea, you know. You can’t find it outside of this town. But I was born and raised here, so it’s all I ever drank growing up.”



So that’s how it was.



He was smiling because she praised the tea. Her praising the tea meant that she was praising the town that he grew in, which meant that she was praising him. That was his reaction.



What a child!



“There’s enough for more, by the way,” Riphal said. He smiled at her, happy as could be… and it made her want to smile too. So she averted her eyes.



“I’ll have some more then, but only because there are leftovers.”



“Really? I can also make more whenever.”



“Uh, right. More importantly, let’s get to talking. You were going to give me some information?”



Riphal glanced to the stack of books Kiefer had accumulated on the other side of the table. “None of the things you wanted to know were in those, right?”
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Kiefer tensed. That was true. Everything had been torn out, or blotted out… “Were those pages removed on your orders?”



Riphal shook his head. “Not on my orders. I did it all myself.”



So he came here as soon as he knew that Kiefer would enter this library just so he could destroy the information before she got to it. She shivered.



But then he continued, interrupting her thoughts.



“But see, I did all that back when I was a kid.”



“H, huh? Seriously?”



“Miss,” the old man behind the counter said, “Don’t be like him. Tearing up books is disrespectful to the authors—”



“Ughhh I know thaaat. How many times have you given me that lecture now?” Riphal asked. “And I’m already an adult, you know—”



“You? An adult? You’re fifteen at most—”



“I’m twenty-three!! Geez, when did your internal clock stop ticking?” Riphal asked. But he seemed happy even now, like he was enjoying being treated like a child… Riphal looked to Kiefer. “Y’know, he’s usually not this silly. It’s just times like this—”



“I’m not being ‘silly!’” The old man yelled. He threw a book at Riphal, which hit him square on the head…



“Ow!! That hurt! Also, isn’t that disrespectful to the book!?”



“Don’t be stupid. That wasn’t me. It was divine punishment from the god of literature.”



Kiefer’s tension lessened again listening to their argument. What part of any of this made her get serious again, anyway? No matter how she looked at it, they were just the village troublemaker and the old man tasked with disciplining him…



“The god of literature, huh?” Riphal repeated as he rubbed his aching head. Then he turned back to Kiefer. “Do you believe in gods or anything?”



“…Is that a quality you’re looking for?” Kiefer countered. His question came off like he was trying to figure out if she was from a religious country or not.



Riphal shrugged. “It’s just one of those things I’d like to know about the woman I’ve fallen in love with,” he said. “Second Private Kiefer Knolles.”



Kiefer was quiet for a moment. He was seriously hard to deal with. She never introduced herself, and yet he knew her name. “How much do you—”



“Just your name.”



“Liar.”



“You don’t believe me?”



“Of course not. There’s no reason to stop at my name, now, is there?”



“I just wanted to know the name of the world-class beauty I met on the battlefield,” Riphal answered easily.



“I’m not going to tell you anything even if you flatter me.”



“I’m not just flattering, I—”



“Don’t try to banter with me!” Kiefer yelled. She felt like she was being toyed with. Everything was just a game to him. He’d probably researched everything about her just to come here and toy with her. Men were the same no matter the country…



Kiefer’s thoughts trailed off as she noticed Riphal giving her a kicked-puppy face. “Mm? Are you shivering…? This is bad. Did I really scare you? Aww, shit. My bad. I really only looked up a few facts…”



“……”



He was trying to make her doubt herself. It was, no doubt, another game of his.



“I really only looked your name up,” Riphal said. “Because you were so beautiful, and I just wanted to know.”



As if!



Kiefer glared, her eyes sharp. “You knew that I was researching the Alpha Stigma, too. I know damn well that you dug up more than my name—”



Riphal looked troubled. He pointed to the books on the table, where she’d left that book about Cursed Eyes out…



“Ah,” Kiefer said.



T-that was true. He could easily figure out what she was researching by the books on the table. But still.



“But still, you were trying to figure out if I believe in a god or not—”



“That’s because I’d understand your interest in Cursed Eyes better if you were religious, since they’re the same general concept,” Riphal said. “Sorry, I could have explained that better. But you’re a foreign beauty away from home alone. You have to be as cautious as you are. I understand that. I’m in the wrong here. Let me try again, okay?”



His eyes sharpened, and the cheery air about him changed into something more solemn. “I… don’t hesitate when I need to kill someone. I don’t hesitate when I torture people, either. Kiefer, if I meant to kill you, I’d have done so back on the battlefield.”



Now he seemed like the king he was.



This was his true self, one that could inspire awe in the viewer.



“Wh, what the hell,” Kiefer said. “Don’t say my name so suddenly.”



She regretted those words the second they were out of her mouth. It was a stupid thing to say. She knew she’d lost already.



The king smiled. It was a carefree smile, like a child’s. “So you can just relax. It’s okay, Kiefer. Do you feel better now?”



“……”



She cursed herself for relaxing, even if only a little. How frustrating. Everything was going at his pace. She’d just told him not to say her name, and then he went and did it again right after…



“You really… just do whatever you want, don’t you?” Kiefer asked.



“Well, I am a king.”



“…Ugh. I guess I can’t refuse you either, since you’re a king?”



“Do you hate that?”



“I do,” she said instantly.



Sure enough, his dejected expression was way too easy to read…



Kiefer sighed. “Augh, geez. It’s not as bad as the irritating noble schtick, I guess.”



She recalled the nobles who had killed her sisters, tricked her, and used her…



It was hard for her to deal with someone this straightforward. Because she was a traitor. She betrayed everyone in her home country… and this straightforward honesty was downright charming. To the point where she hated it. She’d probably manage to betray this guy at some point, too…



“C’mon, look,” Riphal said. He took three folded pieces of paper out of his pocket and placed them on the table in front of Kiefer.



“Huh…? Wha…”



It was the pages following the illustration in the document she’d been reading before all of this. They had several symbols on them, like pentagrams and crosses…



Regarding the Cursed Eyes.



It was the information Kiefer was looking for…



But that meant…



“They’re pretty old books, and that information’s in more than one place, you know. I’ll explain it even if you can’t read it yourself. As far as I know, there are five types of these monsters we call Cursed Eyes…”



“F-five types!?”



In the end, he really had researched her, hadn’t he? He already knew that she was researching the Alpha Stigma. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t have brought these papers with…



This was bad. She had to run…



Riphal continued calmly. “These monsters are real tough to catch, you know? If we go in order of how easy they are to nab, then it goes like… the Future Eyes, Torch Curse; the Copying Eyes, Alpha Stigma; and the Dream Moving Eyes, Ebra Crypt. Those guys are no big deal. But the other two… The Resentment Eyes, Will Heim, and the Annihilation Eyes, Iino Doue. Those guys are a real pain in the ass.”



Kiefer froze.



This was the kind of information she’d been looking for. He’d frozen her in place from the allure of this information. This was exactly what she was looking for. She’d been single mindedly thinking of how to get out until now, but… now all she could think of was what he just said.



So there were five types of Cursed Eyes… and apparently Alpha Stigma wasn’t even that strong compared to some of the others. According to Kiefer’s theory, Ryner’s Alpha Stigma wasn’t really Alpha Stigma at all… He could be one of the other types.



“It says that much on the papers I just gave you, but… sorry. The rest is a secret for Gastark’s people’s eyes. Do you still want to know the rest?”



“……”



Of course she did.



He was really in control of the situation now. It was like an all-you-can-eat, but for bullying her.



“By the way, you probably can’t find the details we have about Cursed Eyes anywhere else. See, this region’s got some special circumstances, so there are more Cursed Eyes around here than in other places… The circumstances are secret too, of course. I’ve ordered my subordinates to go around destroying this kind of info throughout the world, just like how it is in this library - all the important pages have been destroyed. The keywords I have them after are ‘holy sword,’ ‘Cursed Eyes,’ ‘contract,’ and… ‘god.’ They’re all fairytale-like stories, so no one realizes. And if they do…”



Riphal’s face wrinkled with sadness.



She recalled what he’d told her before. That people who don’t regret killing others are trash.



So they killed them. They destroyed information in other countries and killed those who realized what they were doing.



She understood why, too. It was because of that sword. It had immense destructive power, and all it took was a swing… The world would surely end if everyone had a sword like that.



Riphal continued, pained. “But the world is starting to realize. This place is a normal, but poor town. The only foreign visitors we get are those who are seeking information like you are, Kiefer. Because they want to save someone, or because they want power. But the same thing will happen no matter their reasons - things will get worse. I need to act as quick as possible to minimize the sacrifices…”



“…And become king of the world. Right?”



“Yeah,” Riphal said and nodded. But his expression wasn’t one of greed. It reflected pain, sadness, and regret. That and the strength to move forward. 



“…So you’ll kill me, too…?”



“No. I told you earlier. I don’t hesitate when I’m going to kill someone. You haven’t reached the status of someone I need to kill yet,” he said and gazed right at her.



He looked serious. She didn’t think he was lying. So she had to make the right choice here.



She had two options.



One: Leave this place without the answers she was looking for.



Two: Listen to Riphal’s information… and cooperate with Gastark.



Riphal held out his hand. “Will you come with me?” He asked kindly. His voice was full of charm. And she… didn’t hate him. Right. She could still be happy if she took his hand now. Many people had probably come here seeking information and decided to take his hand at this point, deciding to cooperate with him and work towards saving the world. That was probably part of how Gastark was getting so big so quickly.



So was it wrong for her to take his hand? She didn’t think anyone would complain if she did.



So she put her hand in his.



“Tell me your information.”



As usual, Riphal was ridiculously easy to read. His lips curled in a smile that could melt hearts.



Kiefer smiled back. But that was just an act. She was used to smiling while lying by now.



She’d chosen her third option: get the information she wanted, then betray him. She might be killed, but…



She felt a presence through the window and looked over. Several people in black cloaks who had concealed their presence until now had appeared. They were calmly leaving…



“……”



She couldn’t sense any killing intent from them…



She looked back to Riphal. Gazed at him, the dictator of the north, as she smiled.



She definitely wouldn’t lose.

    


    
    Chapter 6: Because You're Already Cursed

    
    “…They’re late.”



Ferris was waiting for her servants’ information in the Eris gardens. Sion had arranged for Calne, a strangely cheery servant, and Eslina, a rather huffy servant, to find information regarding Ryner’s whereabouts at once and then report back to her, but…



She looked up. The evening sun was dying the Eris lands a pretty color as it sunk past the trees in the distance…



“They’re way too late…”



She was starting to lose her patience.



Ryner had checked out of his inn yesterday. A whole day had passed. He could have crossed the border and left the country in that time.



She knew that she was the most capable person when it came to looking for him, but here she was, waiting in a place like this. She didn’t even have any clues.



“…It’s probably impossible to find him by now,” she said, as expressionless as always. But her annoyance and impatience were getting stronger the longer she waited. The red of the setting sun was irritating her.



She recalled Ryner from when she last saw him. He was the same unmotivated, lazy, and worthless man as always. But…



She was hit by a sense of uneasiness.



There was just…



“……”



There was just something different about him yesterday. She thought it then, too. Something about his face was weird. Back when she met Ryner for the first time, she noticed that he had a certain way of smiling. It was more ambiguous than most people’s - an incomplete, half-way there sort of smile…



“…Mgh.”



Something was irritating her. And on top of that irritation, she felt a vague sort of pain in her chest…



She was surprised at these feelings. Because she’d never felt them before.



“What is this…”



It felt like it was squeezing her heart.



“It’s…”



She thought of that smile.



“It’s…”



It was really an incomplete smile.



She suddenly heard Ryner’s voice in her head.



“Uhehehheh. I sure stood you up. Did you seriously think I was gonna meet up with you? That’d be such a pain. I’d rather ditch this country on my own so I can attack as many women as I want and take as many naps as I want! Yahhooooo!”



“What a bastard. I will definitely kill him once I find him.”



Apparently that was what this feeling was. She really, really wanted to punch Ryner’s stupid face right now, but he wasn’t here to punch, so she was getting irritated.



So he was the source of her anger.



“I see,” she said to herself. She felt a bit calmer now that she’d identified the cause of the pain in her heart. “Geez… what is that Calne fellow even doing—”



She abruptly stopped as she felt something change. She looked away from the sunset and to a garden stone.



“What do you need from me? Brother.”



He appeared on the stone as she spoke to him. He had the same blond hair and porcelain skin as her. His eyes remained closed.



Lucile Eris.



“…How long have you been watching me?” Ferris asked.



“Since always,” Lucile said with a smile. “I’ve always been watching after you ever since you were a kid.”



Ferris remained expressionless despite her brother’s smile. She looked back at the sky. The sun was setting and it was getting dark. The day was ending. That meant that it was over 24 hours since Ryner was last seen. He was surely…



Ferris’ eyes narrowed. She looked away from the sky.



“Brother.”



“What is it?”



“What did you do to Ryner?”



Lucile’s smile didn’t falter. “I warned him against making a pass at my sister.”



“……”



Lucile was certainly smiling. But it was a smile devoid of emotion. It was like a mask.  And it scared her.



She was different. They had the same hair, the same eyes, and the same features… but they were different.



He wasn’t just emotionless. He was empty. There was truly nothing inside of him.



His expression was inorganic. It lacked human kindness. No, it lacked any humanity at all…



And then his expression changed. It became troubled. Bitter. But that too was a purposefully constructed fake… “Oh? You’re glaring at me? This is a new expression for you. I have never seen you make it before. You’ve felt another new emotion, haven’t you?”



“……”



The mask continued. “You’re becoming an adult now too, aren’t you? Even though you used to be so little…”  



“……” 



She was frozen. Frozen and shivering.



The thing in front of her… what was this thing in front of her?



She didn’t know, so she couldn’t stop shivering.



Things had always been this way, ever since that day. He saved her then, but was always…



“Really,” Lucile said kindly. “On one hand, I’m happy to see my beloved sister growing up so fast. But on the other hand, it’s a little tough, you know?”



“……”



She shivered at the words she couldn’t say: what did her brother do on that day?



“It’s really tough. Because it feels like you’ll end up somewhere that I won’t be able to reach, you know?”



“……”



He changed on that day. That was the unmistakable truth. And he probably changed… so that he could save her. But her brother…



“Brother, what did you do on that d—”



“They’re here, Ferris.”



“Mm?” Ferris turned to check the path. But nobody was there. “What do you m…”



Lucile was gone when she looked back.



“…He dodged the question…”



That or…



She heard the back gate open. But it was a faint sound that was very difficult to hear because the gate was pretty far from where she was now. She wouldn’t have heard it if Lucile hadn’t brought her attention to visitors and caused her to start listening. But he said that before the gate opened. So he must have noticed the visitors before they ever reached the gate.



“……”



There was an overwhelming difference in what they were capable of. But that had always been the case. She’d never been able to compare to him. He was a genius. A textbook genius.



She watched the butler, Croseli, lead her guest to the garden. It shouldn’t have been possible for anyone to sense a visitor from that distance. And if they could…



“……”



Ferris didn’t say anything. But her usual expressionless face took a bit of emotion - a little sadness, and a little pout.



“Brother… Just where did you…?”



But she didn’t finish that thought, in the end.




---




Eslina’s eyebrows were scrunched up earlier in Reylude’s castle town. “Geez,” she said. She had amber hair and was more grounded and reliable than most fourteen year olds. She looked to her boss at her side. “Calne, are you even motivated!?”



“Huh? Oh, of course I am!” Calne said. He was eighteen, too old to be called a boy, but his face was rather boyish nonetheless, and his wavy blond hair, childish expression, and delicate body only added to the overall impression. “Hmhmhmm~”



His humming didn’t help him look his age either, Eslina thought.



His official title in the Roland Empire’s army was Major General Calne Kaiwel. He’d been an right-hand man to Claugh and Sion back in the revolution, so he ended up reaching a pretty high rank, but…



“Oh, Eslina! Look!”



“Huh? What is it?”



“That bakery’s owner is a real babe, right?”



“Calne, I already asked you to stop talking about that stuff all the time! Also, this really isn’t the time for it!” Eslina yelled, then huffed a sigh. Then she stole a glance at the bakery owner. Yes, she was beautiful. She was, but she was in her forties or fifties already…



Eslina scowled. She knew that Calne liked adults… no, women who were in their late adulthood. But she couldn’t help but sulk knowing that he’d always prefer them to a girl like her… but she still believed that he’d turn back and see her one day once she became an adult too…



She was only fourteen now, but she was starting to understand the things Calne liked little by little. She’d have a chance in a few years.



That’s what she believed. But the woman who His Majesty introduced Calne to today was young, too - about the same age as Calne. She wasn’t his demographic, but he still seemed to be into her. She was even pretty enough for him to forgive her even though she called him her servant on their first meeting. It made her feel ignored as a woman, even though she was doing her best to become a woman that he’d like…



How cruel.



And he’d said that he was excited to work with such a beauty, and that Sion was the best for introducing them.



How cruel.



She really thought that. Because she was out here trying her best… but Calne wouldn’t look at her like a woman at all. Did she just not have any appeal? Or was it because she was Fiole’s sister…?



Calne’s eyes narrowed with excitement. “Ah, the bookstore owner’s—”



“God! Why are you always, always… just do your job! We need to work hard and find that Ryner Lute guy…”
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“Huh? But I’m not searching for him.”



“Whaaat!?” Eslina yelled. His Majesty just told them yesterday to look for Ryner Lute. But he wasn’t searching at all… “Then… then what are we doing right now?”



“Searching for someone.”



“B, but Ryner—”



“Yeah, we’re not looking for him.”



“Then who—”



“We’ve found him, Major General,” someone suddenly said from behind them.



“Huh!?” Eslina gasped, and turned back to see four men.



Eslina knew them. They were Calne’s subordinates. But she didn’t think they were in the military since they never wore military uniforms. They were all several years apart, each somewhere in his twenties or thirties. Just by looking one could tell that they weren’t ordinary people - they were sharp, perfectly alert, and didn’t leave any room for attacks. They bowed to Calne. “I apologize that we took so—”



“It’s fine,” Calne said with a smile. “Honestly, you guys were pretty fast.”



The men bowed again. They showed nothing but loyalty towards Calne. It was a strange sight, seeing a bunch of grown men bowing to a teenager.



“Anyway, let’s go, Eslina. Since they found the person we were looking for and all.”



“But Ryner—”



“I already told you, we’re not looking for him.”



“Th, then who—”



“You’ll see,” Calne said and looked back to the men. “So where is he?”



“He’s presently between alleyways.”



“Hmm. Then we better hurry up.”



“Seriously, who…” Eslina had started to speak, but stopped when she felt Calne’s hand tightly grip hers. She felt her face get hot. Then she remembered that holding a girl’s hand was an everyday affair for Calne. She felt ashamed of her heart beating fast from it. “…G, geez. Let go of my hand already.”



“I won’t let go.”



“Huh…”



He gripped her hand tighter. 



“U-um, th, that hurts, Calne…”



He just gripped it tighter. For a moment she thought he was going to hug her - his body was closer, his face was closer, and then… he moved right out of the way. “Whew… that was… dangerous, hrgh.” He then collected himself again.



“What was th—” Eslina had started to ask, but then she turned around to see four men collapsed on the ground in the alley - Calne’s subordinates. “Whaaat!?



One man stood in the darkness. He’d probably been the one to knock Calne’s subordinates out… wait, was she just attack too!?



“C-Calne,” Eslina said with a shiver to her voice. “We should esc—”



They needed to do their best to get away, even if only one of them could make it. But then she was pushed back onto her bottom.



“Sorry, Eslina,” Calne said. “But I really need to talk to him, okay?” Calne’s eyes shone with excitement. He looked like a totally different person now, his sharp smile on a totally different level even when compared to his subordinates’.



The man standing off against Calne had an equally sharp aura. Her impression from looking at him was that he was a little older than Calne - perhaps he was in his early twenties? He had cold eyes and wore Roland’s military uniform on his thin but well-trained body. “Why did you assign a tail to me?”



Calne glanced at his subordinates again, then shrugged. “Couldn’t I say the same to you? You’ve been tailing my subordinates… Lear Rinkal.”



Lear’s expression only got colder. “And you, Calne Kaiwel. You’re Sion Astal’s right-hand man just as much as Claugh Klom is. You—”



Lear interrupted himself to jump forward with incomprehensible speed, throwing a fist straight at Calne. Eslina couldn’t even scream in shock in time. It was just too fast.



But Calne just smiled. “I thought that was coming,” he said and caught Lear’s fist.



“Mm.” Lear took a couple light steps back.



That wasn’t enough to stop the fight, though. Calne threw a kick that landed with ease.



“Gh,” Lear groaned as he was shot back from the impact.



Eslina almost yelled ‘yay,’ but… Calne groaned too. He massaged his right arm like it hurt. When she got a closer look, it was bent unnaturally…



Eslina wanted to scream, but Calne put his other arm on it and cracked it back into place quickly… It made a gross sound as he did.



“Geez, that hurt. Now my hand’s all weak… You’re horrible. My muscles are going to ache all day!” Calne said and glared.



“…I meant to break it. But instead I’m the one with a cracked rib.”



“I cracked it? I meant to break it… well, anyway, it seems like we’re evenly matched. You wouldn’t come out of this unharmed no matter who won.”



“……”
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“That’s what you want, right? You knew that we wouldn’t be able to have a truthful conversation without fighting, so…”



“Whose orders are you acting on?” Lear asked.



“Sir Sion’s, obviously.”



“Lies.”



“I’m telling the truth. He ordered me to search for you and Sir Luke both.”



So this was who Calne had been looking for. But why? Eslina couldn’t help but wonder why Calne prioritized searching for Lear over their search for Ryner Lute.



Lear put a little more distance between Calne and himself, never letting up on his guard. “That’s a lie, too.”



Calne tilted his head to the side. “Why do you think so?”



“……”



Lear thought for a long moment. It was hard to tell if their conversation was over or not… and it looked like Lear was wondering that, too. He just stood there for some time, thinking about what to do…



Calne looked a bit troubled. He put both of his hands up. “What about this, then?”



Lear’s expression changed. But Eslina still didn’t know what was going on.



“…What are you doing?” Lear asked, his expression guarded. “Do you want to die?”



Calne shrugged. “I won’t die if you don’t kill me.”



Lear’s eyes widened. “I’ll kill you if you’re my enemy.”



“I’m not.”



Lear fell into thought once again.



“What are you so scared of?” Calne asked. “I read all about your past. I didn’t think that you were the anxious type. Instead, you’re cool and collected. You handle situations in the most beneficial way possible. That ability alone puts you at about Claugh’s level, though Luke outshines you. And you dislocated my arm so easily…”



Calne massaged his arm for a moment before continuing.



“…What are you so scar—”



Lear flew at Calne, slamming him into the wall. Then he pulled a knife out of one of his pockets and held it against Calne’s neck.



Eslina screamed and move to save him, but—



“Don’t move, Eslina!” Calne shouted.



Eslina froze. “Ah…” 



Calne smiled kindly. “Sorry for shouting. Just stay still for a sec, okay~? Because you’re already in the perfect position.” Then he looked back to Lear. “So? What’s made you lose your cool?”



Lear’s grip tightened as he dug Calne deeper into the wall. “Luke… Sergeant Luke Stokkart and Lieutenant Milk Callaud have been missing since the day before yesterday. Lach Velariore started to search for them yesterday and hasn’t shown back up, and then Moe Velariore disappeared this morning… I’m the only one left now, and I’m thinking you guys are the ones behind it all.”



“What!?” Eslina said.



“Huh? Why us?” Calne asked, his eyes wide. “I really have been doing what Sir Sion asks—”



“I looked into things, and the military’s been moving,” Lear continued, ignoring Calne’s objection. “But I can’t figure out why. Maybe it’s for noble money? But why would they capture us? And I really don’t think that the nobility would be able to do anything about Luke…”



The knife dug a little into Calne’s flesh.



“But… Calne Kaiwel. You’re strong. Smart. Who are you really working for? Answer me.”



The knife dug deeper.



“I told you… it’s Sion—”



“Liar.”



The knife dug deeper. Blood began to drop out through the fresh wound.



Stop… 



Lear lifted the knife just as Eslina was about to scream.



“Give me the truth. The whole, unstretched truth. I’ll kill her if you don’t.”



Eslina shivered. His aura was murderous. He was serious.



“Not just yet,” Calne said. “You can’t do that—”



“I’m not someone who can stay calm even when my friends are hurt,” Lear said.



“Hm. So you’re serious?” Calne asked.



“Do you need proof?” Lear asked.



“…You’re supposed to laugh when you’re telling jokes,” Calne said. His eyes narrowed. The final trace of friendliness between them faded. Then Calne spoke lowly. Lower than she’d ever heard him. “I’ll kill you if you raise a hand against Eslina.”



“Not if I kill her before you can move.”



They both moved.



“Tch!”



Calne had grabbed Lear by the arm holding his knife, then threw his whole body in Eslina’s direction.



Eslina watched as Calne flew around just to protect her.



A faint smile rose to Lear’s face. He pocketed his knife… and that was that.



“I’ve told you before. I hate those jokes worst of all!” Calne yelled. But it was his regular pitch. Hearing it made Eslina feel relieved.



“I see,” Lear said. “You will fail in your duty if you die now, but you still protected her… understood. I’ll believe you.” He sounded awfully polite, but it suited him - it sounded like this was how he usually spoke; coldly, politely, and yet his expression was somehow kind.



Eslina suddenly felt like she could relax. She sighed.



Lear straightened his posture, then continued. “I apologize for waiting so long to introduce myself. I am Corporal Lear Rinka. Your Excellency Major General Calne Kaiwel, and…”



Eslina smiled and nodded politely. “Eslina Folkal. I am employed as Sir Calne’s secretary.”



Lear bowed deeply. “I do apologize for being so rude to a woman—”



“Ah… n, no, you needn’t bow.”



Calne looked a little worn out just from listening to them. “Your Excellency?” He repeated. “I guess I am a higher rank, but… hey, wait, why are you only a corporal? Is Sion’s head on right?”



Then again, Lear was loyal to Sergeant Luke… who followed Major Rahel Miller. Their strangely low ranks continued up the ladder. It really wouldn’t be strange at all if Luke or Miller were promoted above Calne, but apparently they kept refusing promotions.



Lear continued to ignore everything Calne said. “So, Your Excellence. What exactly did you need from me?”



Calne grimaced. “Can you stop calling me that?”



“Your Excellency!!” Eslina said.



Calne pressed a hand to his head, tired. “Don’t act like a kid, okay?”



“I-I’m not a kid!”



“You’re fourteen. You’re a kid.”



“You’re only four years older than I am!”



“What age do you think people stop being a kid?”



“Um… thirteen…?”



Calne sighed.



“Wh-why are you sighing at me!? You aren’t even a good judge of age! You think that adults are people in their forties or fifties!” Eslina yelled, the fire inside her growing.



The two of them fought like kids. Lear smiled as he watched it, then seemed to recall something that made him sad. “Oh, I sure hope Chief Milk’s okay…”



“Huh?”



“Nothing,” Lear said, easily returning to his usual cool-headed self. “So what did you need—”



“Isn’t going missing, like, super in vogue lately?” Calne asked.



“What?”


 

“I don’t know if it’s related to Luke and the others going missing,” Calne continued, not minding Lear at all. “But the taboo breaker you guys were after, Ryner Lute, has also up and disappeared, you know?”



Lear tilted his head in wonder. “He’s gone?”



Calne nodded. “He disappeared yesterday. Ferris Eris, his travelling partner, is also unaware of his whereabouts. Eslina and I were ordered to search for him… so that’s what we came to ask you about. You should be pretty knowledgeable about him by now, after all…”



“…I see. Hm. So it’s gone missing… My subordinates did mention that he was preparing to leave his inn by himself. I did think it was strange, but…”



“You knew he was leaving!?” Eslina and Calne shouted in unison.



“Taboo breakers are people who have fled the country despite knowing the secrets of our magic, and it’s a Taboo Hunter’s job to find and capture them,” Lear said matter-of-factly. “My job in particular is to gather information about our target’s whereabouts to prepare for capture.”



Eslina and Calne exchanged a look.



“So where is he now?” Calne asked.



“Estabul. But he’s not taking the typical route into the region. He’s passing through the western mountains to avoid garnering too much attention. However, contrary to what he might expect, the route with less people…”



“…Is actually the easier place to capture him,” Calne finished. “Because it’s a pretty straightforward path, not one with a bunch of different forks. Man, you really saved us, Lear. Okay, that’s one job out. Now.” Calne looked to Eslina. “Eslina, can you go tell Ferris what Lear just told us?”



“Yes, sir!”



“The search party, too…”



“Understood. I will also send a messenger to His Majesty, who will be departing for Estabul tomorrow, and help prepare the search party…”



“You’re a great help,” Calne said and smiled.



Seeing it made her happy. This was what she worked so hard for. It looked like they’d be busy for a while. But…



Calne sighed, then raised a fist. “Okay! It’s our job to protect the base while Sion’s away, so let’s do it well~! Go, team!”



“Yeah!!” Eslina said, raising her fist with him.



That was how they always worked.



Lear watched them sparkle, dumbfounded.



“Come on, now. You too, Lear.”



“Huh? Oh, um… I guess… if it’s a superior’s orders, then… y, yeaah,” he said quietly.



Calne and Eslina both laughed.



“Alright,” Calne said. “Now the Great Detective Calne Kaiwel will conduct his search for the remaining missing persons and beauties—”


“There’s a beauty right here!” Eslina yelled.



“……I guess so.”



“What!? Why do you look so dejected!?”



Calne ignored her and turned back to Lear. “No need to worry anymore, Corporal Lear. I’ll use all this crazy power that Sion’s left me to find Luke as fast as possible for you,” he said and puffed his chest out.



He looked really reliable. Eslina couldn’t help but smile. When she did, Lear looked at her, and then looked at Calne…



“I feel even more nervous about it now,” Lear said.


“Why!?”



And so the days of Sion’s absence began.




---




Time once again returned to before, when the sun had already fallen completely past the horizon.



Eslina had come to the noble’s district, hurrying as fast as she could, and had just arrived at her destination. Now the butler, Croseli, was leading her through the garden…



A very beautiful woman waited for her there - Ferris Eris. She was beautiful in daylight, too, but in the light of the moon… she was honestly even more lovely than a goddess. Any man would become captivated by her. Even Eslina was at a loss for words for a moment.



She recalled the face Calne had made when he first saw her. Seeing Ferris now, Eslina understood his reaction entirely. She didn’t intend on losing, but… yeah, there was no way she could win again someone this beautiful.



“What were you doing?” Ferris asked. “You’re late. What are you, a tortoise? A slug? You horrid servant.”



“……”



Maybe she could win after all…



Leaving that aside.



“Er, I have some information for you,” Eslina said rather timidly. “We have determined Ryner Lute’s location.”



“Mm.”



“He is currently in Estabul, skirting the western edges—”



Ferris didn’t wait for her to finish. “Estabul… Hehe, hehehhehehe. Ryner, you cad. My chance to shadow you has finally arisen. Croseli, I’m leaving. Get me a map of Estabul.”



“Yes, my lady,” Croseli said happily. He handed over a map that he’d apparently prepared in advance.



“Oh, um… uh, the search party is still being formed…”



Ferris ignored her. “It’s over for you now, Ryner,” she said emotionlessly. “I’ll make your head fly through Estabul’s skies.”



Then she ran off, leaving their conversation on a scary note.



“Wha…”



She was fast to the point where it was unrealistic and soon disappeared out of sight.



“I-is she planning on looking for him alone? It must be difficult to find him all alone though…”



Then the butler suddenly spoke. “I am grateful to you.”



“Huh? Umm… for what?”



“For finding Lord Ryner. It appears to have calmed the lady down quite a bit.”



That… was calm?



That?



“……”



Apparently real beauties really did live in another dimension!



Now Eslina felt like an idiot for being jealous of her before.




---




The worst times always came when one least expected them.



Ryner’s expression was one of anguish. He groaned quietly.



He’d passed Roland and gone a ways into Estabul already. It’d take a normal person two weeks of leisurely travel to reach the village he was in now, so Ryner naturally took four weeks to get there. He was travelling on his own time now, after all. He napped here and there, but he also didn’t know if he was being followed or not, so he left the road often to throw anyone who might be around off. He was careful to come and go with a sign that he’d ever been there.



He’d been staying at his current inn for three days now, and he still couldn’t sense any pursuers. It was unlikely that anyone was after him at all.



“……”



That was good…



It was easier being alone. He could nap all he wanted. But…



“…Uuuugh.”



He groaned again, his face scrunched up with pain.



The inn he was staying at now was actually pretty big, considering the size of the village it was located in. The food was good and the building had fifteen whole rooms, all of which were perfectly maintained. But only three people were staying at in now, including Ryner. But that was more than before. He’d been the only one back when he arrived. The inn didn’t seem to be doing all that well…



Ryner commented on that fact during dinner yesterday, and the inn’s owner had said the following: “That’s not true at all. We don’t get many guests this time of year, but there’s a special constellation here that you can see in winter… It’s called the Rolika constellation. Have you heard of it?”



Ryner tilted his head. “Hmm. Rolika? Ahh, in Roland we call the one you can see in winter the Serrol constellation…”



The owner visibly tensed. “My, you’re from Roland?”



“Mm, I’m someone who ran away from Roland.”



The owner smiled. “Good, then. I’m relieved.”



Ryner wasn’t really sure what she was relieved about, though. He’d think that a regular citizen of Roland would be a better guest than a runaway criminal from Roland, but whatever. That was how Roland and Estabul were now. They had long histories of fighting and killing each other, and even the stars went by different names…



They weren’t that different, everything considered. But they still fought every time they met.



“It’s so dumb,” Ryner muttered to himself sleepily.



“Hm? Did you say something?”



“Not really. Just sayin’ your food’s delicious.”



She looked pleased to hear that. “I bet. I mean, you came from Roland. Their food is horrible. And it does make me happy to see guests eat a lot of good food, you know. I’ll give you a third serving for free, okay?”



Ryner scrunched up his face and groaned again, his face pained.



“My, is something wrong?”



“No, not at all…”



“How can you say that while making that face? Does your stomach hurt?”



Ryner shook his head. This wasn’t that sort of problem. He reached into his pocket to grab his wallet. It was thin. It was clearly empty. “Uuu…”



“Really, what’s wrong?” She asked, worried. But that motherly expression of hers only made him feel worse.



He was currently eating lunch. He’d eaten breakfast earlier today, too, and hadn’t paid for it yet. “Uugh, geez…” He was such an idiot. Why didn’t he steal some money from Sion while he was there… well, there was nothing he could do about it now that he was in Estabul.



Ryner held his head in his hands.



“Hey, are you really o—” Her words cut off, then her tone changed to something more harsh when she faced the kitchen. “Hey! You!”



A bearded man stood there. He was her husband - the inn was run by the two of them and their daughter. The daughter was at school now though… but that was whatever.



He needed to find a way out of the hole he’d dug himself into.



Should he tell her that he’d go earn some money working and ask her to put things on his tab for a while? Well, working was a pain, so that was out.



How about he asked her if he could work here to earn his food? Well, working was a pain though, so that was out too.



How about his third option? He could just dine and dash.



“……”



Anyway, he only had the one option since the beginning. That’s why he was so pained. He really didn’t feel like working, so…



“H-hey, are you alright?” The woman’s husband asked.



“Your stomach hurts, doesn’t it? Oh, I’m in the wrong here. I just love seeing guests eat their fill happily, so I got carried away and gave you too much, didn’t I!”



He looked at them. They were acting like parents worried about their son. They really were good people. Then he glanced at all the empty plates. One, two, three, four, five… actually, counting was a pain. But there were a lot. If you tell a guy with no money to eat all he wants, he’ll eat like a horse…  And it was all for the price of one meal. Because they made a comfortable profit even though it was pretty empty lately.



If only he had the money to pay for it…



“Uugh…”



“Why don’t you try using the bathroom?”



Ryner nodded. “Uhh, yeah. I’ll try that.”



He made his decision. He’d escape through the bathroom window…



It’d be fine. They didn’t have many customers now, but this was a big seasonal tourist destination. They probably weren’t strapped for cash. In fact, maybe he should steal some of their money for his travels…



But just as he was thinking about that…



“Do you want me to call the doctor from the next town over?”



“…N-no, I’m okay.” Maybe he shouldn’t steal from them after all.



“Can you stand? Do you need me to help you to the bathroom?”



They were so worried about him. Now that he really thought about it, maybe getting out through the bathroom window was a pain, too. Maybe they’d help him escape…



“…You don’t need to go to that kind of trouble for me…”



He was clearly misunderstanding something about humans.



He stood, walked to the bathroom, and opened the door. His eyes narrowed.



“……”



Maybe he should use the second floor’s bathroom instead. The window here was kinda oddly placed. But maybe it was like that on the second floor, too.



The window here was close to the road. There was a good view of the town, making it easy to see if anyone was coming but also making it easy for them to see him… but there wasn’t even a curtain, so it was obvious - they’d chained up the latch to keep guys like Ryner who’d dine-and-dash from going through with it. There went his idea of running off today… he couldn’t just escape through the window and leave his breakfast and lunch debts unsettled now.



Maybe he should just leave through the front door. Yeah. They were good, trusting people here. He’d leave through the front door.



Just as he made his decision, he saw a shadow from the other side of the window.



“Aww, someone really did notice me here. People can see right into here from outside—”



He couldn’t see them perfectly because of the angle, but what he did see was beautiful golden hair. And then they turned. Looked at him with that pretty face and blue, almond-shaped eyes. Stared right at him. Her pink lips opened and closed.



He couldn’t hear her through the window. But he already knew what she was saying: “I’ve found you, Ryner. I’m sure you’re prepared for what happens next.”



“Y-you’ve gotta be kidding me,” Ryner said and shivered.



She was expressionless like a doll, and yet Ryner still understood that she was pissed. She readied her sword…



“S-seriously!? It’s already unsheathed and everything!?” He was terrified.



Her lips moved again. He read them to see, “Heheh. The weather’s nice today. I’m sure your head will fly nice and f—”



Ryner turned to bolt before she finished, but…



He heard the strange sound of something being sliced open.



“Ry~ne~r~”



Her voice wouldn’t carry that well though the window. He turned to check, but soon regretted it.



His bill was getting even bigger… now he’d have to pay for the window, no, the whole wall to be repaired…



“H-hey, Ferris! You’re breaking way too m—”



Her sword swung at him.



“—You’re kidding, right!?” Ryner yelled as he narrowly dodged her strike. “This is b—”



She swung the dull side of her sword and hit him square on the head. He felt his mind waver. She’d hit him way harder than usual. His body flew from the bathroom towards the dining room. He’d normally have been able to soften his fall, but… it’d been four weeks. Four weeks since he and Ferris had last seen each other, and his reaction speed had already gotten too slow to react to her sword… but to be fair, she was swinging faster than usual, too.



She’d knocked him right into the dining room table. He jumped back up on his feet and glared at her. “H, hey, that was too much! You can still kill me with the dull side, you kn—”



She shot towards him, swinging again.



“Seriously!?” Ryner yelled as he twisted his body to dodge her. But that made him lose his balance and fall to the floor.



Ferris straddled him to keep him in place. “Die, Ryner,” she said and lowered her sword on him like a guillotine…



Ryner heard a scream. It was the woman who ran the inn.



“S-stop!” Her husband yelled soon after.



And then… Ryner understood. He really felt that he did. He looked up at Ferris with half-lidded, sleepy eyes. “I get it. You’re the person they sent to kill me, aren’t you?”



Her sword stopped as if it’d been halted by divine intervention. It had stopped a little into Ryner’s neck. A little blood dripped out, and the wound itself was painful in a dull sort of way.



“……”



Ferris didn’t say anything.



Ryner didn’t say anything, either. He just stared into nothing listlessly.



The inn’s owners spoke behind them.



“M-murderer… we, we need to call someone…!”
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“G-give up, woman. I’ll—”



“Shut up, outsiders.”



“…Outsiders…?”



“…Outsiders…”



The owners exchanged a glance, then looked back to Ryner and Ferris. To Ferris, who was straddling, and Ryner, who was being straddled.



“Haha… I get it now.”



“Huh? What!? You’ve gotta be misunderstanding something,” Ryner said.



“Oh, to be young… You must be so full of passion to run and jump into it.”



“Haaaah?! The hell are you guys—”



The husband smiled wryly. “Come on, boy. I understand that men will be men and cheat, but you can’t make a girl cry.”



“I’m telling you, I… c’mon, Ferris, say something!”



“……”



She didn’t. She just glared at Ryner.



“She’s too full of passion, isn’t she?” The wife said. “Oh, fine. You two can use the dining room. You haven’t seen each other in a while after all, right? Just be sure to clean up when you’re done.”



“Whaat!?” Ryner screeched. “What the hell! Why’s that the conclusion you’re coming to here!? W… it’s…”



Ryner’s objections fell on deaf ears. The owners left, satisfied with themselves like they’d just seen something great.



“Heeeeyy,” Ryner tried one last time, but they didn’t look back. They were already in their own imaginary world now, and reality wouldn’t reach them.



Ryner sighed. Then he glanced at the window. It was a perfectly natural countryside out there, overflowing with nature. It had fields, too… well-kept fields filled with crops…



It was the kind of afternoon he’d like to leisurely nap away. He even began to wonder which patch of grass might be the most comfy to nap under the sunlight in… but then he heard a voice from above. So he looked up.



“…The person sent to kill you? What does that mean?”



Ryner scowled. “Can you get off of me first? Your hair’s tickling my face and it’s really annoying.”



Ferris moved off in a rare display of her ability to listen. Ryner stood, then looked back at the broken table and scrunched up his nose. “Hey… do you have the money for repairs?”



“That’s not what I came here to talk about.”



Ryner looked back to Ferris, but soon averted his eyes again. Because she was glaring at him so hard that it physically hurt.



“I’ll ask you again. If you don’t answer, then I’ll really behead you…”



“…That’d be bad. If you get blood all over that nice couple’s ceiling, it’ll be hard to look them in the eyes…”



“…What did you mean when you asked if I was the person sent here to kill you?”



“……”



Ryner looked at the window. He really didn’t want to look her in the eyes now. Her hand was on her sheathed sword. She could really send his head flying whenever she wanted to. She’d unsheathe faster than he could react and come for him if he said anything that wasn’t what she wanted to hear. Then she’d hit him. How many times had she hit him while they were travelling together…?



Ryner shivered at the memory. He shivered, but… she’d never actually behead him. He knew that. He’d seen it in his blurry consciousness back when he’d gone berserk in front of her. The other Ryner in him had wished for nothing but destruction and began to scatter it through the world, but she put her sword away.



She was always swinging her sword around willy-nilly, but that one time… she put it away.



In other words, Ferris was just contrary. The one thing she’d never do was always the one thing he wanted. She didn’t escape when his heart was screaming at her to run away. She had just stared at him intently, just like she was doing now, and said… 



“Hey, Ryner… You wanted to move forward, right? You hated being called a monster, right? You hated killing, right? I’ve already dodged five of your attacks, but I won’t dodge the next one. After that, you need to make a decision. I don’t think you’re a monster. Okay? You aren’t a monster. You’re my ally, my slave, and my friend who I drink tea with. You’re nothing like a monster. Can you hear me, Ryner?”



He’d heard her. But all he could do was wonder what he’d do if he killed her.



And then…



“Can you hear me, Ryner?”



He could. He could hear her.



He did want to move forward. Just not with her. Not with Sion. That was all. Because people who were by his side, people who he held dear… were people he’d end up killing.



“What did you mean?” Ferris asked one more time.



Ryner smiled bitterly. “Sorry. Just a misunderstanding. Forget about it.”



“What kind of an answer is—”



“I know most of all that you can’t kill me,” Ryner said. He still wasn’t meeting her eyes. He was staring at the scenery outside as he spoke.



“……”



Apparently she finally got the hint.



“I have one more question,” Ferris said.



Nevermind. She didn’t get the hint. “What a pain,” Ryner said and cradled his head in his hands.



“What did Lucile say to you?”



“Nothing,” Ryner said and shook his head.



“What did he say.”



“Nothing important.”



“…What. Did he say.”



“Man, you’re persistent. He didn’t say—”



“He said not to make a pass at his sister,” Ferris reminded him.



Hearing that made some of what Lucile said spin around in his head again.



“What kind of impossible dreams do you ugly monsters have?”



He was right. Monsters shouldn’t dream at all. “I’m glad you have a brother that worries about you.”



“Is he the reason you ran away?” Ferris asked, ignoring Ryner’s comment.



“Nope,” Ryner said and shook his head.



“Did you run away because he threatened you?”



“…Mm? Uh, well… I mean, anyone’d run away after that kind of threat, but… that’s not my reason.”



“Night after night the billions of older brothers and fathers out there attack the women and children of the world. They’re always yelling, ‘P-please, spare my daughter… at least spare my daughteeeerrrr!’



“But her begging was soon interrupted. ‘Fuhahaha, who’d quit now! We won’t stop until all the women and children of the world have bowed down before the Demon King of Perversion, Ryner Lute!’ And so on and so on. As you can see, their wretched nature has no limits. You shamelessly ran from my brother and father because you don’t want to be attacked, correct? Do you have no pride as a demon king!?”



“…I’m not too big on pride, honestly. Also, I don’t actually think there are actually billions of father-son pairs that act like that? But whatever. Maybe he did threaten me a little,” Ryner said, defeated.



Ferris glared openly again.



“…You’re seriously mad, aren’t you?”



“I am,” she replied instantly. “I was all prepared that day, fourteen backpacks full of dango at the ready.”



“Ah… yeah, I can see that. Fourteen, huh? I guess you couldn’t have carried them all yourself,” he said and began to picture her waiting there in front of the dango shop surrounded by backpacks. Expressionless, but probably humming a little song or something.



But Ryner didn’t come.



So she probably stopped humming, surrounded by all that dango that she couldn’t carry by herself… it seemed like a pretty sad scene when he imagined it. Then she probably got angry, swing her sword out of her sheath, and yelled ‘death penalty!’ and started running for him…



He could picture it clearly. “Y-yeah, that’s real anger. No doubt about it,” Ryner said and shivered.



Ferris nodded. “You seem to have prepared yourself.”



“N-no, not at all. Can you put your sword away for a minute—”



Then he heard someone at the entrance to the inn. “Heya. Is the food ready?” It was a man. Probably another guest.



“Oh, Zepaad, welcome! I’m very sorry. There won’t be any food today.”



“Huh? Really?”



“Y-yes, well… some guests are shut up in there, you see.”



“Really? Man, I give. To tell you the truth, my wife is away visiting her family. So no one’s been around to make food for me all day…”



“Did you two have a fight?”



“Oh, no, nothing like that… ah…”



He heard the sound of something cracking.



“Huh? Z-Zepaad? Are… a…”



Their conversation died unnaturally in the middle…



“What’s going on?” Ryner wondered. He turned his head towards them and heard another sound. This one was like something spurting up.



It was a sound that Ryner recognized.



“Ryner,” Ferris said.



“Mm?”



She was looking out the window, so Ryner followed her gaze to look out. It was the same country landscape that he’d looked out at just a little while ago. But the dirt road that ran through the town… was now littered with pieces of meat and stained red…



“…Is that blood?”



Then he heard the husband’s throaty, deep voice from the second floor. “I’m sorry, Zepaad. I can make you a boxed lun… ah… gh…”



The same cracking from before rang out, and his words faded.



“H-hey, Ferris…”



“I know!”



“Hm, that wasn’t it either,” someone said from outside. “Weird.” It was a man’s voice. He sounded pretty elegant. “I should be able to meet them here. Where are they?”



Then he tried the door to the dining room.



“Here, maybe?”



He very slowly pushed the door open.



Ryner tensed. He didn’t know what was going on, but…



A young man peeked his head through the gap in the door. He had black hair, black clothes, and even black shoes. He was a dark spot in the room, all the way down to the floor…



“…You bastard,” Ryner said and scowled.



The floor outside the dining room… was red. Red with blood.



The man’s mouth was red, too. Like he was a kid who’d gotten a little messy eating strawberry sauce. But that wasn’t what was on his mouth now. It was blood.



“You bastard… what do you think you’re doing?”



The man looked between Ryner and Ferris. “Hmm. Which one…?” He took a step into the room. When he did, a sound followed him like he was dragging something.



Ryner looked at it… and silently screamed. Ferris groaned behind him.



He’d… been dragging hair. A woman’s bloody hair. The inn’s owner…



The man followed Ryner’s gaze. “Her meat was really tender, but she’s really week so it wasn’t very tasty.” He let go of her head completely, letting her remains fall gracelessly to the floor. Then he looked back at Ryner happily. “I don’t want to eat cheap meat anymore now that I’ve seen you guys. You want it?”



“Wh-what the hell,” Ryner spat.



“…Apparently he’s even more of a pervert than you are,” Ferris said. “But…”



Ryner understood without her saying it. This guy was strong. Overwhelmingly so. One could tell just watching the fluid way he moved. He left no gaps. He seemed to notice everything.



He was even stronger than Ryner. He could tell with just one glance. He couldn’t feel the powerlessness and despair he’d felt when he confronted Lucile, but… still.



“You two seem really strong… and you smell really tasty… I’m getting hunger pains standing here. Lafra was right. It has to be one of you two. I’m gonna figure it out, okay?” The man said and began to walk towards them.



Ryner spoke. “Don’t m—”



“What?”



“Whoa!?”



He’d appeared before Ryner instantly, forcing him to dodge. Then he tried to grab Ryner’s face.



Ryner threw himself down to dodge again.



Ferris swung her sword to keep the man from Ryner… but he fell back, easily dodging her.



His reaction speed was unbelievable. He didn’t seem worried at all, either. He moved without tensing himself, whether he was moving or attacking. He seemed to watch his opponents muscles twitch and move so he could perfectly calculate how they’d move before they did. Then he jumped forward again with his full speed.



“Shit… he’s fast,” Ryner said.



“But not to the point where we’re helpless,” Ferris said.



Ryner nodded. “I know. We can do this.



The man watched them, surprised. “Two two have good eyes. To the point where I wouldn’t think you’re human.”



“You’re even farther from human than we are, moving like that,” Ryner spat.



The man tilted his head. “Huh? I look human to you?”



“Huh? What?”



“…I guess you’re human, then. I guess it must be the blonde.”



“What!? I don’t get you,” Ryner said. “My head hurts.”



“He’s strong,” Ferris said. “Don’t shittalk him.”



“Can we really take him?”



“It’s your turn.”



“Well, I’ll be fine,” Ryner said and smiled. Their enemy might be super fast, but he and Ferris had fought all kinds of monstrous enemies together. People who’d used those terribly strong Heroic Relics, for example… so their strategy for fighting an opponent like this had already been decided.



Ferris guarded.



“Mm,” she said and moved in front of Ryner and swung her sword. Her speed always surprised him. He understood why the other guy thought she wasn’t human. But the man easily moved away. He was the real deal, that was for sure. They might not be able to win.



Ryner opened his mouth to say the incantation for a spell that sped him up drastically as he drew letters in the air. It was a spell he’d copied with his Alpha Stigma back when he fought Estabul’s Magical Knights.



“I dedicate the words of our contract - give birth to the beast of malice sleeping within the earth!”



His body began to shine faintly. He’d be faster now, about as fast as Ferris.



“Magic?” The man asked.



Ryner didn’t answer. He kicked off the floor, then the wall, to arrive behind the man. Then he started another spell up by drawing a magic circle. Now that he’d accelerated his movements with magic, it was much faster than casting the first spell. Light gathered in his magic circle.



The man dodged Ferris’ sword again, putting him in just the right place.



“It’s over,” Ryner said. “I wish for thunder - Lightning Flash!”



Light gathered in the center of his magic circle. There was no way he’d be able to dodge this.



The man watched the lightning bolt form… and smiled. Opened his eyes up wide. When he did, a strange symbol appeared in them. It was a cursed symbol, much like Ryner’s pentagram. But it was a different shape. It was a scarlet cross. “I devour…”
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The lightning was sucked up into his eyes. The acceleration magic, too. Ryner lost his balance from the lowered velocity of his movements and fell to the ground. But he didn’t take his eyes off of the man’s eyes.



Ferris swung her sword, but the man didn’t mind it. He had a joyed… no, pleasured expression on his face… “Ah, ahhh… amazing… your power’s so amazing…”



Ferris’ sword was fast approaching.



So the man whispered. “And then fire.”



Ryner lost sight of the man. Then his face was grabbed and slammed into the wall. Ferris’, too.



“…You monster,” Ferris muttered.



The man looked at Ferris with eyes that seemed to go right through her… and then smiled happily. “I’m sure the cows and pigs that you guys eat every single day look at you with the same eyes you’re looking at me with now. They look up at their predators with fear… and with eyes that have given up…”



Then he looked back at Ryner. At his eyes. He peered into him with his cross-covered eyes… and nodded, satisfied with himself. “I’ve finally found you. It’s pretty faint, but your scarlet pentagram’s risen up… your Alpha Stigma, I mean.”



“Y-you…”



“My name is Tiir Rumibul. I’m sure you can tell by looking at me, but… I bear the God’s Eyes Iino Doue. I came here to pick you up.”



It was sudden. Even if he was trying to explain, it just made Ryner more confused. An Iino Doue bearer? He meant the scarlet cross in his eyes, right? Then…



“God’s Eyes,” Ryner repeated.



“Hey,” Ferris said. “Don’t listen to h—grk!”



Tiir had gathered a little power. That alone was enough to silence Ferris.



“H-hey!” Ryner said.



“Don’t worry. I won’t kill her yet,” Tiir said. “There’s something I have to check first… But… I see. I don’t know how you guys say it here in the south, but… have people looked down on you and called you a Cursed Eye before?”



What a strange question… Ferris was right. This wasn’t the time to be chatting with him. And yet. And yet, he’d started thinking of the answer in his mind.



This guy knew things about Ryner that he himself didn’t. He had those eyes, too… eyes Ryner had always wanted to know more about…



Cursed Eyes… wasn’t a phrase used in Roland. But he’d heard those guys from Gastark say it back when they were trying to make him go berserk… They’d said something about Alpha Stigmas not being all that high-leveled among the Cursed Eyes until they went berserk.



“Cursed Eyes… are you talking about my eyes?” Ryner asked.



“That’s an insult humans use against us,” Tiir said. He was actually pretty mild-mannered. “The correct term is God’s Eyes.”



“I honestly don’t care what you call them. But… do you mean there are more? It’s not just the Alpha Stigma?”



Tiir looked a little troubled and sighed. “Ahh… so I need to explain all the way from the beginning… I heard that there were few God’s Eyes bearers in the south, but I didn’t think it was this bad… well, there’s nothing I can do about that now. I’ll explain. Come on, let’s go.”



“Huh? Where?”



“To where my friends are. I came here specifically to pick you up.”



Ryner was left confused once again. Friends? Like, other Cursed Eyes? And they were all gathered somewhere? Wait, more importantly… Tiir came here to pick him up?  “I dunno about that,” Ryner said with a glare. “How did you even know where I was?”



Tiir sighed like this was a joke to him. “Like I said, there are different kinds of eyes… oh, whatever. We can talk about that later—”



“I have something else I need to ask you first, too.”



“What is it?”



Ryner looked out through the door to the dining room. At the sea of blood that coated the floor out there. “Why did you kill the owners…?”



Tiir just sighed even deeper. “Ughh, low-ranked eyes… especially Alpha Stigmas. We’d save so much time by not having this conversation if you were Will Heim…”



“Huh? Will… what’s that?”



Tiir ignored him, then looked to Ferris, perplexed. “So… is this thing important to you, or something?” Tiir asked. But he sighed again before Ryner could even answer him. “Hmph. I can’t say it’s very smart for an Alpha Stigma bearer who might go berserk to have a pet they care about—”



“That’s enough,” Ferris interrupted. “Prepare yourself.”



Prepare? For what? Ryner was about to ask, but… the window suddenly shattered. An arrow broke straight through it, then landed in Tiir’s shoulder.



“Mgh…”



Ferris jumped up to act now that the opportunity had presented itself. “Hide. More arrows are coming.”



“Huh? Wait, but… from where?” Ryner asked. He turned towards the window. Countless Rolandic soldiers stood outside. And at the front of their army… stood a man with silver hair and unforgettably confident golden eyes. “S-Sion!?” Ryner yelled.



Ferris grabbed Ryner by the hair, then pulled him back and broke out in a sprint.



Tiir whipped his head to look at them. “I won’t let you esca—”



Ferris’ sword interrupted him. She swung it, and he did dodge. But he backed into the arrows’ firing range, and was soon impaled in his leg, then an arm, bis back…



An arrow hit.



“Uuuhh…”



Another.



“Youuuu…”



He just kept getting hit. Now there were ten stuck in him…



Then Ryner and Ferris made it out, leaving Tiir out of sight. Then they ran to the bathroom, then through the wall that Ferris had broken in advance…



The whole inn was surrounded by soldiers. It was like a battlefield.



“Don’t use magic under any circumstances!” Sion yelled to the soldiers. “Our opponent is able to absorb its power. Fight with bows and swords, no matter what!”



“Bows?” Ryner repeated. As far as he knew, bows hadn’t been major a thing in war for over a hundred years. At least not in Roland. Magic overtook their use for shooting arrows when it became more complex… but that was just Roland. He was sure they still used them in other places. But anyway, they didn’t really make them here anymore… so it was really surprising when he looked around to see everyone holding a bow.



Sion caught Ryner’s eyes and ran over. “Hey, lost kiddo. Are you hurt anywhere?”



“Lost… what am I, a preschooler!?”



“You are,” Ferris said.



“Aren’t you?” Sion asked. “I mean, you ran away from home the second you weren’t happy about something. Come on, now, your daddy’s got lots of money. Do you want anything? Just say the word.”



He was just being made fun of… “I suddenly want to run away from home again,” Ryner mumbled to himself.



“Sion! The hell are you dilly-dallying for!” A redhead yelled as he approached. He had red eyes and a muscular body. He looked really strong despite the fact that he was missing his whole right arm. “I’m gonna go check if that monster’s dead or not.”



Mon…ster…



Ryner looked at the redhead.



Sion shook his head. “No, Claugh. Don’t get too close to the inn. I already said this, but we need to restrain him with bows and arrows alone.”



“But… even a machine could tell that guy’s—”



“Don’t. We’re not here for you to get revenge. Forget about your arm and the people he killed. You haven’t recovered yet. I can’t lose you here…”



“Agreed!” A young soldier piped up from behind.



“Ggh… Damn you, Shuss…”



“Are you really gonna ignore what I’m saying in front of the other soldiers?” Sion asked.



The redhead scowled. “I, I apologize for my rudeness… Your Majesty.”



Then the redhead lead the young soldier away.



Ryner looked at Sion. He never really got to see him acting like a king… “H-hey,” he whispered. “You’re like, acting like a king right now.”



“It’s only an act,” Ferris said. “It has to be. He’s trying to look good in front of us.”



“Ahh… yeah, Sion does do that sort of thing. He’s always tried super hard to be popular and stuff, ever since our school days…”



“…Hey, you two,” Sion said, tired. “Can you at least try to be quiet? I don’t want my subordinates hearing that.”



“Thank us first,” Ferris said.



Ryner gave an exaggerated nod. “Yeah, she’s right. Only if you thank us first.”



“This isn’t really the time for that,” Sion said, then shot a pained look at the inn. “The arrows aren’t having the effect I was hoping for… This is ba—”



A black shadow suddenly shot up into the sky. It flew through the air, then landed gracefully in front of Sion’s feet with a dull sound.



“…This is bad,” Sion said one more time. Then he looked down. A dead body had just landed in front of his feet.



Ryner recognized the body. It was one of the other guests who’d been staying at the inn. The body was in a pitiful state. It was half-eaten, like a beast had gnawed at for nourishment…



And then they heard a voice.



“Arrows, arrows… but not magic ones. Normal arrows from normal bows… amazing. Bullseye. You hit my weakness right on the mark. I might have died if there wasn’t a meal waiting for me on the second floor…”



Ryner looked up towards the voice. Tiir was sitting on the railing of the inn’s second floor’s porch, gripping part of his ‘meal,’ as he called it.



Sion looked up, too. “I see. So you don’t need to absorb it from magic. You can get it from cannibalizing people, too… and in doing so your wounds heal to the point where you feel comfortable appearing in front of an army and chucking a dead body at us. But arrows are made of wood - you can’t get anything from them. Because what you’re absorbing from magic and bodies is their spirit, right? You can’t absorb it directly from the air. You need someone else to gather it up first, whether in their body or in the air for magic. So you’re trapped, now, as long as we don’t use magic.”



Sion spoke with full, unwavering confidence. But the soldiers behind him had lost their calm.



Sion had voiced his theory and was now observing his opponent for a reaction. Whether he was right would decide if they could win or not. He’d withdraw without hesitation if Tiir laughed at his theory.



But Tiir didn’t laugh. His eyes opened wide like he was surprised. When they did, his scarlet cross-shaped brand appeared in their depths.



“…Not bad,” Tiir said. “Your nerves must be tasty. Every now and then one of you pop up. Humans like you, I mean.”



“Hm. So I was right.”



“Yes, I suppose I’d say so.”



“Do you want to eat me?”



“I do.”



Sion smiled meanly. “But you won’t be able to.” Then he raised a hand. “Bows at the ready!”



The soldiers all readied their bows at the sound of his command.



“I’ll only ask once,” Sion said. “Will you surrender?”



“Nope.”



“Then you’ll die here.”



Tiir shrugged, calm as could be. “Can I tell you the flaws in your theory first?”



“No. I’m not open to bargaining,” Sion said.



Tiir smiled. He wasn’t bothered at all.



They couldn’t shoot him like this. They couldn’t shoot him without confidence. They couldn’t realistically fight an enemy whose abilities they didn’t know - they’d all die if he ended up able to do something that they didn’t expect. Sion, who the soldiers were devoting their lives to, felt that more than anyone.



“The first mistake in your theory is assuming that I can’t take energy in through the air. I can. It just takes time. It happens even when my eyes aren’t technically activated, so I can’t use magic at all because of it. I’d just absorb it again. And it’d not as effective as getting it from magic or people. But I’ve been sitting here eating out of the air this whole time, so now I can easily kill all of you before you ever shoot me.”



Sion glared at Tiir. “Hah. Why don’t you come do that then?”



Tiir smiled happily. “The second hole in your theory… is that I can’t eat you if I’m not strong enough.”



“How can you say that?”



Tiir pointed down… at Ryner. “Because if I killed all of you right now, then that Alpha Stigma bearer would go berserk,” Tiir said. Loudly, too. So that every single person here could hear him say it.



Sion grimaced. “This is bad.”



It was too late for him to do anything about it, though. He’d already lost control of the situation. Because his words had reached all the soldiers, who were already making a commotion.



“…One of our allies?”



“An Alpha Stigma bearer…”



“Him.”



“He’s one, too…”



He was used to it. Because he’d heard it so, so much by now.



“He’s a monster, too.”



“Shut up!” Sion screamed.



The commotion stopped. They were a pretty obedient army. But…



“See?” Tiir asked. “That’s humans for you. They aren’t compatible with you in the slightest. But I understand that these humans are dear to you. So I won’t kill them. But I think it’s better for you if you come with m—”



“Don’t fuck with me!” Sion yelled. “Ryner’s… Ryner’s different from you! He’s not a—”



Tiir smiled. Smiled like he’d been waiting for this. “He’s not a ‘what’ like me? A monster like me, right? Isn’t that what you were going to say…?”



“Uugh,” Sion groaned.



“So your name is Ryner. Okay, Ryner. Come with me. This place doesn’t suit you.”



“……”



Ryner didn’t reply. He just stared up at Tiir’s face… no, into nothing.



“Hey, Ryner. You don’t need to listen to him,” Ferris said.



“……”



“They’re looking down on you, thinking of you as a monster… they fear and loathe you. Is there really any need for you to stay there with them? Are they really something you need to protect?” Tiir raised a hand up. “Come with me,” he said, then moved that hand back to point it at himself. “Fire some magic at me. Then I’ll have the power to take you from this place.”



“Shut up! Ryner won’t use magic on you!” Sion yelled.



But Tiir smiled, perfectly composed. “He’ll do it. That’s the final difference between your theory and the reality of the situation. You guys can’t understand how dark our hearts have gotten after being betrayed countless times by humans. Right, Ryner?”



Sion and Ferris looked at Ryner. At his expression. When they saw it, they were at a loss for words. Ryner didn’t know what face he was making. It was only when they looked at him that he understood.



Ryner smiled. Or at least tried to. But he failed…



“It’s… it’s not your faults,” Ryner said. “I loved you guys.”



Ferris glared at him. “I didn’t chase you down just to hear that.”



“I won’t let you go,” Sion said. “You’re my—”



“I don’t want to be a burden to you anymore,” Ryner interrupted. “It’s hard keeping a monster who might go berserk at any time as a pet, right?”



“I… since when—”



[image: DYD_v07_pg253]



“The orders you gave Luke Stokkart…”



“……”



So that was his answer.



Ryner didn’t need to hear anything but his silence. So he really did order Luke to do that.



“…The person sent to kill you,” Ferris mumbled like she’d just realized something. Sent to exterminate him… for being a monster.



Tiir smiled. Like he was enjoying this.



“…You’re wrong,” Sion said. The pain in his voice was palpable, but… he never did say what part of it was wrong. So there was no need for him to look so pained in the first place. Ryner wanted to tell him that. He was the one in the wrong, not Sion. He could make Sion that pained just by being here, after all… 



But it was okay. Because this was the end. Ryner raised his hand to draw a magic circle in the open air. “I wish for thunder…”



Sion scowled, then looked up at Tiir. “No! I definitely… I definitely won’t let you do that! Everyone, fire! Kill the monster!!”



Everyone’s arrows fired on his orders. The sky became a sea of arrows. But Tiir was still smiling. He raised his hand towards Ryner. “Come on.”



“Don’t, Ryner!” Sion screamed. It sounded like he was on the verge of tears.



“Sorry,” Ryner said. His magic circle gathered the last of the light it needed. “Lightning Flash.”



His spell shot through and burned countless arrows on its way to the second floor of the inn.



Tiir’s eyes opened wide as he smiled, proud of his victory. “I devour power… and fire it!” He said as he absorbed Ryner’s spell. He really was enjoying this. “Let’s go. Our friends are waiting.”



Tiir moved faster than the human eye could follow. The army… even Sion probably didn’t see him. They probably just saw him take arrows and think that he might’ve died. But Ryner and Ferris could see him and react.



“I won’t let you,” Ferris said. She reached her hand out, but… Ryner swatted it away.



Her eyes widened in shock.



When Ryner saw that, he thought he should try to smile one last time, but… Tiir gathered him up in his arms, then bolted away with unreal speed. Ferris was out of sight in seconds.



“…See you, Ferris,” Ryner said. He wasn’t really able to smile as he said it, in the end.

    


    
    Prologue II: —Even So, I Hope She Can Smile Someday

    
    It got worse the closer it got, and it only ever approached faster.



It was a dream he thought he’d grasped. Happiness he thought was in his hands. But then he wondered why he’d even wanted that in the first place.



He couldn’t recall, even though he’d sacrificed so much for it. Even though he’d killed so much for it. He’d become so obsessed with moving forward that he could hardly recall why he was doing it. And by the time he realized that, Ryner had already disappeared.



“……”



Sion couldn’t see it. Maybe no one could. But he knew that something had happened. He knew, so…



He couldn’t…



He raised his head. When he did, a dazzlingly confident smile was plastered on his face. It was the face of a king. He turned back to face the soldiers, who all still had their bows at the ready. “The threat has retreated. We won!”



He couldn’t…



The soldiers cheered in absolute joy. They didn’t have to understand anything at all - if their kind said they won, then that meant that they won.



Their enemy had disappeared amidst a sea of arrows. The vast majority of soldiers had probably seen it as their enemy… as that monster being annihilated. So they cheered and applauded Sion for leading them to victory. He was their matchlessly benevolent lord, their hero king. They all sang his praises.



Ferris looked at him. “King… huh?”



With that she turned away and began to walk off.



“Hey, Ferris. I…”



“Ryner was right. It’s not your fault.”



“No, I…”



“All you did was try to protect the things that—”



Sion didn’t hear the rest of what she had to say. Because her voice was drowned out by cheers. Then she disappeared among the soldiers. But he still watched the place she’d disappeared to for some time.



Nobody criticized him at all.



“How can you say it’s not my fault?” He whispered.



It obviously was.



Just listen. Listen to them sing his praise. Listen to how no one criticized him, all because he was their perfect king.



Even with Ryner… he just did what he had to do. Who could criticize that? Who would criticize that?



He recalled what Ferris said. He recalled the face Ryner made at the last second. He looked like he wanted to be forgiven, to the point that it’d brought him to tears.



Sion was the one who had hurt him, and yet… no one… no one would criticize him…



“I can’t… breathe…”



No one heard his gasping voice. The only thing they heard was the sound of everyone singing his praises.



It was too loud. Overwhelmingly loud. It was worse the closer it got…




---




Ten days had passed.



Ferris had already returned to Roland. She was going through her morning routine, chatting with the owner of Wynnit Dango just like always. This was her morning routine before she left on her journey with Ryner - she’d come here morning after morning to sample the daily dango and chat with the owner. So she was doing it again now that she was back in Roland and all.



Everything had gone back to how things were before she went on that trip. Nothing had changed at all. And nothing was wrong with that.



“What do you think of today’s flavors?” The owner asked her.



Ferris nodded while stuffing her cheeks. She was happy about the taste. It was absolutely perfect. It’d been perfect before she left, too, but now it was even better than that.



In the end, the best dango of all was the dango closest to home.



What more did she need in life?



The owner took a good look at his dissatisfied face, then spoke. “Even so, you’re going to go on another journey for the world’s best dango, aren’t you, Lady Ferris?”



Ferris looked down at her feet. There were seven backpacks full of dango that the owner had prepared for her there. Then she looked up at the rising sun and cloudless sky. Today would definitely be bright and sunny. There was no better weather than today’s. She could easily spend it having a fun dango party with Iris, Arua, and Kuku in the Eris gardens.



She really didn’t have anything to be dissatisfied about. She didn’t need anything else…



But she swallowed her dango, then picked all seven backpacks up.



“…No, this time I’m going on a journey to find that idiot and discipline him,” Ferris said. It was far too faint for anyone to notice it, but she was smiling.
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