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    Prologue: Illusion


    I had the same dreams every time we slept together.


    I whispered that it was another good day as I watched the sunset. It was fun. I didn’t worry about tomorrow coming because I was sure that would be fun, too.


    And so the sun set and night came. I waited for morning with excitement bubbling in my chest.


    My world always sparkled from the light of your smile. I’d pet your hair and whisper that I loved you. When I did, you’d tell me that you loved me too. I thought those days would continue forever. I was sure that tomorrow would be fun too.


    We’d surely, surely be happy.


    And we should have been… but it was just a dream.


    You smiled sadly and told me not to. Why? Why couldn’t I? I tried asking, but you just smiled that sad smile of yours.


    You said you should go.


    I said I didn’t want you to. I screamed that I didn’t want you to leave me. But you didn’t listen. You embraced him, then me.


    You said you loved us. You love us… so you have to leave.


    Her decision was set in stone. She was absolutely certain of it. I couldn’t stop her.


    So I opened it.


    I opened it. And that was the beginning of the end of this country.


    I was crying… but I still opened it.


    It was something that should never be touched, no matter the circumstances. It was a path that should never be traveled. It’s something that should never, ever be opened…


  




  

    Chapter 1: Peace


    It was a totally plain door, despite being right in the heart of Roland’s imperial capital of Reylude’s royal castle. It was also supposed to be the door to the king’s office, which just made it weirder.


    Ryner Lute knocked loudly. “Sion, you in there?” He asked, though his voice lacked enthusiasm.


    He waited there for a moment, standing without any motivation at all. His black hair was in the midst of a thousand year long bedhead. His eyes were the same dark color, and they currently stared at the door he’d just knocked on.


    “Heey,” he said. “C’mon, rise and shine. It’s morniiiing.”


    No answer.


    Ryner knocked again. “Come on, you stupid king! Your beloved Ryner’s returned to the country after a whole monnnth. Come see himmm.”


    Yeah, no answer.


    “…Hey, Ferris. Looks like he’s not here?”


    Ferris stood beside him, a cold atmosphere surrounding her. It was probably because of her emotionlessness. She had shiny blonde hair, blue eyes, and although her face was so beautiful, it entirely lacked amiability. She had a sword bigger than her arms strapped to her waist.
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    Ferris took a step forward, balled her hand into a fist, then punched the door as a knock. “Sion! What are you dawdling for!?  Hurry up and get the door and greet us! Roland’s true king has returned!”


    “True king…?” Ryner repeated. He looked around to confirm that he and Ferris were the only ones there. They were. Who was the ‘true king’ supposed to be then? Ryner tilted his head. “Who’re you talking about? You can’t mean yourself, right?”


    She shook her head furiously, instantly flustered. “D-d-don’t be stupid! How discourteous! I rule the whole world by divine right! You can’t begin to compareeeee!!” Ferris shouted, full of energy, just like she was an actor on stage.


    Ryner was gloomy in comparison. “The hell’s with you… well, whatever. I guess it does feel good to shout sometimes. So, um, who’s the divine ruler of Roland, then? Pretty flashy name. You don’t mean me—”


    “Of course not! There’s no way that you two could ever comparee!”


    Ryner couldn’t help but flinch at the sound of her yelling. “R, really now… so what’s got you so energetic today?”


    Ferris turned her pretty face to him to glare. “There’s no way you could compare to a king, now is there? You hardly work, do nothing but nap day in and day out, and have that attitude that you’ll ‘totally cause other people trouble if you go with them’ and—”


    “Wait! I never said that!” Ryner argued.


    That didn’t stop Ferris. “Then you clung to me, sobbing, saying ‘Is it really okay… if I live?’ and such, and—”


    “Uwawawa, you’re seriously going there!? I, uh, I guess I did say that, but—”


    “As you can see, you’re a weakling. You’re a billion years too early to compare yourself to the king!”


    “…Uuuh…”


    Ryner couldn’t argue anymore. A billion years? What kind of measurement was that!? And who the hell was the king even supposed to be? He didn’t even have the power to voice those objections…


    He’d really said that line to Ferris back in Nelpha. When he thought about it now, he felt like he’d die of embarrassment. He’d even been crying. He knew in the moment he said it back then that his life was over. He’d given her enough fuel to ridicule him for the rest of his life. This was going to happen every single day now.


    She didn’t ridicule him like this at the time. Instead, she said that she’d be lonely if he died. That was it. And that was all he needed. Those words saved him. They made him feel like he could face the future again.


    And yet. And yet!


    “‘…Is it really… okay if I live…?’” Ferris repeated.


    “Uwaaaahhh pleeeeaaaassseee just stooop!! I can’t take anymore! I’ll run away from home! No, I’ll kill myself!”


    Ryner tried to run, but Ferris grabbed him by the collar. “Heheheh. You fool. Do you think you’ll always be able to run away from me that easily? I will shame you for this for the rest of your life. Eeeveryoneee, this here man—”


    “Gyaaahhhh a demon’s got meeee!!”


    And so the two caused a scene right in front of the king’s office.


    On the other end of the hall, some guards started talking. “Hey, do you hear something?”


    “It sounds like it’s coming from the king’s office.”


    “Think it’s an intruder!?”


    Ryner and Ferris exchanged a look.


    “Wh-what should we do?”


    “Mm. I’d like to share the details of this embarrassing story with those two as w—”


    “Rejected! Ugh, I’m just gonna go in,” Ryner said and pulled a wire from his pocket, then stuck it through the lock. It clicked in seconds, unlocking the door. They entered, then quickly shut it.


    “Hm!? There’s no one here!”


    “Don’t you think they might’ve gone inside already?”


    “No, that’s impossible. I heard that the lock on this door is special. They probably just ran off somewhere else.”


    “Alright, let’s search for them!”


    And so they left.


    “‘Heheheh. No matter the lock, getting inside is a piece of cake for me, the master panties thief Ryner Lute!’ Or something, right?” Ferris said.


    “Or something…?” Ryner repeated, tired. Then he looked down at the lock. “So this thing’s special, huh? Any good thief could pick that… The king’s security isn’t actually that secure. Is Sion okay living like this…?”


    “Mm. Well, my brother’s with him,” Ferris said. She sounded bored.


    “Ah… okay.”


    Right. The head of the Eris family was supposed to guard the king. They were a mysterious family of nobles said to guard the king generation after generation. They were all oddly strong. Ferris was a part of that family, too. Ryner glanced at the sword she kept at her waist. She could swing it way faster than anyone could ever expect, and always used that skill to whack Ryner over the head with it… She was even faster than Ryner when he was accelerated via magic.


    It was stupid.


    How strict was their training? How many died for it to make a young and thin girl like Ferris as strong as she was? Just imagining it felt horrible.


    The guy who guarded the king had power even more monstrous than Ferris’. His name was Lucile Eris. He was the head of the Eris family and Ferris’ older brother, and Ferris was right - as long as he was here, it didn’t matter who broke in. No one would be able to harm the king.


    Ryner grimaced against his will when he recalled his encounter with Lucile, the man who dragged him down into despair with a vague smile. He was too strong to be considered human. Too overwhelming. No…


    “……”


    He couldn’t even think of calling something like that human. Lucile had disappeared in the instant that he smiled. He didn’t erase his presence or move to fast to be seen or anything. He had literally disappeared, then reappeared to strangle Ryner and try to murder him. That wasn’t… something that a human could do. Ferris’ brother was not human.


    So what was he?


    Ryner thought back to what Lucile said while he strangled him.


    “Ferris isn’t a monster, right? Ha, haha. Right. That’s right. Do you think I don’t know that? Ferris is different. A curse doesn’t run through her blood. She’s different from me… and from you…”


    Cursed blood.


    Ryner hadn’t thought too hard about it back when Lucile said it. Because they were words that he was so intimately used to hearing. Cursed blood, demon child, murderous Alpha Stigma bearer. Right. He was cursed. So? He already knew that. People had already told him plenty of times.


    Lucile hadn’t stopped there, though.


    “So don’t get the wrong idea. She doesn’t need you. She’s already freed of her cursed blood. Freed from mine. Freed from yours. So you can’t put it in her. I won’t allow it.”


    What did he mean?


    Ryner understood the part where he was cursed. He was an Alpha Stigma bearer, so he was a monster. And he could understand that Lucile was cursed too. It was impossible for someone to be that much of a monster without having some kind of secret. But what did he mean when he said that Ferris had already been freed of her cursed blood? Had Ferris also been cursed at some point?


    “……”


    Ryner looked at Ferris. She was ridiculously beautiful, just like always. More than a human could be, sure, to the point where it’d be hard to argue if she said she had fairy or goddess blood or something… but it didn’t sound like it was something fun like that.


    Ryner was cursed. Lucile was also cursed. But Ferris had been released? What did it mean? Did Ferris and Lucile both have a curse like the Alpha Stigma, and then Ferris alone was released from it…?


    Ryner crossed his arms in thought. “Hmmmm…”


    He quirked an eyebrow to widen his right eye. A scarlet pentagram shone in the center of it. His eyes caused him to go berserk and kill the people he loved. They were cursed. He was cursed….


    “……”


    According to Lucile, Ferris had been freed from her curse. Didn’t that mean that there was a way for him to be freed from his curse too? No, that was too optimistic. But Lucile probably knew something about it, judging by how he’d been talking. At the very least he knew more than Ryner did. “So… what does it mean?” Ryner whispered.


    The dojo that he met Lucile in had been odd, too. Nothingness had spread before him. It was like that place was isolated from reality itself, settling instead inside a deep darkness… a deep nothingness. But only Ryner’s eyes could see it. Ferris couldn’t, Iris couldn’t, and the Eris butler couldn’t.


    Arua couldn’t, either. What was the difference between their eyes?


    “……”


    Ryner had wondered about it time and time again. It was the number one thing that he earnestly wanted to learn. And yet… he allowed Lucile’s words to torment him and lead him astray.


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


    Lucile said his dreams were impossible.


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


    Right. That was right. His hands couldn’t reach anything. But his heart was always screaming at him anyway. It said that he was tired of being alone. It wanted someone to touch him. It wanted someone to be here with him. It wanted someone to smile at him… it was always, always screaming that inside his chest… but he ran away.


    He ran away without even trying.


    “…Ugh, why’d I ever leave Roland?” Ryner wondered out loud. “There’s all sorts of things I can only do here…”


    Ryner held his head in his hands.


    Of course Ferris couldn’t let him do that quietly. “‘Is it really okay… if I live?’”


    “Gyaaaahhhh please just stooooppp!!”


    “Oh? What’s wrong? Are you struggling because you’re going through puberty? Confide in your big sister.”


    “P-puberty…? Aren’t you bullying me a little too much?” Ryner asked.


    “Heheheh.”


    “…Um, are you really mad? Because I ran away?”


    “Mm. Naturally. My slave left without my permission, and didn’t even tell me where he went. Now your master is angry with you.”


    Ryner smiled a little meanly. “I see. So that’s it. You got super lonely without m—”


    Ferris unsheathed her sword with incredible speed, then slammed the blunt end to the back of Ryner’s head.


    “Gyaaaaahhh!”


    The impact slammed Ryner into a bookshelf. Numerous thick books fell down onto him.


    “Whoa, I could’ve - whoa! I could have died! Hey!” Ryner sputtered as he rather skillfully caught the books before they could hit him - two in his left hand, and three in his right. But four still hit his head. “Gyagh!?”


    And so Ryner still ended up on the floor.


    “D, don’t die, Ryneeeerrr!!”


    “Don’t say that so cheerfully!” Ryner yelled as he struggled to stand despite the thick books covering him. He rubbed the back of his head. “Uuh, it’s all swollen… what would you have done if I actually died from that…? Ugh, whatever. I should be used to this.”


    With that, Ryner glanced around the room. It was the same plain office as it was the last time he was here. It was way more snug than one would expect a king to use. It had a bookshelf with tediously thick books and a wooden desk and chair. The desk was covered with stacks of papers. That was the whole room. There was another little room attached to it, a closet-sized place with nothing but a bed to sleep in. It was all no-frills, the kind of place someone poor might live in. Not the place the king of their whole country would live in.


    But that was just the kind of man Sion Astal was.


    He cared more about the country than anyone else, had more self-control than anyone else, and worked more than anyone else. He worked like mad for the people and for his subordinates. He was stupid. A stupid workaholic. All he ever said was ‘get to work!’ and worked them like slaves and Ryner swore he’d kill him once he was back in Roland!


    “……”


    Ryner looked over at the papers covering Sion’s desk.


    “…Geez, has that idiot been getting enough sleep?”


    Ferris looked over at the desk, too. “Hm. You two are both masochists. He must be getting off on the pain this causes him.”


    “…Setting Sion aside, I’m not a masochist. I don’t like getting hit and actually wish you wouldn’t do that.”


    “…Say so all you want. I know how this will end. ‘What’s happened to me…? Could I be a pervert?’”


    “Whoa whoa whoa, what kind of story are you turning this into!?”


    Ferris ignored him. “It doesn’t matter how you look at it. You’re definitely a pervert. You could search the whole world and never find someone as depraved as you are. That’s why you, through tears, asked me - ‘Is it really okay… if I live?’”


    “Wait, you’re going back to that? Seriously?”


    “Mm. It’s only natural. After all, I haven’t told Sion all the details about how much you cried—”


    “You don’t have to tell him that!! Er, um, please, just keep that part as a secret? Between the two of us?”


    “Hm? A secret between the two of us?” Ferris repeated.


    “Y, yeah. Can you do that?”


    From Ryner’s perspective, Ferris looked happy. “Heheh. You can buy my silence, but it won’t be cheap.”


    “Ahh… I knew that was coming…”


    “Mm. That’ll make negotiations much smoother. I am not a demon. My price the cost of just one hundred million boxes of dango.”


    “Dango’s how you measure cost? Well, whatever… but how much even is that? Think my savings will cover it?”


    Ferris made a face that said ‘you better start worrying.’ “If you use your life’s savings and sell two of your organs, that should cover it—”


    “That’s scary!”


    Ferris looked rather pleased with how well her bullying was going.


    All Ryner could do was smile bitterly. “You can be a real pain in the ass.”


    “Hm. Shall I harvest two of your organs for wholesale right this moment?”


    Ryner watched Ferris raise her sword. His eyes narrowed, but he made no other move. “No, but… I’m really…”


    The truth was that he was more grateful to her than he could say. One hundred million boxes of dango wouldn’t even pay off his debt of gratitude. She told him what he had needed to hear even though his life was worthless and brought him back here.


    And then they made a promise, despite how selfish Ryner was for wanting it.


    “…I want you to kill me. Kill me the next time I go berserk. Don’t hesitate like last time…”


    Ferris wouldn’t get anything in return. It would only cause trouble for her.


    But she promised.


    “…If you come home.”


    Even though he put so much effort into running away. Even though he’d betrayed her to run off. She still reached a hand out to him.


    “……”


    So…


    “Why?”


    Ferris tilted her head in confusion at his sudden question.


    Ryner shrugged. “I mean, uh… it’s nothing. I’m just kinda sleepy…:


    Ryner faked a yawn as proof. He always escaped hard conversations like that, so it came pretty naturally. He faked a lack of motivation, sleepiness, and pretended like the world had nothing to do with him. He ran from it all. He told himself that he was apathetic. That the world could end for all he cared.


    But that wasn’t true. Being hurt was painful. Being alone was loney. But he still told himself that he didn’t have anything to do with anything because it was easier that way. He told himself that time and time again, as if repeating enough would make it the truth and stop his pain so he could feel the apathy he pretended to have.


    “……”


    That didn’t happen. And he didn’t realize that until he saw how the other Cursed Eyes lived with their backs turned to humanity. The face Tiir made when he thought of how much he hated humans, and the face Lafra made when he said that he was lonely and wanted to be saved through a smile, Sion’s pained expression when Ryner continued to run away, and Ferris’ face when she chased after him.


    “I’d get lonely if you died…”


    He finally realized it when she said that to him.


    He did want to live. He was tired of being lonely. He wanted to smile with someone, protect the people who mean everything to him, and do his best. Like Lafra did.


    He wanted to have a heart as strong as Lafra’s. He had asked for Ryner to save the Cursed Eyes until his dying breath.


    “We Cursed Eye bearers who have fallen into despair at the hands of humans, who live our lives in sadness… we all want you to save us.”


    Even though Ryner was a wimp who ran away from everything painful and couldn’t even save the Cursed Eye bearing children who were murdered before his eyes.


    Lafra had looked relieved in the moment of his death.


    “I’m glad I made it. Because I’m sure you’ll keep our promise…”


    And so he died, entrusting everything to a weakling like Ryner. He never even agreed to anything.


    “…Coward,” Ryner mumbled, scrunching up his nose.


    “What!?”


    “No, um, I didn’t mean you…”


    “Then who did you mean?” Ferris asked.


    Ryner almost laughed. Who was a coward, well, he knew the answer to that one! “Me!”


    “Ohh! You’ve become self-aware! Yes, you’re a coward of a man who knocks women up and then gambles away their child support—”


    And so on and so on. Ryner was tired of arguing with her incomprehensible claims and stories, so he just ignored it.


    Still, though. He was a coward. He was the world’s biggest coward, always running from stuff the second he didn’t wanna deal with it. But he couldn’t escape from the memory of Lafra’s smile.


    “You’re kind, so I’m sure you’ll keep our promise.”


    Though he couldn’t help but complain, saying it’s a pain and that he wanted a break…


    “Even though you really do want to be useful to others.”


    All he did was sleep and wish that he was dead. Because everything was a pain. Because he was tired. He wanted to die so he’d stop troubling others.


    “But you can’t do that.”


    He could.


    “You can’t. Because—”


    He thought of Ferris, on the verge of tears.


     “Idiot. I’d get lonely if you died…”


    That again? Ryner wondered.


    But really, it was all he needed. That was the only reason he needed to live.


    He couldn’t die because Ferris would get lonely. She’d make that sad face.


    So… he figured living was worth another try.


    “…Not that dying would’ve been any easier,” Ryner whispered to himself.


    Since Lafra went and pushed something unreasonable on him and then died, that made it a death wish, so now he had to do it. There was a mountain of stuff he had to think about.


    “Man, what a pain… where do I even start?”


    There were all sorts of things he had to do.


    He had to save the Cursed Eyes, who despaired because of humans. That meant that he had to stand up against the Gastark Empire… and they were already targeting them. If he let the problem sit, then Gastark would murderer all the Cursed Eye bearers.


    “It’s not like I can fight a whole country by myself, though…”


    Basically, he needed to get Sion’s cooperation. People could fight people, but countries had to be fought by other countries.


    He had a little list in his head of the things to do here.


    


    Step 1: Win Sion over and get him involved somehow.


    


    Step 2: Get Roland the power to fight Gastark.


    


    Step 3: Protect the Cursed Eye bearers that were in the Central Continent by bringing them into Roland.


    


    Step 4: Just bringing them to Roland should solve the issue. Sion’s sense of duty was way too strong for him to bring them in just to let them die.


    


    Step 5: Live a relaxed, nap-filled life.


    


    “Flawless strategy here.”


    “Mm? Flawless strategy? Another strategy for kidnapping women?”


    Ryner shook his head. “Nah. It’s a fun plan where I use Sion for my benefit.”


    “Nngh!? What a wonderful plan it must be!”


    “Right? You want in on it?”


    “Yes! Please let me participate in your plan to use Sion and get have all-you-can-eat dango every day, Professor Ryner.”


    “Man, you sure are fast to change my plan’s name… well, whatever…”


    “So how do we start?” Ferris asked.


    Ryner crossed his arms, then thought back to his Things You Gotta Do list.


    He had to win Sion over and get him involved somehow.


    “Hmm… This’d be a lot easier if we knew his weakness and took advantage of it… Any ideas?”


    “Mm? Weakness, is it… I already take advantage of your weakness though,” Ferris said.


    “I can’t help my weaknesses being taken advantage of,” Ryner said.


    “‘Is it really okay… if I live…?’”


    “Auugh, give that a rest already!”


    Ferris nodded, satisfied. “Heheheh. So we need to find his weakness.”


    Ryner glared. “Seriously, if you keep bullying me, then I’ve heard you say some embarrassing shit too! I’ll expose it! You said to me, on the verge of tears, ‘Idiot… I’d get lonely if you die—’ gyaaaahhhhhh!!!”


    This time he died. That’s what he really thought.


    He’d been sent flying, then rolled into the desk and chair and flipped them both over, and his life flashed before his eyes. But he remained concious.


    “M, my whole body hurts… augh… I won’t say it again, so please don’t kill me…”


    Ferris was bright red. “Y-y-you won’t get another chance.”
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    “Whoa, are you actually embar—gyaaahh!!”


    His life flashed before his eyes… etcetera.


    “S-seriously, I won’t say it again. So please put your sword away—”


    “Y-y-you won’t get another chance.”


    “Y, yes, ma’am. I don’t want to die, so, um, I take it back. Umm, anyway, uh, we were talking about Sion’s weakness…”


    “R-right. So?”


    Ryner looked around the room. It had been nice and organized when he and Ferris came in, but since then, it’d become a real mess. “How about we search this place? There might be something embarrassing hiding in here.”


    “Hm. Like what?”


    “Huh? Uh… I dunno. Porn?”


    Ferris hit her palm with her fist in sudden understanding. “Ooh! I see! He plays the part of a pleasant young man and hero king, but on the inside he’s a pervert of your caliber!”


    “…I hate being used as the lowest benchmark for this stuff, but… whatever…”


    How many times has he said ‘whatever’ about this stuff by now?


    “Anyway, let’s look for that kind of thing,” Ryner said.


    “Let’s do it!”


    Ferris immediately got to searching. She was really fast when she wanted to be, and she dug through the books carefully, then tossed the irrelevant ones aside, making the state of the room even worse. It looked like a burglar had come in… but he had something more important to worry about: his and Sion’s relationship. Taking advantage of weaknesses.


    Things weren’t simple.


    Sion had ordered Luke Stokkart to kill him.


    “……”


    It wasn’t betrayal or anything. Sion had just done what he felt was best.


    And so he wrote that order—


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


    “…Exterminate, huh,” Ryner whispered from his place buried under papers. He didn’t know how that order ended up in his hands. Maybe a noble who hated Sion sent it his way, or some kind of influential group…


    “……”


    Ryner shook his head.


    No.


    He recalled Sion’s face from back when they parted. He’d been suffering.


    “…You’re wrong.”


    That’s what Sion said.


    Then Ryner betrayed him and let Tiir lead him away, despite how frantically Sion tried to stop him.


    Just one look at Sion’s face then had been enough. That’s why it was okay even if Sion had ordered for Ryner to be exterminated. Sion was king of a whole country. He had a duty to protect his people first and foremost. So Ryner didn’t mind at all. The important part was what Sion thought of it all - how did he feel when he gave that order? When he realized that Ryner knew about it? And… what did he think of Ryner betraying Roland back then? Would Sion let him come back to be his ally again?


    “……”


    He had to. Ryner couldn’t protect the Cursed Eyes from Gastark without him. He had to let the Cursed Eye bearers come into Roland and protect them. But… what did Sion think about the other Cursed Eyes? The ones who weren’t Ryner?


    Ryner recalled what Sion had yelled at Tiir.


    “Don’t fuck with me! Ryner’s… Ryner’s different from you! He’s not a—”


    He hadn’t finished his sentence, but… he didn’t need to. Because Ryner already knew how it’d finish. He was going to say ‘monster.’ A ‘murdering monster.’ A monster who would cause calamity to befall all who were near. A monster who was better off dead. Everyone would feel safer if they were dead.


    He knew that Sion had to do what was best for the country. He had to prevent as many people from dying as possible. The people believed that their hero king, Sion Astal, would do everything he could to protect them as soon as he could.


    “Even so…”


    Even so, he needed Sion to accept the Cursed Eye bearers. He knew that taking them in would be dangerous. But he needed him to do it.


    “That’s our biggest problem…”


    How could he get Sion to let the Cursed Eyes into Roland, despite the danger they’d pose to Roland’s people?


    “I gotta persuade him,” Ryner said to himself and got to thinking.


    Actually, just persuading Sion wouldn’t be enough. It wouldn’t mean anything unless Roland’s people… no, the people of the whole world accepted the Cursed Eyes. They’d never get anywhere if everyone thought of them as monsters they’d better kill off rather than something they could coexist with, as two seperate kinds of ‘people.’


    “Hmmmmmm.”


    Ryner made a face as he considered it. This was gonna be tough. The discrimination, persecution, and contempt he’d endured until now… and the way people looked at him - a mix of hatred and fear… the way they screamed that monsters ought to be killed.


    Cursed Eyes were abandoned in the dark to scream about how they wanted to die. Since humans made them feel that way… they eventually began to curse humans.


    Ryner thought of what Tiir had said to Sion.


    “You guys can’t understand how dark our hearts have gotten after being betrayed countless times by humans. Right, Ryner?”


    Then the words Sion had said.


    “Don’t fuck with me! Ryner’s… Ryner’s different from you! He’s not a—”


    Their viewpoints were wholly incompatible. How could they meet halfway?


    Sion worried about others to the point that it was stupid, and even he had said something horribly discriminatory about Cursed Eyes. What about other people, who were less considerate?


    …He didn’t have to imagine that one…


    “Augh, I’m getting a headache here… Lafra really saddled me with a real pain of a mission here…”


    Ryner held his head in his hands.


    What about himself? What could he do to make people accept him? How could he make someone declare that he wasn’t a monster, wasn’t dangerous, and could coexist with humans?


    “…There’s no way… Even Ferris made that promise with me…”


    Ryner sighed. She agreed because he asked her to kill him if he went berserk again. To top everything off, apparently he wasn’t even an Alpha Stigma bearer. He could hardly believe it himself, but… that spy from Gastark, Lir, had said it himself.


    “Talk, you Alpha Stigma monster. No… perhaps I should call you the Solver of All Formulas…”


    The Solver of All Formulas. That’s what he called Ryner.


    What did it mean? Thinking about it made his head hurt.


    Ryner had always thought of himself as an Alpha Stigma bearer, and now he was getting a new name for it all of a sudden. And Lir didn’t even explain it! Or ask Ryner if he even wanted a new name!


    “Aren’t you a work of art. You seriously don’t know, huh? How about the gate, then?”


    He didn’t know.


    “…The key?”


    He had no idea. He didn’t know the first thing about himself.


    “…Who am I?”


    He needed an answer to that before anything else. How was he supposed to close the gap between humans and Cursed Eyes if he didn’t know where he himself stood?


    How was he able to regain his sense of self after going berserk? Why could his eyes see the nothingness spreading through the Eris property when Arua’s couldn’t? Were there other differences between himself and other Alpha Stigma bearers, too? And if he wasn’t a real Alpha Stigma bearer, then why did his abilities so closely mirror theirs?


    “…Guess I gotta get Arua to help me research this. No, I should deal with the Sion issue first…”


    It looked like another assassin wasn’t going to come for him now that Luke stepped off, but still… He couldn’t say that Sion had forgiven him for sure…


    “I found it!!” Ferris suddenly yelled.


    “Hm? Found what?”


    “His weakness!” Ferris said. She sounded very sure of herself as she held an envelope up. Sion’s handwriting was on the back.


    To my beloved Elena ♡


    “…Huh? What? Th-that’s… it can’t be…”    


    “Y, yeah,” Ferris said and nodded stiffly.


    Ryner looked back at the letter. No matter how he looked at it, that was Sion’s handwriting… But. But!


    “…There’s a heart,” Ryner pointed out.


    “M, mm.”


    “Wh-who’s Elena?”


    “No idea.”


    “That’s gotta be a love letter, right?”


    “Mm.”


    They exchanged a look.


    Then Ryner grinned. “Whoooa! This is great! We actually found his weakness! He’s gonna be my slave for life now!”


    Ferris smiled meanly. “Hehehe. He’s going to buy me a billion dango sets.”


    “Amazing!! How much is that?”


    “Hm. The price of fifty of your organs!”


    “…So your currency changed…”


    That dampened Ryner’s excitement for a moment. But then he looked back down at the letter. At the heart. Sion’s life was gonna be over the second they read this.


    A good person wouldn’t intrude on someone else’s private life like this. Yes, they were doing something bad. No matter how bad Sion might be, reading this would make them worse than him. They definitely shouldn’t do it. That’s what Ryner thought.


    That was why he looked at Ferris, excited. “Let’s hurry up and read it! Let’s laugh at him!”


    “Heheh. Let’s spread rumors, too.”


    Ferris opened the love letter as they joked around with theatrics. It opened pretty easily considering the subject, and Ferris removed the stationary.


    “My heart’s beating fast… what should we do if it’s so embarrassing that we can’t read it?” Ryner asked.


    “Hm. Like, ‘Lady Elena, you’re my sun,’ and such?”


    “Whoa, I’ll seriously die if that’s in there.”


    Ferris unfolded the stationary. Sion’s careful handwriting covered the page.
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    Ahh ♡


    You’re like my angel ♡


    I can’t sleep at night because I’m too busy thinking of you ♡


    Because, I mean… you’ve gone and searched through my room and decided to read my letters when I’m not there, right? I’ve been thinking about how to punish your crimes, which no normal person would ever commit… geez, my heart beats fast when I think about it. I can’t stop smiling ♡


    How does the guilt of reading someone else’s letter make you feel? The guilt of stepping all over something that someone else finds precious? ‘Ahh, how could I do something so horrible? How could I hurt Lord Sion Astal like this? How can I repay him for everything he’s done for us now!?’


    You must be thinking something like that, right?


    But don’t worry ♡ Because I’ve already prepared something for you ♡


    See, Luke told me that you guys would be coming back. But you’re late, so the work I left for you has piled up. You won’t have the time to eat or sleep for fifty years now. You’ll just be too busy ♡


    I’m so glad you’re back home ♡


    Welcome to hell ♡


    


    Sion Astal ♡


    


    They finished reading Sion’s warm and heart-littered letter.


    “H, heeeeelpp!!” Ryner screamed in agony.


    Ferris dropped the letter in shock. “Th-that stupid king knows that I’ll die the second I can no longer eat dango!” She said, shaking in anger.


    “Wh, what should we do, Ferris? He’s serious. He’s gonna have fun making us work all day and night and he’ll never let us sleep again!”


    This was the worst. They lived in the palm of Sion’s hands.


    He knew they’d come back to Roland and come to his office to search for his weaknesses. He knew that they’d find that letter and read it. He predicted it all.


    At this rate… at this rate, Sion was seriously gonna work them to death!!


    “We’ve gotta run, Ferris! Coming back was a mistake! We’ve gotta run from this mad country where people work every single day and go to a country where they praise us for napping daily instead!”


    “The very same legendary country where everyone makes dango every day?” Ferris asked.


    “…Uhh, well… uh, yeah. That’s fine… anyway, let’s go there now!”


    They looked at each other and nodded. They finally understood each other. All it took was a strong enemy.


    “Anyway, we gotta leave this room. It’s in Sion’s domain.”


    “A-alright. Let’s go to my house first to prepare.”


    They moved fast, seeing as they were in agreement. Ryner flew to the door and twisted the knob. But it didn’t open. He tried it again and again, but it wouldn’t open. “Huh? It’s…”


    “What are you doing? Hurry up,” Ferris said from his side.


    “I-it’s locked…”


    “Can’t you just pick it like you did before?”


    Easier said than done. Because the necessary parts of the lock weren’t there. Ryner had locked the door behind them when he came in, but in that time… the lock itself vanished.


    “Huh…? How am I supposed to open this?”


    Just then, Ryner heard a voice from outside. A voice he recognized, speaking in a smartass tone like he was enjoying this. “Ah-ah, Ryner. Turn that knob all you want. Nothing will happen. You should already know that the lock to that room is special. I already told you so very politely, after all. ”


    Ryner grimaced. “You… already told us?”


    He thought back to earlier. To just after they came here. To what the guards who tried to chase them had said.


    “Hm!? There’s no one here!”


    “Don’t you think they might’ve gone inside already?”


    “No, that’s impossible. I heard that the lock on this door is special. They probably just ran off somewhere else.”


    “D-don’t tell me you were that third guard!?”


    “Correct. It was your master, Sion Astal, all along~” Sion said in a sing-song voice. But he soon switched back to normal. “Really, you two sure are late. I was tired of waiting. Anyway, I have all the work you missed out on here, so how about you get it all done in one—”


    “Fe-Ferris! Can you break the door down with your sword?” Ryner asked.


    “Naturally. Time to break out!” Ferris said and raised her sword.


    But Sion said the words of the world’s strongest curse before she had the chance! “I’ll buy you ten dango sets.”


    Ferris’ sword instantly changed paths, instead settling on Ryner’s neck. “Sorry, Ryner… there’s nothing I can do.”


    “The fuck, you can too do something! You damn traitor… Augh, w, wait, y-you’re cutting into my neck… o, okay, Ferris, I’ll buy you eleven sets!”


    Ferris raised her sword again, pointing it towards the door. “Sion Astal, y, you bastard! Do you really think I’ll forgive your tyranny—”


    “Wait, Ferris. Think about this. Even if Ryner sells everything that he owns to buy you dango, will it ever amount to the dango that I could buy you?”


    “Forgive me, Ryneeeerrr!!”


    That was all it took. It was so easy for her to swing her sword down on him.


    “Gyaaaahh!” Ryner cried, then collapsed on the floor.


    Demonic laughter echoed from the other side of the door. “Hahaha. Your commoner’s savings can’t compete against the wealth of a country, Ryner Lute.”


    Ryner groaned. “Uuh… You tyrant… as usual, you’re 100% irritating…”


    “Whoa, there. I’m a 100% refreshing and respectable young man. Where does the irritating part come in?”


    “When you lie like you are now while sounding as cheery as could be!”


    “Woooow, you think it’s that annoying?” Sion asked.


    “Yep.”


    “Haha. I see. But can I tell you something, Ryner?”


    “What is it?”


    Sion took a deep breath in… and then yelled. “You’re way more irritating for me than I am for you!”


    Ryner jumped. “Huh? Oh, um… well—”


    “Why did you even come back?” Sion asked. “Do you want me to take the Cursed Eyes into Roland and protect them? You betray me once, then come back all smiles just to use my power? Do you really think I’m just going to forgive you and agree?”


    “……”


    Ryner couldn’t argue. Because Sion was right.


    “Hey, Sion,” Ferris said. “You could have said that bet—”


    “No, it’s fine,” Ryner interrupted. “He’s right. I just… came back to use him. Of course he’d be mad.”


    He heard Sion punch the door on the other side. “Mad? Me? What right do I have to be mad after using you first? Don’t fuck with me… What irritates me so much is how you keep insisting that it’s all your fault. Don’t you see that?”


    Sion’s voice was shaking just so from a mix of anger and sadness.


    “…You got too deep inside your head worrying about everything on your own, and then had the nerve to run away from me,” Sion continued. “Why didn’t you talk to me? If things got hard for you, why didn’t you tell me that you were having trouble? ‘You guys can’t understand how dark our hearts have gotten after being betrayed countless times by humans?’ You have a mouth, so tell me that yourself. If you want to cry, then cry. Or… what? Am I so far removed from you that you don’t think you can talk to me? We’re buddies, right…? Answer me, Ryner Lute.”


    Ryner didn’t know what to say. How could he be so stupid? He’d gotten so wrapped up in believing that he should be isolated because he was a monster. Many people had held their hands out to him, but he ignored them all, hurt them all, and cried in his own loneliness.


    He ran, ran, and ran. In doing so, he hurt people. Even Sion, who was always so annoyingly full of himself, couldn’t speak without his voice shaking in anger at him now.


    What had he been thinking?


    Could the other Cursed Eyes be accepted? By Sion? He was the hero king who always worried about others. So the answer was obvious.


    Ryner looked up at the door and spoke. “Buddies…? Aren’t you embarrassed saying that?”


    “Obviously!” Sion said, angry. “That’s why I locked the door! I can’t say something that uncool to your face.”


    “…I mean, it’s really embarrassing, so we don’t actually have to have this conversation in the first place—”


    “Yes!” Sion interrupted. “Normally this would be the kind of thing you don’t have to actually say because it’s embarrassing. But if you don’t have this conversation a certain Alpha Stigma bearer, he’ll soon say ‘I can’t keep being a burden to you too,’ and run away from home!”


    “Noooo, don’t say thaaat!!”


    “Mm,” Ferris said. “By the way, the other day he said to me, ‘Is it really okay—’”


    “Hey! Whoa! Didn’t we make a promise? You said you wouldn’t tell him that!”


    Ferris looked down at him. “Hm? A promise?”


    “Y, you know, the one for one hundred million dango boxes.”


    Ferris thought for a moment before hitting her fist to her palm in realization. “Aah, the one where you sell your organs?”


    “Yeah! That one!”


    “…I see. We did promise something like that, didn’t we. Sorry, Sion. I’ll tell you later.”


    “What do you mean, ‘later!?’” Ryner yelled.


    “Ah, I think I know what this is about,” Sion said. “Is this the part that Luke wrote about where you said, ‘Is it really okay… if I l—’”


    Ryner let out a strangled scream and died. He was only nineteen…


    But that didn’t stop the demon. “And the next part was so moving. I couldn’t believe Ferris could say something like that - ‘I’d get lonely if you d—’”


    Ferris moved faster than the eye could see. The door was strips of wood on the floor in under a second. Then she thrust her sword through the door. “Say another word and I’ll kill you,” she said coldly.


    “Get him! Get him!!” Ryner said.


    He then looked up through the busted door. One man stood there: the king of the Roland Empire. His silver hair gave him a noble air, and he had unwavering golden eyes.


    Sion Astal. The people called him their hero king, who dethroned the old, maddened king and took his place. He was the savior of their country who brought light back into their eyes. Everyone thought that things’d be okay since he became king.


    Sion was born with all the qualities to make a king: intelligence, determination, charm, power, and looks. He was the best, most ideal king.


    But that was a lie.


    Ryner knew that their so-called ideal king was really a demon. He was a conceited guy who didn’t believe that there were things he couldn’t do. He pretended to be a refreshing guy, but then had way too much fun torturing Ryner.


    Sion was smiling despite the sword not a finger’s width from his neck. “By the way, Ferris, I’ve decided to tear down ten of Roland’s dango shops. You hate dango so you don’t care, right?”


    “What!?”


    That was all it took for Ferris to lose her grip on her sword. It fell to the ground. But Sion didn’t stop with that. He walked into the room and looked down at Ryner, who was lying on the floor dead. “Well, I suppose it’s a good time for a nap. It’ll be your last one for a while - you’ll be so busy for the next five years that you won’t get the chance to sleep.”


    “I’d die if I didn’t sleep for five years!!”


    “Ahaha. My condolences ♪”


    “That’s not something to laugh about!!”


    Ryner’s yelling did nothing to dim Sion’s smiles. “I do intend on depriving you of sleep for the next five years. Just yelling won’t get you out of it. By the way, you looked through the papers that were on my desk, right? You need to take care of all of that by the end of the month. I put them there so you could get a head start today.”


    But… there were thousands and thousands of papers there…


    “Um, there’s no way I can—”


    “No, you definitely can,” Sion interrupted. “I’ll destroy ten dango shops if you don’t, after all. Don’t you feel motivated to save them?”


    Ferris suddenly became lively. “I’m all fired up!”


    “That has nothing to do with meee!!” Ryner yelled. But his screams didn’t reach anyone.
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    Ahh, Sion was a real demon… How could anyone call him their hero king? Their flawless king? He was deceiving them all. He was… he was…


    “…I’m glad,” the demon suddenly said.


    Ryner looked up at Sion. He looked different from before. His smile was a little sad and lacked the confidence he was so used to seeing on Sion.


    “…Welcome back, you two. I’m really glad that you came home…”


    He sounded weak.


    To think that he’d just cursed him in his mind, wondering what about him was supposed to be ideal. Sion was making a weak expression like he wanted to cry as he welcomed Ryner, an Alpha Stigma bearing monster who he was supposed to fear and loathe back, and said that he was really glad to see him…


    Stupid. He was so stupid. So stupid that Ryner had to wonder how an idiot like him managed to govern a whole country.


    “……”


    So Ryner averted his eyes. Because he didn’t want Sion to see him making the same face back.


    “…I caused you more troubl—”


    “It’s okay,” Sion interrupted.


    “……”


    “It’s okay.”


    That idiot said it twice.


    “I’ll just… cause more trouble again,” Ryner said, continuing to look away.


    “Yeah,” Sion said. He was back to his usual confident tone. “Welcome back to Roland.”


  




  

    Chapter 2: Awakening


    The world seemed to wrap itself in a rose-colored peace. Everyone was smiling. Everyone cheered. It was wonderful. Everyone was happy, like it was a dream or something.


    Nobody cried. Nobody hurt. It was a complete and perfect world.


    Yes. It was so perfect that it would crumble with a touch.


    But everyone was smiling. Everyone important to her was smiling.


    Luke, Lear, Lach, Moe. Even Major Miller. Mmrgh. Not just them, either. Her strict adoptive father and her adoptive mother who hated her guts, her sisters who were incredibly kind to her - Lady Amy, Lady Nallua…


    Everyone important to her was smiling.


    It was okay. The world was going to keep getting better. It wouldn’t go back to the old Roland. Their king, Sion Astal, perfected the country.


    “But then… then why?”


    She looked around.


    “Why… is it so dark here then?”


    Her voice was sucked into the darkness, where it disappeared.


    She was shivering. From loneliness. From fear. From despair… yes. Yes, this darkness was despair itself. It was a sudden realization. Of course that was what this was. But whose despair was it? It wasn’t hers. She knew that. She had a family, after all - Luke, Lear, Lach, Moe… they were her family who always smiled for her.


    She wasn’t lonely or anything. And she wasn’t scared. So the despair that enveloped her…
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    “……”  


    Right then, she heard someone else through the darkness.


    “…Augh, uu…”


    Someone was whimpering.


    “That voice…”


    Who was it? It was terribly familiar. A voice that she felt was deeply precious to her.


    And then she recalled.


    Right. That voice was the reason she was alive now.


    She lived for him, who was shivering in his isolation. She lived to stand by his side. Him, who was always cursed as a monster.


    And then she realized something.


    The darkness surrounding her now was the despair that haunted his heart.


    And she was…


    “W-wait! I’m coming to be with you right now, Ryner!” She said and ran. But it didn’t matter how much she ran. The distance between them stayed the same. “Why!?”


    She was running and running, but he just kept getting farther and farther away.


    “W, wait, Ryner! Don’t… don’t leave me here!”


    She wanted to cry. Why was Ryner running away from her? Even though she lived to see him… she could never reach him. Why?


    “…Why?”


    She balled her hands into fists so tight that her nails dug into her palms. But…


    “…Huh…?”


    She realized something strange when she did: her nails didn’t hurt as they dug into her skin. Weird. She looked at her palms. But… she couldn’t see them.


    “…This is…”


    She crossed her arms in thought. Well, she couldn’t see her body so she couldn’t be sure of it, but she was pretty sure that she did.


    Where was she and what was happening?


    She had… a hunch. She looked around at the darkness.


    “Is this… a dream?”


    She tried to open her eyes. Because normally she woke up as soon as she realized she was dreaming.


    “Um… I’m going to wake up now!” She yelled.


    But the darkness around her didn’t waver.


    “Come on, self, get up!”


    That didn’t work either.


    “We’re having curry for breakfast today!”


    No dice.


    “If we’re late, then Major Miller is going to get reeeallly mad at us, and his face’ll be super scary!” She imagined his face, stern and scary as could be. “Augh…”


    She ended up scaring herself.


    Anyway, it looked like she couldn’t wake up.


    It didn’t matter how tired she was, or even if she’d just pulled an all nighter. If she thought about waking up, she should wake up. She’d been trained to do that as a child. So what was going on?


    “…Maybe this is magic? Magic to make me sleep? Or maybe I’ve been bound…”


    That was likely the case.


    The darkness was encasing her. She couldn’t even see herself through it. It was characteristic of a spell that forced sleep known as Eve of White. It’d mean that her real-world self would be sleeping… no, in a comatose state. Suspended animation. Even her heart would have stopped. It was typically used to confine prisoners and human experiment subjects within their own minds so they couldn’t struggle… It was a spell that could preserve their semi-living bodies for whatever purpose their captors had.


    There was a problem with that spell, though. Thirty percent of people who it was casted on died. Three in ten, to put it another way. But the old Roland hadn’t cared about that.


    “Even if three in ten die, that’s still seven living hostages. It’s enough.”


    That’s what Milk’s magic instructor had told her. Naturally, it was already a part of their country’s magic system before Sion had become king…


    “…And now it’s been cast on me.”


    But why?


    An image rose up in her mind. It was the evening sky, moving towards night. Right. She’d heard that Ryner was coming back to Roland, so she and her team came back, too. They returned to the Taboo Hunters headquarters and reported to Major Miller. But she’d zoned all that out. Because she was thinking of Ryner. Thinking of her country. How she’d finally realized something that she had so stupidly never known until then.


    “…….”


    And then she made a mistake.


    She was on her way back home in the dark. She remembered thinking about how terribly dark it was. How terribly dark the future of their country was. She just kept thinking about it as the darkness swelled around her.


    No one could do anything about it, though. The sun had already gone down. So the darkness swelled. Into the shape of beasts. They were accompanied by a man with long, pitch black hair and cold, devil-like eyes.


    “Now, then,” he said. “I’ve come to get you, Lieutenant Milk Callaud. Would you mind accompanying me? Everything will begin here.”


    She ran away. But it didn’t do much good. The beasts just chased her. She could hardly fight against them…


    “Uugh… I can’t remember anything after that…”


    She’d probably been knocked unconscious, then forced to sleep with Eve of White.


    “Hmhmhm…”


    She crossed her arms and thought. This was serious. Apparently that strange, devil-like man had captured her, then casted magic to make her sleep and was keeping her hostage.


    “…A hostage to get to who?”


    Who would it get to if she was kidnapped? She realized the second she wondered. Luke and the others would worry so, so much. She had to get back soon…


    But the spell binding her was powerful. It required three people and an exceptionally complex magic circle to make. She couldn’t break it all by herself… No, if anyone could do it alone… it had to be someone like him. Ryner Lute, the boy their orphanage had called a genius. He could use his Alpha Stigma to see through the spell and break through the prison she was in all on his own.


    “…But it’s impossible for me…”


    She looked around the darkness and sighed.


    “Ryner sure is amazing…”


    Still… she could do more than whimper like that. She could still think.


    Why had she been kept inside a suspended state rather than killed? If she couldn’t even figure out why this was happening, then of course she wouldn’t know what to do if she woke up.


    “Why was I captured?”


    The most likely possibility was as a hostage to get to someone else. Who, though?


    The possibilities were Luke, Major Miller, or…


    “……”


    Or… Ryner, maybe?


    She shook her head vigorously.


    “…No… there’s no way that I could be a hostage for Ryner… We haven’t seen each other in too long now…”


    She thought of something she didn’t like. The fact that that blonde beauty was always by Ryner’s side. She was so, so beautiful, and had so much that Milk didn’t. And Ryner… had smiled so many times for her.


    “……”


    Countless times. He’d smiled at her countless times. She’d never seen him make that face… at the very least, she never managed to get him to make it back in the orphanage.


    “…I wonder… if he likes her…?”


    Her heart suddenly hurt. She pressed a hand to it to calm it. Dug her nails into it. But that didn’t hurt. If she couldn’t feel physical pain, then why could she still feel that…? She’d rather not…


    “Uuh… It’s so frustrating…”


    She was on the verge of tears. But it was alright, really. Because she was fine as long as Ryner smiled. She was happy as long as he was alive.


    “Uuugh… when’d I get so greedy…? I’m gonna ruin my team’s image of me at this rate…”


    She thought of Luke’s smile. Of Lear, Lach, and Moe’s faces…


    ‘That’s not true!’ was what they’d kindly reassure her with at times like this.


    “You’re a good kid, Chief Milk.”


    “…Mm.”


    “It’s okay. We’ll always be with you. You’re a member of our family, after all.”


    “Mm… I… I think so, too.”


    It was true. She’d die for them. She’d finally found a family who worried about her and a place she could truly go home to.


    Everyone in the orphanage had lived screaming and crying until they eventually died. She too had given up on living once. But Ryner had given her a reason to live. Then her team gave her a place to live. So even though her life was supposed to end back in that orphanage, she was able to live here and now.


    It was sad, in a way.


    People who desperately wanted to live died. But she’d given up on living once and was still given a second chance.


    And she was so happy. What more could she possibly want?


    Ryner.


    She had always loved, admired, and searched for him. She wanted him to look at her and smile…


    “…Don’t get greedy…”


    Her voice was shaking.


    She was glad that this was a dream. Because she could cry without anyone seeing her. Everyone worried if she wasn’t smiling. She was their chief, after all. She couldn’t lead the others astray. She had to have it together. She inhaled sharply to give herself the motivation speech she needed.


    “…Yeah. I need to get it together. My team’s waiting for me. I have a place to go home to now… so I need to make my way there.”


    Even if Ryner didn’t smile for her… she still had a home.


    “I have to work hard,” Milk told herself.


    She thought back to the man with long, pitch black hair and cold, devil-like eyes.


    “Now, then. I’ve come to get you, Lieutenant Milk Callaud. Would you mind accompanying me? Everything will begin here.”


    “Everything will begin here?” Milk repeated and tilted her head. “What does that mean?”


    What was starting?


    To be frank, she didn’t think that holding her captive as a hostage for Luke or Major Miller would work. Those two were geniuses, unlike her. They’d calmly and smartly figure out how to get her out of this. They were great at seeing the whole picture of things, and they were willing to die for her. And if somehow saving her would put the rest of the Taboo Hunters in danger, then they’d do her a favor and give up on her for their sakes instead.


    If she was being held hostage to get to them, then she could relax. So what merit was there in her captor doing this? Who would it get to? Who would…


    “…Uuhh… ahh…”


    The whining on the other side of the darkness. She called his name.


    “…Ryner.”


    But her hands couldn’t reach him. She knew that she couldn’t reach him from within this dream. Even in the real world… he was so far away…


    “…I could never… ahahah…”


    Her laugh was dry and forced. She couldn’t help but think that she was weak… no, she didn’t have the time for sitting around and feeling sorry. She had to think.


    “…Yeah. Let’s do it,” Milk said and flicked her head. She couldn’t feel it, of course. But she didn’t mind.


    She’d been captured just as she realized the reason she existed.


    Why had she been granted the rank of lieutenant and given a position as chief of a Taboo Hunter team so suddenly? Why was she given a mission that led her to Ryner, who she’d always been searching for? Was it all just a coincidence?


    No. There was no way.


    So what was it, then?


    The answer was waiting for her since before she even thought to ask that question.


    “I was… used by Sion Astal, to keep Ryner tied to this country… as hostage…”


    That was why Ryner pretended to not know her even when they reunited. He hadn’t wanted to get her involved in it all.


    “…Why would His Majesty do that? Why would he want to keep Ryner around to the point of making him a hostage?”


    Milk recalled Sion Astal’s figure. She’d met him a number of times now, and he’d been perfect every single one. He always had a kind smile and noble gaze. He was the perfect image of their hero king, savior of all Roland. Everyone expected good things of him. Everyone believed that he could change their country. Everyone, everyone believed that he’d create a perfect world without tears or pain.


    He was free of faults. He was an absolutely flawless king.


    “…But… that shouldn’t be possible.”


    Because perfection didn’t really exist. Everyone had a few flaws. Everyone had parts of them that they didn’t want others to see. Everyone had cracks that’d make them break with a simple touch.


    Everyone had deep wounds that they didn’t want anyone else to see. Even so, they desperately wanted someone to brush their fingers against them… they weren’t capable of living in this world alone… and that went for everyone.


    Those wounds were ugly, mangled things. But if someone would just touch them, caress them… then they’d become very dear. They’d want to say that they loved them for it. Everyone was like that.


    They always seemed so perfect. That’s why she’d never realized it.


    The boy who everyone called a genius, a perfect killing machine.


    The boy who everyone wished for, their beloved hero king.


    They had wounds deeper than anyone else, but they still smiled like they didn’t mind. Just like that, they tried to make a country where everyone could smile.


    But if someone touched it. If they just reached a finger out to brush it… then the whole country would crumble to dust.


    Sion Astal had kept her hostage to force Ryner Lute to keep his ties to their country. And that was very…


    “…That’s sick…”


    What was Sion feeling under that kind smile? What thoughts lied behind those willful golden eyes? He had a mask of perfection that never broke. But there was certainly darkness within their absolutely flawless king… and what was inside of that darkness?


    In… the depths of his darkness—


    “…Uuhh… aahh…. hgh…”


    Muffled noises leaked through the darkness. Ryner was crying again. She had to save him.


    She had to… save him from Sion Astal.


    “Wait for me, Ryner.”


    Milk broke out in a run. She’d make it through the darkness this time. She’d reach him this time.


    “Wait for me. I’m coming for you now. Wait for me!”


    She ran as fast as she could. The distance between them slowly, slowly faded, giving way to his back.


    “I-I’m here,” Milk said. “I… I’m here by your side, Ryner… Y, you won’t be alone anymore. So you don’t have to cr—”


    He turned around. But he wasn’t… he wasn’t Ryner.


    It was a kid. A crying child with unkempt silver hair and tear-stained golden eyes.


    Sion.


    Sion Astal…


    She couldn’t move.


    He looked at her… and spoke with a fragile voice completely lacking in confidence. “I… I just want to die…”


    And she—


    


    ---


    


    She lost consciousness.


    When she next came to…


    Her whole body was tense, and she didn’t really know what was going on, but she was truly conscious… so she’d been freed from that spell.


    Now if only her head would work…


     “I… I just want to die…”


    Milk groaned as Sion’s voice echoed in her head. No. What she saw in her dream wouldn’t make her turn back now.


    She had to see what was happening in the real world now. Was she in enemy territory?


    Someone who had been released from the spell Eve of White would remain sleeping for another few hours before waking. It was possible that her surveillance was weak at the moment. So this might be her chance. She hadn’t been able to do anything against that devil-like man with the shadow beasts, but… if he’d left a simple soldier to wait for her to wake up, she should be able to manage.


    That was pretty optimistic, though…


    Honestly, it was so optimistic that it was probably impossible. That devil-like man had called her Lieutenant Milk Callaud. He knew her name and rank. So he also knew how strong she was.


    She had soft flaxen hair and big, cute eyes. She was sixteen but often mistaken for a twelve or thirteen year old. Because of that, enemies often underestimated her and accidentally let her win pretty easily.


    But this last time was different. She’d been taken out before she could say a thing. He knocked her out and cast that spell to force her into a coma so she wouldn’t wake up. He wasn’t the type of opponent who was overconfident in his ability to win or the type who went feral at the sight of a woman. Instead, he was the type to calmly carry out his plan. The hard-to-deal-with type who didn’t leave any gaps. Would someone like that really look down on her and leave her unguarded?


    Nope. No way.


    But it was all over if she gave up here…


    She had to struggle until the last possible second. Luke and the others were surely worried about her even now.


    The problem… was how long she might’ve been sleeping.


    That spell was meant to keep hostages asleep for as long as necessary. They stayed alive - or at least, able to wake up - but their muscles weakened with disuse. If she’d been asleep for years, she wouldn’t be able to move anymore. And if she couldn’t move, she couldn’t run.


    She should be okay if it was a few months, though…


    She couldn’t move now to check. Because she was almost certainly being watched. She couldn’t even open her eyes. The best she could do was look through the very smallest of gaps in her eyelids.


    All she could see was the ceiling… and some plain white walls. It really didn’t look like a jail cell. It was just a room. And it didn’t look like a very big one.


    As for if there were any others here…


    “……”


    There were.


    She couldn’t look at them from her current place, but she could tell that there was someone right by here. They were enthusiastically reading something… though she didn’t know what.


    Anyway, she had a guard. One whose presence she didn’t notice until looking directly over, no less. That was all it took to know that they were strong. Or was it that her senses had dulled as she slept?


    That didn’t really matter.


    All that mattered was that she was in a bad place right now. She whimpered inside her heart.


    It’d be really difficult for her to defeat her guard. She might be able to run away, though… well, that was if this was the only guard here. She couldn’t be sure, and it was over for her if there were others. So what should she do? Pretend to be asleep and wait for a better opportunity to present itself?


    “……”


    Milk’s chest clenched up. No, she didn’t want that.


    She couldn’t stay here forever. Her captor had chosen to wake her for a reason… and she’d burden someone by staying here to be a hostage. Though she still didn’t know who specifically.


    She had to escape before she could be tortured to force someone to do something. That or find a way to die here.


    “……”


    Milk steeled her resolve and tensed herself… then urged her body to move.


    Her reflexes were dull. But her body was still responding to her.


    Move!


    She felt her body wake up. Her nerves fired impulses to her muscles.


    She’d be okay. She was moving alright.


    Her best estimate was that she’d been asleep for a few months. Of course she wouldn’t be able to get the same strength from before back in moments, but… she still had to escape.


    The guard on her left still hadn’t noticed that she’d woken up.


    If she was gonna do it, now was the time.


    Milk ran through the steps in her mind. She’d open her eyes, then use her left hand to cover their mouth. After that, she’d use her right hand to incapacitate them, hit them, break their neck… whatever it took, depending on how strong they were and what it took to make them lose consciousness. If they were too strong for her to knock out, then she’d figure out how to deal with them just long enough to escape.


    Milk inhaled as quietly as she could to make sure her muscles had the oxygen to move. Then—


    “Haugh!”


    She exhaled loudly and jumped up, then threw her left hand to cover the mouth of her guard, who had been reading…


    “……”


    Despair.


    That’s what she felt.


    Because she didn’t just have one guard. There were four total here. She raised her fist up to fight, but they were faster than she was.


    The first to react was a man who was behind her… no, more like a teenager than a man? He was just a little older than Milk, and definitely still had a boyish look to him. For some reason, his face filled with tears when he saw her.


    “Ch-chief M-M-M-Miilllkk!!!” 


    “Wha, no way… Moe!?” Milk yelled as he threw himself at her for a hug.


    A willful teen the same age as Moe kicked him out of the way. “The chief’s sick, idiot! Don’t jump her!”


    “Lach!?” Milk said, shocked.


    For some reason, he was crying, too. “Ah… augh, shit! I really… I’m really glad you’re alive, Chief… I… I’d already given up hope… Chieef Miilllkk!!”


    This time Lach jumped at her for a hug.


    “Hey!” The man to her back said. He had a shapely face and spoke calmly. “You yourself are the one who said not to make a fuss while she’s sick, weren’t you? The chief’s tired. Do her a favor and be quiet, okay?”


    Milk was familiar with him, too. “Lear…”


    “…Do you hurt at all?” Lear asked.


    Milk shook her head.


    “I’m glad,” Lear said, relieved. He smiled.


    Milk then looked over at the man she’d originally thought was her guard. He was reading a book titled Kids’ Early Rising Makes a Kid Energetic, but he’d looked up from the commotion. Milk knew him too, of course. Luke. Luke Stokkart. He was only twenty-five years old but his hair was all white, and he was tall, and he always watched over everyone kindly, just like he was doing now.


    Luke spoke with the same gentle voice as always - the kind of voice that made him sound like he was pampering a kid. “Geez… You’ve overslept, Princess.”
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    “…Ah….”


    His voice was so calm and comforting. The tension instantly drained from her body. The hole in her stomach closed. She’d been prepared to die just now, but all it took was his smile to make her feel the true warmth of the atmosphere surrounding her.


    “I-I… But I was a hostage, and…”


    “It’s alright now,” Luke said. He pet her head and smiled with the full kindness of someone comforting a small child. Just looking at how relaxed he was was enough to calm her and feel like things really were okay. Because she was home. She didn’t have to worry anymore.


    “B, but… um, um, I…”


    “It’s alright now,” Luke repeated. “You don’t have to worry about anything now.”


    “Uh… mm. Yeah. But—”


    “Now, now, this is our long-awaited reunion. I’ll make anything you’d like today! What do you want to eat for dinner?”


    “No, I—”


    Moe raised his hand up high. “Oh, me! Pick me! I really want to have some curry!”


    “He didn’t ask what you wanted!” Lach said.


    “What!? Does that mean you don’t want any curry!?”


    “…No, I mean, I do want some, but…”


    “Come on, you know what I mean, right?” Moe asked. “We’re having a party, and when you think of parties you think of curry, right? So let’s have a curry party!”


    Luke smiled bitterly. “Geez, you two can’t help yourselves… alright, I’ll make you guys some curry. Chief Milk, what would you like t—”


    Lear interrupted, troubled. “You’re the one who can’t help yourself, Luke… You aren’t going to make our sick chief eat curry of all things, are you? We aren’t having a party, either. She should have porridge and stay inside and rest for today.”


    “What!?” Moe and Lach yelled in unison.


    “Ahh… you guys never change, huh?” Milk said.


    Luke was apologetic. “I wasn’t thinking… I guess curry would taste awful to you since you’re sick in bed…”


    “Pull it together, Luke,” Lear said.


    Moe and Lach cackled as they exchanged a look. “Yeah, pull it together!”


    “I don’t want to hear that from you guys!” Luke said, angry.


    Everyone laughed. Milk ended up laughing, too.


    Right. Everything was just like normal. She was home now. She knew that for a fact when she looked at Luke and the others. She was truly, truly blessed.


    She didn’t have to worry about anything anymore. It was okay now. Nothing had changed. Everyone was still smiling kindly and laughing.


    “……”


    She’d wanted to ask what had happened before she was interrupted and redirected to something more fun that they could laugh about. Even though something had definitely happened. Something was happening right now! Here in Roland!


    Milk looked at Luke.


    “…Hey,” she said.


    Luke shook his head. “It’s alright now. Everything’s already said and done. So let’s take it easy, just for today… okay?”


    “……”


    Milk was quiet.


    Just for today, huh? Did that mean he’d tell her tomorrow?


    “……”


    No. She was certain that he wouldn’t tell her if it was something that would put her in danger, even if he knew exactly what was happening. How much did he really know? Did he know what was happening in Roland now? Did he know… about Milk’s place between Ryner and Sion…?


    “Hmm…”


    Milk crossed her arms in thought. But Luke soon distracted her by tapping. “Alright! Today I’ll make porriage good enough to knock your socks off!”


    “Ughhh,” Lach said. “I hate porrigeee.”


    “Whaat!?” Moe said, shocked. “Why?”


    “The texture is just so gross! All like, gooey, you know?”


    “Why don’t you try putting curry in it?” Moe asked.


    “Whoa! Moe, you’re seriously on the ball today!”


    “Give up on the curry already,” Lear said and grabbed both of them by the collar. “And don’t be so loud while the chief’s recovering. Leave the room if you’re going to yell.” With that, he dragged them out of the room.


    Luke stood. “I suppose I ought to start that porridge. Why don’t you try to rest a bit, Chief? The sleep that Eve of White gives you is fake, so one wakes up awfully tired.”


    Now that he mentioned it, her head did feel pretty heavy. She hadn’t realized it from the adrenaline of thinking she was still captured and then the excitement of seeing everyone again. But now that she realized… she was being attacked by an overwhelming exhaustion. She yawned real big.


    Luke smiled and gently pushed her shoulders back down to her bed. “Try to get some sleep, okay? Everything’s all taken care of, and there will be some delicious porridge waiting for you when you wake up again.”


    “…Okay,” Milk said and nodded.


    “And then we can have a curry party tomorrow!” Moe said from by the door. “So have a good dream about it, okay!?”


    “Yeah,” Milk said and nodded real big again.


    “Good night,” everyone said and left.


    “……”


    But Milk didn’t sleep. She couldn’t, knowing that she didn’t know anything, and had needed to be protected. What had she gotten herself into? What was Luke doing that she didn’t know about?


    Milk strained her ears to hear what they were talking about outside of her room. They were speaking quietly and it was hard to make much out. But she could catch a little bit of it.


    First she heard Lear. “I’ll tell Kaiwel…”


    She couldn’t make out the rest of what Lear said. But she could hear Luke’s response. “Please do. He must have been worried, too.”


    “…By the way, Fro—”


    “Don’t worry. The Major will soon—”


    “…I see.”


    “Mm.”


    “…Then…”


    “……”


    They moved farther away. She couldn’t make out anything else. But…


    Milk looked up at the ceiling and closed her eyes. No matter how tired she might be, she just didn’t feel like sleeping. She was too uneasy. She thought of Luke and the others, who had silenced her worries many times and smiled instead.


    “…Seriously, what’s going on?”


    Why had she been promoted to a lieutenant so suddenly? Why had she been given the duty of leading a team of Taboo Hunters? Who had kidnapped her and why? How had Luke and the others saved her? What were they hiding from her? What problem lay at the center of this all?


    “…That dream,” Milk whispered.


    The dream she saw inside Eve of White…


    “…Whose despair was that…?”


    She’d thought that it was Ryner’s at first. Ryner, who had always been called a genius, called a monster, who had sunken deep into the darkness of isolation. But that wasn’t right.


    “…I’ve been kept hostage to keep Ryner tied down…”


    And the one who had tied him there was the king of their country. But…


    “…Why would His Majesty want Ryner that badly?”  


    She could think of countless possibilities. But did he need to take a hostage for any of them?


    Maybe her theory was what was wrong…? If that was the case, then it meant that His Majesty wasn’t involved in anything that had just happened…  and that just didn’t seem to be true. After all, Luke and Lear had mentioned Kaiwel in their conversation just outside of her door. She recognized that name.


    Major General Calne Kaiwel was well-known in Roland. He was one of Sion Astal’s right hand men at about the same level as Crimson-Fingered Claugh Klom.


    Why did Lear mention him?


    “I’ll tell Kaiwel…”


    He’d said it casually. Familiarly.


    Lear was a corporal. The difference in status between him and Major General Kaiwel was far too significant for him to talk about him so familiarly. He could have given the death penalty for his disrespect if this was the old Roland.


    She thought of Luke’s response next.


    “Please do. He must have been worried, too.”


    “What did he mean? Worried about my abduction? Why would His Excellency Major General Kaiwel worry about me…? If anyone should be worried, wasn’t it His Majesty himself, who needed me as a hostage for Ryner…?” 


    Sion Astal needed her as a hostage. Maybe she could see something new if she started from that. She felt like she could, but…


    “Uuh… I can’t see a thing!”


    What in the world was happening in Roland? She had to start investigating from there.


    “Hrmm… and I know that Luke and the others won’t tell me a thing…”


    Milk crossed her arms and groaned.


    In any case, she knew that she was being excluded. She was sure that they were just doing it to protect her, but it couldn’t go on forever.


    “…I’ve gotta look into it myself. I’ll just need everyone to protect me all the time if I don’t wise up, after all, and I hate that. But… where do I even start? Don’t I know anyone in the military upper rungs…  ?”


    She thought for a moment, then opened her eyes wide.


    “…Wait! I do have connections!”


    She’d reached that thought through a short train of thought.


    1. Didn’t she know anyone important? Like, in the military’s upper rungs?


    2. She thought of the king when she thought of ‘important people.’


    3. The next on the list of important people had to be the nobility.


    4. The Callaud family was nobility.


    5. W-wait, her father was a noble!?


    No, wait, this wasn’t the time to be surprised about that.


    Still, she felt like she’d won the second she thought it.


    “Awawah… b, but I wonder if my father wouldn’t be angry if I came back home after making such a big mistake…?”


    She pictured her father’s strict expression in her mind. He’d raise the club he always used to punish her and hit her…


    “Uuughh… Scaryyy…”


    Milk shivered. He’d definitely be mad, and not just about her failure. He’d also be mad about how she never came home to visit. A-and he’d be mad about her eating cake even though he’d forbidden her from it, and there were all sorts of other things he’d be mad about, too.


    “But I have to go home…”


    This wasn’t the time to be scared.


    “Yeah. I have to go home and properly greet him… a, and then ask him a little about what’s happening in this country. Okay! With that out of the way…”


    Milk stood on the bed and looked out the window. The sky was dyed a deep red outside it. Apparently the sun was setting. It’d soon turn to night. And Luke was right. She was absolutely exhausted.  But she couldn’t just lay around and sleep, and she couldn’t let Luke protect her forever, either. So she jumped up from the bed, settling her feet on the windowsill as quietly as possible. Then she opened it.


    “…I really don’t want to go home… but I’ll do my best and do it anyway!” Then she turned back towards the room. “Sorry, everyone, I’m going out for a bit. But I promise to be back by dinner… so, um… see you later!”


    She jumped out of the window. She had been on the fourth floor of a five storey building. But that meant nothing to her.


    


    ---


    


    That was her first step into the puzzle of malice that surrounded their country. The points and lines had long since tangled together, and now it was nigh on impossible to solve. She couldn’t touch it. It couldn’t be touched. But if she did… if she did take a step into it—


    


    ---


    


    The sun had long since fallen past the horizon by the time she arrived. Of course it was dark. But it was a familiar place. Her old home. So she didn’t get lost even without a light. Because the Callaud property was very familiar to her.


    “……”


    An unusual sense of foreboding hung around the property.


    “…Why?” Milk whispered, confused. She whispered that many, many times as she raced through the garden that seperated the front gate and the estate. She felt her heartbeat speed up. Because it was strange. This was the Callaud estate. The lights were never out in the evening, much less the dead of night. And they had over one hundred guardsmen, and kept dozens of guard dogs. But there was no one around now.


    “But that’s…”


    She ran as fast as she could towards the estate. But she didn’t see anyone, no matter how deep into the garden she got. Even though it was supposed to be crawling with people… There was her swordplay instructor, too, and her magic instructor, and her academic instructor… the employees and her parents were always here when she came to visit…


    “A, Amy!” Milk screamed. “Nallua!!”


    No one lit the lights when they heard her coming. The estate remained surrounded in darkness.


    “…Th, this can’t be…”


    Had they all moved away while she was on duty? No… that was impossible. The front door, which had just come into view, proved it.


    because the Callaud estate’s entryway had always been huge, imposing, and above all impeccably well-kept. But when she came today, it was completely destroyed and left in little pieces, and the wall had been pierced, gouged, and burnt black.


    Milk’s fingers shook as she pointed at it.


    “…Was this… magic? Did magic do this…?”


    She looked up at the darkness past the door.


    “……”


    She was speechless. She walked inside slowly. It was even worse than the outside. A fight had obviously taken place, and… she saw the one thing she hadn’t wanted to see.


    Everything inside was a dark, murky color. It was one that she had become intimately familiar with during her time at the orphanage.


    “…The color of blood,” Milk choked out.


    She understood what had happened here. People had died.


    Her father. Mother. Amy. Nallua.


    “…But that’s…”


    She shivered.


    “…That’s…”


    She recalled his father’s face. He was a very strict person, and he always hit Milk the second she messed up. But he wasn’t a bad person. He was strict, but… he had still raised her. Her mom always insulted her, but it wasn’t like she ever tried to kill Milk. Amy and Nallua had always been kind to her. There were even times where they’d called out to her… She’d always felt that they’d empathised with how hard her training was.


    They were her family, too. A different family from the one she had with her team, but still her family.


    “……”


    Milk looked at the blood smeared across the wall. She didn’t know if it was the blood of her family or if it was someone else’s. It was possible that her family had managed to escape to a safe place. But she could still see what had happened here. Someone strong enough to deal extensive damage to a house protected by hundreds of guards had attacked.


    And that was… it was…  


    “……”


    Milk’s mind went blank.
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    “What’s happening here in Roland?” Milk asked the dark, empty manor.


  




  

    Chapter 3: The Beginning of the End


    “……”


    How many years had it been since he met her?


    That’s what Major Rahel Miller was currently thinking about. His face was wrinkled from frowning and scowling. His physique was well-trained and muscular, more so than one would expect to see on a man in his thirties. He sat with impeccable posture, and the abnormal neatness of the documents on his desk spoke to his rigid nature.


    He was in his room in the Taboo Hunters Headquarters. Despite how orderly it normally was, she was making quite a mess of it.


    “My god, your rigidity has spread to your room,” she said. She ran a hand across his neatly stacked documents, then looked over them.


    Miller looked up. “Those are highly classified documents. I’d like it if you didn’t read them…”


    He looked at her with his usual stern face, and wondered. How much of his life had passed since he met her? Ten years? No, longer. And she was just as beautiful now as when they’d first met. She had indigo hair down to her shoulders and a sharp glint in her eyes along with her usual mischievous smile. “Hmm? What could it be? Do you have top-secret lewds you don’t want me to see…? Are you having an affair?”


    “…Don’t be stupid. You know best of everyone that I don’t have time for an affair, Ms. Jereme Crysler,” Miller said, somewhat indignant.


    Jereme’s expression clouded over. “I’ve told you not to call me by my full name. I’m not even a Ms. Crysler anymore. I married you, so I’m a Mrs. Miller,” she said. Then she brightened up a bit. “Though I still get embarrassed saying that out loud ♡”


    “…Yeah. I bet you do,” Miller said and nodded. Then he looked down at her stomach. His child was inside of her now, and it wouldn’t be their first. It’d be their second. He hadn’t thought about marrying her back when they’d first met. Not at all. Instead, he’d been of the opinion that Roland was too mad to have a family in… so he hadn’t imagined this happening at all.


    That was why he still thought of her as Jereme Crysler. She’d been his like-minded comrade for so long that it felt odd to think of her as his wife instead.


    They’d met back in military school. She had been exceptional. The type who always stood out. She was brilliant after leaving school, too, and before long she was a household name. They called her the water assassin, the beautiful magician, and the frenzied drunk leopardess. Miller could personally attest to the validity of the last of those. She was far too dangerous when she drank, and became uncontrollably violent and mean. She’d almost killed him many times…


    But those nicknames were irrelevant.


    More importantly, those kids were there back when he’d formed his first impression of her.


    Pia Valiere, Peria Perla, Ryner Lute.


    “……”


    Time passed so quickly. It’d already been over ten years since then. To think that that weak boy, lacking in talent as he was - the Alpha Stigma bearer Ryner Lute - had managed to find himself in the center of their country.


    Miller looked up at her. She was sitting on his desk, reading his classified documents at her leisure. She moved her hand to look at the next document.


    “Stop that,” Miller said. “I really can’t let these documents leak.” He picked the documents up so she couldn’t read through them.


    Jereme puffed her cheeks up. “Augh! You really are having an affair if you’re trying that hard to hide it!”
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    Miller said. “Like I said, I—”


    “—don’t have the time for that,” Jememe finished it. “I know that. I know you better than anyone. Because I’m always, always, aaaalllwaaays watching you, ever since you misunderstood and thought you could jilt me. You’re a horrible guy who only thinks about work. You always have been!”


    “M, misunderstood—?”


    She cackled, then looked a bit sad. “That’s why I came to get in the way of your work. You’re a bit too hardworking, you know? I understand that this country is in a tough place, but… do you really need to devote your whole life to fixing it?”


    “I’m not trying to do it alone—”


    “Don’t lie to me. You’re always making that stern face and taking care of eeeverything yourself,” Jereme said. She scrunched her eyebrows up and scowled, but it was a poor imitation of him. It looked more like a cute pout than anything.


    He could have sworn that she used to look more stern than she did now. Maybe it was due to her pregnancy?


    Jereme gave up on her imitation, leaving a worried expression in its place. “You’re allowed to rely on others too, alright? I can still work, so… how about I do half of your job—”


    “Nope. You’re pregnant. I won’t let you work.”


    “But we still have a few months until it’s born—”


    “No.”


    “But—”


    “No!” Miller shouted. He hadn’t meant to, but it did quiet Jereme down. “Sorry,” he said, flustered. “I wonder if the kid heard that…”


    Jereme smiled sadly. “Geez. You don’t have to worry that much. There’s no way something like that would bother our kid.”


    “…I’m sorry,” Miller repeated.


    “…I didn’t come here for you to apologize to me…”


    Miller looked up at her worried face. He messed up, huh? Was he really so busy that he had to make her worry like this? He thought back on the past several days, filled to the brim with work…


    “…You’re right. I need to pay attention to you too, not just work. But my schedule’s packed for today. Can we talk once I get home tonight?”


    Jereme’s face brightened up in an instant. “Really!? Really?? Geez, of course I’d have nothing but free time if you shut me up at home without you all day!”


    “…Sounds like that’s why you came here,” Miller said with a bitter smile. Still, he understood that she’d been worried about him. “Now go home.”


    “Whaat? But I wanted to spend more time toge—”


    “Jereme.”


    “…Fiiine,” Jereme said and shrugged. She already looked bored again. She left, then yelled back through the open door, “You better have a real conversation with me tonight!”


    “Yeah.”


    “And don’t overwork yourself!”


    “And you be careful on the way back.”


    “Oh, my. Do you love me?”


    “……”


    “I love you, Rahel ♡”


    “……”


    “Hmhmhm? Where’s my reply?”


    “Just go home already!”


    “Alrighty ♪”


    With that, she left.


    Miller looked back down at the documents that Jereme had tried to take.


    


    Ryner Lute’s return to his home country and the plan for how to deal with him moving forward.


    


    …He couldn’t let Jereme learn Ryner’s whereabouts. Because she was too kind. That’s why he took it before she could see it. To be frank, she’d just get in the way if she stood in the path that Roland was moving in.


    “……”


    Miller threw the papers about Ryner back down onto his desk, then looked out the window. The sun was descending the horizon. He felt that it was speaking to the direction the whole country was moving.


    Their eternal peace was really forced tranquillity. In truth, the future of their country was…


    “…No, I’m here to stop that…”


    Miller narrowed his eyes.


    Kindness, compassion, love… those were all handicaps on the world which needed to move forward. The fact that Jereme had taught those kids… the fact that Ryner was precious to her… meant that she’d be unable to walk the correct path. And the fact that Jereme was dear to Miller meant that she could be used against him, should someone choose to do so. For example…


    “……”


    Miller looked away from the window and back to his desk. A lone man had appeared there. He had pitch black hair, a perfectly handsome face, and a model-thin build. He was still young. Younger than Luke. Twenty-two or twenty-three, if he had to guess?


    But his eyes were what really stood out. They were a cold and deep blue that seemed to look down on everything. Miller looked up to meet those eyes. “I didn’t say that you could enter?”


    The man smiled. But it was a dark one, constructed solely with malice. “How rude of me. Seeming as the door was open…”


    “Hm. The door was open, so you went out of your way to conceal your presence so you could sneak in like some kind of rat? Is that it? Lieutenant General Miran Froaude.”
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    Froaude’s smile didn’t fade. “Correct. If I could enter as I am without you noticing, I figured I ought to just kill you,” Froaude said. He looked around the room, his eyes stopping for a moment in each of the four corners, where small magic circles were buried. Then he shrugged. “Magic traps… Sergeant Luke Stokkart did the same… You are quite well prepared. I see that there is no reason for me to raise my hand against you. As expected of the man called the key player in the revolution…”


    “Hah. Worthless small talk,” Miller spat.


    Froaude smiled faintly. “Ah, you realized? I suppose… small talk is not really a strong point of mine… it makes it quite difficult for me to get on in this world.”


    “I bet. It doesn’t help that you’re so gloomy, either.”


    “Haha. Yes, I’ve been told… but I have gone out of my way to answer your call and come here, and you still jab at my expense… you yourself are plenty awful at getting on in the world.”


    Miller scowled. “Hm. I certainly wouldn’t say that I’m good at it.”


    “You aren’t, are you? Someone who was… would not have shown someone precious to their opponent… would they have?” Froaude asked. His smile deepend. It looked an awful lot like he was looking down on Miller. “For example… a beautiful pregnant woman,” Froaude said and turned to look at the door.


    And there it was, Miller thought. This was what happened when people found even the slightest weakness in another. “She’s not my weakness.”


    “Really, now?”


    “Really.”


    “You wouldn’t worry if your wife were suddenly abducted?”


    “Not at all.”


    “Really?”


    “Yeah,” Miller said and nodded. He was telling the truth. Even if Jereme were abducted, the result would be just the same as when Milk was. He wouldn’t worry at all.


    “You’re cold,” Froaude said in that cold voice of his.


    “I don’t want to hear that from you.”


    “But it was a compliment?”


    “I have no reason to accept a compliment from you,” Miller said.


    “I suppose that’s true,” Froaude said. He seemed happy. “You are truly the same type of person as I—”


    “Nope. I’m different from you.”


    Froaude looked a bit confused. “What exactly is the difference…?”


    “You’re more able than I am.”


    “You’re only going through with your small talk now?”


    “No.”


    “Then what do you mean?” Froaude asked. “You said that I am more able than you?”


    Miller nodded. “Because if I could be useful to you, then you’d leave me alive even if it meant that I’d kill the people you call important. Right?”


    Froaude thought for a moment. “No, I cannot answer that… after all, not a single person in this world is important to me.”


    “How impressive.”


    “Hahaha. You are exactly the kind of person I expected you to be. Very few people would call that impressive… It makes me happy to hear you say that…” Froaude met his eyes. “And… I do think that you’re a frightening person. If I were to kidnap Jereme Crysler, then you would kill me despite my importance to Roland… that’s what you meant to say, correct?”


    Miller shook his head. “You’re not needed in this country.”


    “…I am… nonplussed… Are you saying that there is no place for me in the map you have drawn of the future?”


    “There isn’t. Because you’re too flashy.”


    “…You only think so because you yourself are too slow,” Froaude said. “You moved a bit more quickly in the scenario I had imagined… but you just won’t move in reality. That is why I had no choice but to move in front of you. You understand, don’t you? This country doesn’t have any time left to dawdle.”


    He was right. They didn’t have any time, and at this rate their country wouldn’t have a future.


    Even so…


    “You’re going about it the wrong way,” Miller said, glaring at Froaude.


    But Froaude just smiled faintly. “Really, now? Have I not been acting in a way that allows your plan to progress?”


    That was true. Everything Froaude had done so far had been within Miller’s realm of expectation. It was almost as if Froaude had been acting with full knowledge of Miller’s plan, and had been careful not to step on his toes.


    The same went for the Ryner situation. If Froaude hadn’t done it, Miller’s faction would have. Because Ryner Lute’s presence would soon interfere with their country’s progress. They’d passed on the opportunity to kill Ryner this time because of the possibility that he’d allow for mediation between the many Cursed Eye bearers, but his existence was inherently dangerous. Because he was capable of destroying Sion.


    In other words, Froaude had made the right decision. He’d only messed up at the very end.


    “Killing Marquess Callaud… was outside the realm of my expectations,” Miller said. “It’s too soon for that, and I think you know that just as well as I do. Why are you rushing it?”


    Froaude’s smile disappeared entirely, and his sharp eyes narrowed further. “Ahh… I see… This is quite vexing. We need to integrate our two plans…”


    Miller wanted to hold his head in his hands. “So that means the one who killed Marquess Callaud—”


    “It was not me,” Froaude said. “I had been certain that it was your doing…”


    “Then…”


    Froaude nodded. “Yes. It appears that it was someone working behind the scenes… perhaps the noble who had used his power to manipulate the late Duke Staelied. But he…”


    “He won’t show himself on the center stage… Any guesses on who the mastermind is with that?”


    Froaude shook his head. “No… though I am looking into it…”


    This time Miller really did hold his head in his hands. He was searching with all he had. But he couldn’t find him. All he knew was that the mastermind was out there. It wasn’t impossible. After all, this was someone who had enough power to control a significant percent of the nobility. They had to show themself eventually - anyone that powerful would leave traces, no matter how hard they tried to hide. But they still hadn’t found them.


    “A shame,” Miller said.


    Froaude nodded. “It is disappointing, especially knowing that this country’s days are numbered. If we don’t set our domestic affairs in order…”


    “…Another country will invade,” Miller finished. “We need some bait to lure that hidden mastermind out with.”


    But what could they use as bait? How could they bait someone who they didn’t know?


    Were they one of the nobles who had retained power even after the reforms… or were they even a noble at all?


    Froaude turned away. “It appears that our conversation has come to an end… Our shared objective is to drag the hidden mastermind who has shamed us both to the front of the stage. I will try my hand at it.”


    With that, Froaude left the room. But he seemed to remember something just as he left and looked back in.


    “Ah, by the way, what do you intend to do about the Ryner Lute problem?” Froaude asked. “Personally I believe that he should be killed as soon as possible, but…”


    Miller thought of Jereme for a moment. What face would she make when she learned of Ryner Lute’s death? He thought of it, but… he faced Froaude to reply. “Do what you’d like.”


    “…Then I will kill him,” Froaude said, then closed the door behind himself.


    A comfortable silence returned to the room.


    “……”


    Miller began to think up a new plan.


    


    ---


    


    The room was full of malice. All who entered had their hopes and dreams stolen from them, losing their will to live entirely. It was dark, gloomy, and surrounded by pitch black darkness… okay, that last part didn’t really make any sense, but anyway, it wasn’t the kind of place he wanted to be. It was the plain room the devil himself lived in, inside Roland Castle.


    “…I’m gonna die. I’m seriously gonna die.”


    That’s what Ryner truly felt. He’d die here, and there was nothing he could do about it now. Because, because… for the past three days, ever since he returned, he’d been pulling all nighters one after another and being forced to work on fucking paperwork, Sion you bastaaard Ryner was seriously going to fucking kill him except he didn’t have any energy left so he was just gonna die instead!!


    Ryner glared at the demon king Sion Astal, who was grappling with his own mountain of paperwork at his desk. “Anyway, I’m gonna die now.”


    Sion smiled bitterly without bothering to look up from his paperwork. “Hey, you said that five minutes ago too.”


    “Yeah, but I’m serious this time.”


    “Are you really that tired?”


    “I’m literally on the verge of death.”


    “So you want to sleep?”


    “Yeah.”


    “You can’t.”


    “What?!”


    “You can’t.”


    “But, um, I’m seriously gonna die—”


    “You can’t. Just keep doing your best. My paperwork will take another four hours or so, and after that I think a half hour power nap would be alright—”


    “You fucking idiooott!!” Ryner yelled, then stared at Sion, exasperated. “D, don’t tell me you always work this long without sleeping?”


    Sion looked up and seemed to be thinking back on it. “Hmm, let’s see… Honestly, I’m not sure. I lose track of time when I’m working… But it looks like things will be easier now that I have you to split the work with,” Sion said and smiled.


    Ryner looked at Sion like he was a rare species of animal. “This is making it easier? Don’t tell me you would have done all of this work yourself if I wasn’t here…”


    “Yeah, I would have,” Sion said way too easily.


    “……”


    Ryner was at a loss for words. He stared at the mountains of paperwork surrounding him, and the even larger mountains surrounding Sion.


    “…I suddenly understand why you’re so mean…”


    Anyone’s personality would warp after working like this day in and day out.


    Sion smiled meanly. “I guess that means you’ll be getting meaner and meaner from here on out too.”


    “I told you, I’m gonna die before then.”


    A bold smile rose to Sion’s face. “Heheheh. I’m not going to let you die that easily. In my experience, as long as you power nap ever now and then, you won’t really feel like you’re going to die until you hit the six months mark—”


    “A-are you serious!? Y-y-y-you’re going to keep me from sleeping for six months…?”


    Sion had gone mad. He had to have. Sure, Ryner had thought that he was a workaholic before too, but this was just… insane.


    “Uuuh… I’m gonna die,” Ryner said, shivering uncontrollably from fear. “You’re gonna kill me here…”


    Sion smiled happily. “Come on, I’m joking. You’d obviously die after six months without sleep.”


    “Y-yeah! I would!”


    “You’d be perfectly fine going ten days without sleep, though—”


    “You’re seriously fucking insaneeee!!” Ryner cried.


    Sion just smiled. “All joking aside—”


    “Wait!! Which parts were jokes and which were serious!?”


    “Hm? Ahh… I was serious about taking a thirty minute power nap in four hours. I’ll get less efficient if I don’t nap, so at about this point I rest for a little.”


    For some reason, Sion looked like a god in that moment. And then he despaired that thought. This was what three days without sleep did to him. Seriously, what spell was Sion using on him right now…? Ryner spoke through his shivers. “Y, you’re actually a demon inside, aren’t you?”


    “Obviously. You’re only just realizing that?” Sion asked.


    “Ah… You’re not arguing…”


    “Heheh. There’s nothing I can do about you figuring out my true form. Now let’s get to work. Our six months without sleep awaits us~”


    “…Can you stop saying that? It sounds less like a joke every time…”


    Ryner was at his limit. He looked over at Sion, who was doing a pretty good impression of a demon’s face right now. He had bloodshot eyes and dark bags under his eyes from exhaustion. He seriously looked demonic.


    Ryner sighed. “You’re seriously gonna die if you keep working like this, you know.”


    Sion stopped trying to look like a demon. But he still looked exhausted. “Will you be king if I die?”


    “Mm? Me?”


    Ryner pictured it for a moment. He’d be buried under paperwork like this day in and day out. His endless work would drive him mad. He’d go without sleep every day, have bloodshot eyes, and walk around in a daze… He looked at Sion, who was currently the living picture of his imagination.


    “……”


    He wondered if the people who called him their absolutely flawless hero king had ever seen how he truly was. He was so overworked that he looked like he could just keel over dead, but he still felt like it wasn’t enough and forced himself forward. Would he be able to prevent their country from being invaded and save their people? Would he be able to calm Roland’s internal conflicts without sacrifices? Was he really leading their country down the right path?


    It wasn’t enough.


    It would never ever ever be enough.


    “…It’s impossible for me,” Ryner said. That was his honest impression. He wasn’t capable of it.


    He’d been struggling just taking care of himself all this time, after all. He was the type of person who got so wrapped up in his own problems that he hurt others.


    “…I’m way too lazy… so it’d be impossible for me to be king…”


    “…That’s why I think you’d be good at it,” Sion said.


    “I’ll try saying it another way then. It’s way too much work. I don’t wanna do it.”


    “Ahaha… yeah, it’s a lot of work. I kind of want to quit.”


    “Do it, do it. Quit your job and take a nap every single day.”


    Sion laughed. “Nap daily, huh… that sounds like it’d be fun. I wonder if I’ll ever get to do that?” He wondered. His voice sounded very weak in that moment…


    Ryner’s voice caught in his throat. He looked down at the piles of paperwork covering his desk. It was all information on how the world was closing in on Roland. Lately one of their neighboring countries, Imperial Nelpha, had been acting suspiciously. A significant anti-Roland faction had appeared in their borders since Roland annexed Estabul, and they viewed Roland as a danger even though their two kings had pledged friendship… and soon that anti-Roland faction led a revolution and overtook the throne.


    With the change in kings, their previous alliance had ceased to be altogether. Nelpha could invade any minute now while Roland didn’t have the power to fight back.


    Roland was still weak from fighting Estabul, and their two countries still weren’t very well integrated. There was no guarantee that Estabul’s soldiers would follow Roland’s orders. Honestly, they couldn’t even be sure that Estabul wouldn’t revolt again.


    Fortunately, Nelpha appeared to be misunderstanding the situation and currently saw Roland as a great and powerful country. Should they realize that Roland was actually struggling… they’d surely attack. They were attempting to prepare for it, but… Nelpha wasn’t their only problem.


    Their other neighboring country, the Runa Empire, was also acting oddly. And there was always the threat from the Gastark Empire to the far north, which was using Heroic Relics to expand rapidly. There were signs of countries all around strengthening their militaries in retaliation.


    The world was changing. Ryner knew that. It was moving towards an age of war, one more chaotic than the world had ever seen before… and Sion was here in the midst of it, fighting all by himself.


    Wasn’t there a way to save his country, his people? Would he find it if he worked himself to exhaustion? Could he find a way to save the world with as few deaths as possible?


    Wasn’t there something he could do?


    And yet… that line of thought left him like this, unable to spend his days napping…


    “…It’ll happen,” Ryner said. “Someday you’ll definitely get to nap. So wait for it.”


    Sion smiled sincerely. “Right. Then I’ll… look forward…”


    He’d gotten too tired. His words faded and he fell asleep just as he was, sitting up at his desk.


    “Whoa, hey, you’ll cut into my sleep if you go napping first,” Ryner said.


    But Sion didn’t answer. He was fast asleep, the smile still plastered on his face.


    Ryner watched him sleep for a few moments.


    “……”
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    He couldn’t help but hope that he had a good dream. Not one about politics or war. Just a normal, feel-good dream. Like… like…


    “Augh, I’m so sleep deprived that I can’t think…”


    Ryner shuffled over to the door to leave. But then he heard Sion’s voice.


    “…No, that plan isn’t… uu…”


    “…You idiot,” Ryner mumbled and turned back around. “Don’t work in your sleeeep!!” He yelled and kicked Sion’s chair over.


    Naturally that woke Sion up. “Huh? What? What’s happening?” He looked up at Ryner. “H, huh? Was I… sleeping?”


    “Yeah.”


    “And you of all people woke me up… how many hours was I out?”


    “Not even five minutes.”


    “Huh? Really?” Sion asked.


    “Yeah.”


    Sion tilted his head, confused. “Why did you wake me up?”


    “Because your face pisses me off.”


    “It does?”


    “Yeah! Uhh, anyway, let’s see… why don’t you read some porn or something and get in a good mood and then go to sleep?”


    “H, huh? P-porn? Why?”


    “Just do it! Ugh, I’m so sleep deprived that I can’t talk right… Anyway, I’m leaving!” Ryner said. “I’m gonna take three days to catch up on the sleep I missed and then come back. Don’t look for me!”


    “No, wait… Seriously, why do you want me to read porn…? And what are you so mad about…?”


    Ryner ignored him and opened the door. He was assaulted by a bright light on the other side. “Whoa… don’t tell me it’s morning? I pulled four all nighters in a row? I’m gonna die. I’m seriously gonna die.” 


    With that, he shuffled away.


    


    ---


    


    “……”


    The sun’s rays were far too brilliant. Its light warmed all of Roland.


    The world must be peaceful if such a calm and warm light could envelop it.


    It was a complete, ideal world.


    It was a perfect, ideal world.


    Certainly, it brought to mind Ryner Lute’s report.


    To a world where everyone smiles and it’s okay if all we do is nap.


    “…Heh… heheh…”


    Wonderful. Truly wonderful.


    A country where no one was hurt. A country where no one ever lost anything.


    “…Many people have already died for it…  A country where no one ever loses anything… is nothing but a fairy tale,” Miran Froaude whispered as he watched Ryner Lute’s retreating back. He waited until Ryner was out of sight, then stood by the door. “Do you truly intend to let Ryner Lute live like this? Your Majesty.”


    “……”


    No answer. But he didn’t mind. Whether Sion answered him or not was of no consequence. The result would be the same.


    Froaude continued. “Truthfully… I had wanted Sergeant Luke Stokkart to kill him, but…”


    This time there was an answer. “So that you could say that Ryner was killed on my orders?”


    Exactly. It was a necessary action if they were to erase the nativity in Sion’s heart.


    A country where no one was hurt. A country where no one ever lost anything. Now, wouldn’t that be sweet? If they were going off ideals alone, then yes, that’d be wonderful. It was a dreamlike, storybook country.


    ‘And thanks to the effort of the great hero king, the country ceased to war, and everyone lived with a smile on their face…’


    How comfortable that would be.


    But reality. Reality was…


    “…Humans and beings which must devour others to live,” Froaude said.


    If one person smiled, another would cry. If one person was protected, another would be hurt. If one person lived… another would die. And if Roland were to continue to exist in this world, it meant that it had to destroy another country. They couldn’t stay high on those sweet ideals… on the drug they called Ryner Lute for long.


    “…You must understand that by now, Your Majesty.”


    That drug had other effects, too. Ryner’s effect on Sion would peak at the moment of his death. And at that very moment…  Sion Astal would become complete. He would become a king who could move forward even if he devoured darkness itself or another. He would no longer shun sacrifice, no longer question his ideals, and become a king capable of dominating the world itself.


    If they could just kill Ryner Lute now…


    “……”


    No, it was already too late. Because Gastark had already begun to move.


    At this rate, this country…


    At that moment, Sion’s voice rang out from inside the room. “You’re going to kill Ryner?”


    “I am.”


    “Even if I tell you not to?”


    “…After I’ve killed him… I will accept my punishment.”


    “Are you saying that you don’t listen to my orders?” Sion asked.


    “…I wish to exist as faithful to Your Majesty as possible.”


    “Then—”


    “And I believe that in the depths of your heart, you believe that killing Ryner Lute is what you ought to do,” Froaude interrupted.


    And if that wasn’t the truth, then it meant that Sion lacked the resolve needed to be king, and there was no value in following him.


    Froaude watched the door… and waited for his orders.


    ‘Kill Ryner Lute.’


    If His Majesty could just order him to do that, then he would show him that he could do it in an instant. There were countless reasons to kill him.


    It was a grave sin for one who knew Roland’s magic to leave Roland without permission. It wouldn’t be odd to give him the death penalty. The fact that he was a ‘Cursed Eye bearing monster’ was also a reason for which he could be killed. They couldn’t just leave someone prone to going berserk by the king’s side.


    ‘Kill Ryner Lute.’


    If he’d just say that, then this country could finally begin to move.


    ‘Kill Ryner Lute, then force the Runa Empire to surrender, then violate Imperial Nelpha. Then, with the entire Southern Continent united—’


    “…I won’t kill Ryner Lute,” Sion said.


    Froaude felt his face warp with his disappointment, to the point where he surprised himself. To think that he’d come to expect so much of the king.


    “…Your Majesty… Your Majesty, what are you trying to say—”


    “Come in,” Sion interrupted.


    “……”


    Froaude didn’t answer.


    “Didn’t you hear me?” Sion asked. “I’m telling you to enter the room,” he said, his tone stronger than before.


    “……”


    Froaude sighed softly, then opened the door.


    The room was overflowing with paperwork. There had only been one desk before, but now there was also a second. It was probably put there for Ryner Lute’s sake.


    For Ryner Lute’s sake.


    “……”


    He was fed up with it. So this was how blind his king was…


    Froaude raised his head to look at Sion, who stood against a wall. He tapped his head lightly against the wall again and again, countless times. Froaude watched him for some time, then spoke.


    “I have entered the room, just as you ordered.”


    Sion hit his head against the wall one more time before stopping. “I will not kill Ryner Lute. I’ve already decided. It’s not something you can change.”


    “…But—”


    “Shut up.”


    “I will not. At this rate—”


    “Shut up, you worm. You’ll prove your incompetence if you keep jabbering.”


    “……”


    Now Froaude was quiet. The fact that Sion had told him to shut up didn’t bother him. It was because Sion’s remark just now made him uneasy.


    A small smile rose to Sion’s face. “Kh… hahaha… what do you mean, ‘kill Ryner Lute’… even though you don’t understand a thing. Even though you’re blind to the facts… you still somehow believe that the world could move on your own shallow plan, don’t you?”


    Sion turned to face him.


    Froaude was frozen in place.


    Willful eyes bore into him.


    “……”


    He shivered. His whole body shivered. This was…


    The man before his eyes cut into Froaude’s thoughts. He rose his hand high and spoke. “Fine. Light. And darkness. I’ll show you the truth. The truth of the world… and the true form of our enemy.”


    He held his hand out to Froaude.


    Froaude couldn’t move. He could only shiver. But it wasn’t from fear. It was from pleasure. At the sight of what had appeared before him.


    “……”


    


    ---


    


    He was horribly tired.


    “…Uuuh…”


    But he had so much to do.


    “Augh… I’m gonna shrivel up,” Ryner, lit by the morning sun, mumbled with a voice on the brink of death. He was currently battling exhaustion as he walked through Reylude’s castle town. He didn’t have any energy at all even though it was early morning. Everyone else was still asleep.


    “…But I didn’t get any sleep at all!”


    He felt more exhausted the more he complained. He was seriously at his limit. He felt like he could just lay down and sleep here… but he didn’t. He had to get as far away from the castle as possible. Then he had to find somewhere that Sion and Ferris didn’t know about to stay.


    “…I can’t let them abuse me like this…”


    They’d bring him the final inch closer to death. They’d make him return to those days of pulling all nighters one after another with Sion, that pervert who got off on working, where Ferris hit him from behind the second he reached his limit and began to doze off.


    “…And then, after she gets bored for the day that traitorous bastard Ferris says she’s gonna go home and eat dango and sleep!”


    Honestly, he didn’t really have the free time to be yelling about that now. He had tons of things he had to do instead.


    For example, he had to get Arua to do an experiment with him to find all the differences between their powers. To do that he had to open his eyes up all the way and get his Alpha Stigma to activate. But he was too tired to do that now.


    “Aww, I can’t do it… I can’t get motivated when I’m this tired… I’m so exhausted that I feel like I’m gonna barf… but I haven’t eaten either so I don’t have anything to throw up…”


    He was tattered and battered, just barely shuffling along. He could collapse at any moment. Even so, he forced himself to walk with his last remaining strength as he thought about where to start.


    Setting the experiment with Arua aside… he was also interested in searching that malicious dojo in Ferris’ house. He also had to look into what Lucile meant by ‘cursed blood’…


    “…That could be pretty fast if Lucile would tell me himself…”


    Ryner recalled Lucile’s face. He was absurdly handsome, just like Ferris was. He’d smiled coldly and strangled Ryner as he spoke to him.


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


    And like, talking to a guy who’d say things like that was kind of…


    “…Umm, okay… so how about I leave Lucile for later,” Ryner said, his exhaustion easily reaching his voice. He crossed his arms. “And then, uhh. I also have to look into the other Cursed Eye bearers’ behavior… “ But that sounded like a pain, too.


    Ryner looked up to the sky on his right. Tiir had said that far to the north of here, in the Central Continent, a great number of Cursed Eyes had gathered. And even farther north than that was Gastark, which was always growing south. Basically, the Cursed Eyes were closer to Gastark, which hunted them, than Roland was.


    So there were a few things that had to happen. First, Roland needed to become the kind of place that accepted Cursed Eyes. Then they had to search for the Cursed Eyes who were hiding in the Central Continent, and then they needed to make room for them in Roland and auuughhh just thinking about it was impossible, much less doing it!


    “First of all, they’ll get offended if I call them Cursed Eyes! Second of all, the sun is way too bright! And I’m tired! But I’m also hungry! I feel like I’m gonna throw up! I’m literally gonna start crying!”


    He felt so horrible that he didn’t want to do anything at all. Maybe he should run away from home again…


    “…Ferris would definitely kill me this time if I did…”


    He thought of Ferris’ face after she followed him all the way to Nelpha. She hadn’t looked angry. Honestly, she’d been more anxious than anything.


    “…I don’t want to see her make that face ever again… huh? Wait, am I gonna live the rest of my life with those two pushing me around? Uwah… seriously? Y’know, I’d rather just die now.”


    Nothing good had happened since he returned to Roland.


    “I mean, I’m super elite when you rank it in terms of ‘people who most hate effort and determination,’ right? You can’t make a guy like me…”


    His head was starting to hurt. He clutched it with his hands.


    “The fuck am I supposed to do my best at when I’m this tired,” Ryner muttered, exhausted. He idly wondered where his life went to hell as he walked.


    Was it when he first met Sion? Maybe it was when he first met Ferris. Or maybe before then… maybe it was when his master, Jereme, first started training him? Maybe none of this would have ever happened if he’d left the country with Peria and Pia back then. Or maybe it was because he took Tiir’s hand and left Roland, then met Lafra. Maybe things would have been better if he’d continued to avert his eyes from the world, full of his own despair but refusing to look at the despair of the whole world…


    But Ryner had looked at it. At the despair-filled path where Sion smiled and where Ferris waited for him. They reached their hands out to him… and he wanted to take them. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to run away anymore if he did. But he didn’t want Ferris to make that face anymore. It almost felt like someone needed him…


    “…This is getting to be a real pain.”


    Ryner sighed… and looked up. The castle town’s exit was just up ahead. But it didn’t look like he was going to get to leave. Not because it was under construction or anything, but…


    “I’m seriously tired of exerting effort, okay?” Ryner said.


    A man wearing the exact same armor as Ryner was standing in his path. It was a special outfit with white armor and robe. Only the strongest corps in Roland’s army, the Magical Knights, were permitted to wear it. Sion had given it to him and he was only using it because it was easy to use, though…


    The man in front of him - actually, they used a black mask to hide their identity so for all he knew it was a woman, but anyway, Ryner spoke to the person in front of him.


    “So, great Magical Knight of Roland, is there anything I can do for you?”


    “……”


    The Magical Knight didn’t reply.


    Ryner shrugged. “Guess we’re not talking then. I’m getting some serious murder vibes from you, too, so I assume you came to kill me?”


    No answer again.


    Ryner smiled bitterly. “So, umm… do Magical Knights have a new rule where they can’t talk to strangers or something?”


    “……”


    Yep, no answer. The Magical Knight was filled with a killing intent strong enough to paralyze anyone who hadn’t been trained to deal with it. Ryner moved his eyes to survey his surroundings. He verified that there wasn’t an ambush waiting for him. This wasn’t the place for that kind of tactic anyway - it was a wide and level street made for pedestrian travel. Not for hiding.


    Apparently this guy planned to attack Ryner alone.


    “…You really think you can take me alone?”


    “……”


    Silence again. Might as well give up on the questions if his opponent wasn’t in the mood to talk.


    Still, it wasn’t like he didn’t know anything about the situation. He knew that whoever had sent this Magical Knight didn’t know very much about him. Because if they did, they would have known that one Magical Knight wasn’t enough.


    “At the very least… it means that Sion isn’t the one who sent you,” Ryner whispered. He felt himself relax. But if it wasn’t Sion, then who?


    Wait, come to think of it, hadn’t Sion disbanded the Magical Knights around when he became king? Ryner could have sworn that he heard something like that.


    “Mmgh?”


    Didn’t that mean this guy wasn’t a Magical Knight?


    Ryner took a good look at the Magical Knight or whoever they were.


    “What are you?” He asked.


    They finally responded in a hoarse voice, so high pitched that it grated on his ears. “Ry-ner Lu-te.”


    “Huh? That’s my name, yeah.”


    “…Ry-ner Lu-te…  


    “Umm, yeah, that’s my name. I asked who you were—”


    They grabbed their head and talked over him. “Gy, a, a, a, hu… k-k-kill, ki-ki… aaahh hyaaa yaaaaiiiiii!!” They yelled, distressed, and their body began to break, limbs cracking and turning in ways they weren’t meant to go… and then they rushed forward.


    In the next moment, their hand was reaching for Ryner’s neck.


    “Uogh!”


    Ryner tried to dodge. But he couldn’t. The Magical Knight was far faster than he’d expected. The hand that’d reached out for him grabbed him by the jaw and pushed him to the ground.


    “Ggh… Shit, I let my guard down…”


    Ryner tried to stand, but his brain was fried. His body wasn’t working like he wanted it to.


    “F, fuck.”


    His stomach was gurgling. He frantically pushed the urge to throw up down and tried to stand again. But a lightning fast fist came for his head.


    “This sucks.”


    He thought he’d be able to make it, but he didn’t. He couldn’t dodge, and he was sure he’d die if it hit.


    “Auugh, just do it!” Ryner shouted. He stepped up… and the fist didn’t hit his head. It hit his chest.


    “…Gahagh…”


    His body heaved as the wind was knocked out of him. The hit had definitely broken some bones. He began to fall backwards from the force, but his enemy wasn’t done yet. Their hand straightened out and came for him like a sword. This time he was definitely gonna die.


    But Ryner’s nerves chose then to wake up. He steadied his body as the feeling returned to his limbs. It was like his body was moving completely irregardless of Ryner’s will. It was the training that Jereme Crysler had drilled into him forcing him into action. His body twisted in the air, allowing him to stand upright. He didn’t dodge the hit entirely, though. It still cuffed his shoulder.


    Ryner grabbed his opponent’s neck with both hands, forced them back down to the ground, and squeezed hard.


    But then he came back to his senses.


    “Shit…”


    At this rate, he’d kill… augh, he couldn’t stop now… His opponent was raising their hands up to try to twist Ryner’s neck, too, and…


    The horrible sound of bones cracking rang out below him.


    “…Huh?”


    And then… his opponent’s neck jerked until it was back in place.


    “Huh!? Why? I broke your neck…”


    They ignored Ryner’s surprise and sent a hand right back at him.


    “W, waiiiitt!!” Ryner yelled. Breaking their neck was out, so Ryner went for grappling instead. He grabbed his opponent by the head and threw them as far as he could. The impact broke their mask, exposing their face.


    “Wh, what the hell,” Ryner said.


    It wasn’t human. It had rotting, festering skin and sunken eyes dark eyes that rattled about in its head. Its mouth had huge, beast-like fangs.


    It was a monster. A monster like one heard about in legends.


    “Y, you’re…”


    But what was it? Why was it wearing a Magical Knight’s uniform? Why was it attacking Ryner?


    It didn’t look like it was going to give him the time to think about that stuff.


    Despite appearances, the monster moved with great dexterity. It quickly drew a magic circle in the air.


    “Whoa, whoa, now you’re casing magic?”


    Ryner immediately started drawing in the air, too. He knew what it was going to cast the second it started even without using his Alpha Stigma. He could tell by where its hands had started and the direction it first began to draw light.


    “I’ll just cancel it…”


    Ryner finished his spell. He was both faster and more accurate when drawing his magic circle, compared to the monster.


    “You’re too late,” Ryner said. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to beat me—”


    “You’re the one who’s late, Ryner,” someone suddenly said from behind him. He hadn’t even sensed that someone was there… there wasn’t even anywhere to hide. To top it off, it was a voice that he recognized.


    He recognized it… he really did… but who was it? He couldn’t recall. All he knew was that he knew it. He could tell by how his heart clenched up.


    He knew that voice. But he couldn’t remember where he knew it from.


    He just had the sensation that he was forgetting something horribly dear to him… but… what was it? What…


    “Who are you…?” Ryner asked. He almost turned to look, but he stopped when he heard something in his chest. He looked down.


    Something strange had happened. There was a knife there in the left side of his chest.


    “Ah…”


    That was all he could say.


    Blood spurted from his chest. It was clearly a fatal wound.


    “…Ah.”


    He couldn’t speak. Blood. Was spurting. From his chest. Even though he finally… finally…


    Then he… was gonna die here.


    He hated that. To think he’d die here of all places.


    “……”


    He lost the ability to think. His consciousness began to fade, and his body rapidly lost its strength. He fell to his knees, unable to support himself.


    All he could feel was a terrifying cold… and loneliness.


    And then… Ryner’s life faded.


    


    ---


    


    The man slowly ran a hand through Ryner’s dark hair. He pet it slowly, slowly, as if it was something dearly nostalgic to him.


    “Welcome home,” the man said with a tired voice. A kind smile rose to his lips. “Ryner.”


  




  

    Afterword


    
      Sorry to keep everyone waiting.
   


    
      We are finally entering the main core of this story from this volume onwards, the Roland arc.
   


    
      

   


    
      But I will try my best to write surprising situations, please guide me, ah, when I was writing the eighth volume I once,
   


    
      “From now on we will progress without stopping towards the tenth volume.”
   


    
      I wrote that then.
   


    
      “Is Densetsu no Yuusha no Densetsu ending in 10 volumes?”
   


    
      “Please don’t stop it!”
   


    
      “Please continue!!”
   


    
      “What are you joking about you bastard! Why are you ending it!”
   


    
      “ ~I thought it would continue forever~”
   


    
      I received many letters and emails like this.
   


    
      Forever!? Putting that aside, I am touched, I feel that DenYuuDen has been so loved, but DenYuuDen will temporarily not end, please relax. It is not ending in 10 volumes, but I am tying off an end in the tenth volume, the thing that I wanted to write about the most is finally here.
   


    
      But I do not have the confidence to finish writing this in the tenth volume.
   


    
      How should I say it—although I mentioned it in the beginning, there are too many main characters in DenYuuDen, and they all have to appear, so there is a large volume,
   


    
      Because of this, so DenYuuDen is this thick…
   


    
      If I make it too thick it will make the editor annoyed, it seems that to the editorial department thick books are not fine, normally speaking it is because thick books do not sell well, if the price is high it would not sell well, and the book stores can only stock a few, the costs of production is high, it is hard to edit, and not easy to find mistakes, anyway there are many, many things.
   


    
      But there are clearly more DenYuuDen books that are thicker, but it is still popular, it makes me grateful… if this continues it will become the usual gratitude, so I will stop here. But I am truly thankful, thank you.
   


    
      Returning to the earlier topic, if I want to properly write every character’s story, the space would become huge, and lately there has been many foreshadowing, just making one volume thicker would be unable to end it, if that is the case then what should I do,
   


    
      I’m sorry, I am unable to finish the first part in 10 volumes…
   


    
      So I have to correct my afterword in volume 8.
   


    
      “It is not progressing towards the tenth volume… but progressing towards the eleventh volume”
   


    
      Anyway it is this volume, 10, 11 volume that would become the 3 parts about Roland? (Who do we ask?)
   


    
      Anyway please support it!
   


    
      

   


    
      

   


    
      The next topic, should be an advertisement, after handing in the afterword, my editor called me “Please rewrite the afterword, and add in a short advertisement!”
   


    
      I received this order, so I will start to advertise,
   


    
      I should say that a woman called Germer Kleisrole appeared in this volume… Everyone who read “Toriaezu Densetsu no Yuusha no Densetsu 3 Violent First Contact” and “Toriaezu Densetu no Yuusha no Densetsu 4 Magical Bargain Sale” should know right? But those who did not read it does not know right?
   


    
      This is very important here!
   


    
      After reading the short story you will be extremely interested!
   


    
      (It feels like I am being a con person)
   


    
      Even if you do not read the short story you can still enjoy the main story… But there will be many characters from the short stories appearing in the main story from now on, I hope you can read the short stories.
   


    
      Another slight advertisement is, Germer Kleisrole will appear in the volume 3, 4 describing Ryner’s training period, and will reveal why Ryner is always tired, who he proposed to. (Laughs)
   


    
      And although she only appeared once, but the popular girl called Pia. This is the story describing of when Ryner was a Hidden Elite, and the meeting with Ryner from Sion’s view point, there are many points to take note of!
   


    
      Because there are many stories describing Roland of the past, so there are many tragic stories. (Tear)
   


    
      But the main story later on will make you read not only these short stories but even those goofy short stories, so it’s fine if you do not buy it…
   


    
      Editor “Of course it’s not good if it doesn’t sell! Don’t pretend to be a goody-two-shoes, advertise it properly!”
   


    
      …I was lectured, anyway that’s that, everyone must buy it!
   


    
      Later on those foolish people in Iyet will, please look forward to it, the record of the story that in the end returns and links back to the main story is in the seventh volume, and will be in the early spring next year, I already said it’s impossible.
   


    
      Editor “I’m not asking for your opinion, if it’s coming out then it’s coming out! Don’t keep the readers waiting!”
   


    
      …It seems to be like that,
   


    
      And after the eighth volume will plunge into the Roland arc, Sion will bully Ryner and the others the best he can, it is all about Roland, those who like the Roland chapters please look forward to it!
   


    
      The people who cannot wait please read drogonmagazine, there are a few Roland chapters recorded there, please read that, please send the questionnaires!
   


    
      It should be no problem advertising till here!
   


    
      Editor “Eh……30 points.”
   


    
      

   


    
      

   


    
      The next topic.
   


    
      When I was writing this it was the night of the 15 day, of course I ate dangos.
   


    
      First it was 2 that had no sauce, in the remaining 6 I ate 3 with soy sauce, and 3 with sweet soy sauce, because it was too delicious and I was surprised,
   


    
      “Delicious!”
   


    
      In the moment that I shouted it Ferris was smiling,
   


    
      The next topic.
   


    
      So as to resolve my issue of not enough exercise, I bought a skipping rope, I have not played with the skipping rope since elementary school.
   


    
      But this could really be taken as exercise.
   


    
      Is the exercise through skipping rope a lot? I found out that it was more than running, from now on I will persevere, if I am still determined in the next volume then praise me (Laughs)
   


    
      What remains is, although this is not about Ryner’s affairs in this volume. But because of next month’s publication, so I have always writing the manuscript, I don’t have anything to say now.
   


    
      Then let me write about the vacation matters, although I mentioned this in the afterword of my last work, because Saori-san who is in charge of the illustrations is taking time to go for a vacation, so I am learning from that and going on a vacation too.
   


    
      Doesn’t writing a novel in an onsen inn seem like what an author would do? (Although I am an author)
   


    
      Because of this I’m going for a vacation.
   


    
      I hope… I can write about that in the next volume…
   


    
      I completely can’t go for a vacation?!
   


    
      I should say when was that afterword where I wrote that I was going for vacation written?! A few years ago?! I’m going! I’ll leave a note “I’m going for a vacation… Please do not find me”.
   


    
      I’m leaving.
   


    
      If the manuscript is finished.
   


    
      After writing the present manuscript there’s another manuscript.
   


    
      Anyway the monthly publication still has to continue…
   


    
      The next time we will meet will be on the December issue of what! Although I do not know what will come out, but thank you for the trouble on my behalf!
   


    
      Let’s meet after February~
   


    


    
      Kagami Takaya
   


  


OEBPS/Images/Cover2.jpg
{RERODFEEDIRER 9

TERROER






OEBPS/Images/Illust002.jpg
b
7

o

SR

] i






OEBPS/Images/Illust001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/DYD_v09_pg011.jpeg
11






OEBPS/Images/Illust003.jpg
: oINS
ﬁi%i@@ﬁﬁmﬁﬁk@m_ﬁﬂﬁmA%H\ N

SRS S R

REISBES B B0 S OBSEANMIN S |
I 75y ¢ i

, J,m !






OEBPS/Images/DYD_v09_pg121.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/DYD_v09_pg153.jpeg
153






OEBPS/Images/DYD_v09_pg145.jpeg
145






OEBPS/Images/DYD_v09_pg183.jpeg
183






OEBPS/Images/DYD_v09_pg161.jpeg
161






OEBPS/Images/DYD_v09_pg061.jpeg
61






OEBPS/Images/DYD_v09_pg045.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/DYD_v09_pg099.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/DYD_v09_pg079.jpeg
79






OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
o
=
~
A
R
m
l—l_
N






