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  Prologue


  The advancing Ishtalika army stopped in the wilderness between Heim and Birdland.


  As the group stopped, the rising dust in the air settled down.


  There was no snow in this area, but it was winter, and the wind was cool. Still, the air in the camp was warm.


  “──But then again, I didn’t expect you to even bring out the Leviathan.”


  Lloyd lost his left eye in the previous battle with Edward.


  He listened to Ain’s words as he waited for the meat to cook in front of the fire in the encampment.　


  While other knights were eating and chatting, the two were in front of Ain’s tent, which was just as lively as any other.


  “The Leviathan was unfinished, but this time the circumstances were different.”


  Ain said.


  “And the Leviathan then headed for the port town of Roundheart?”


  “It was scheduled to meet up with Princess Olivia, that Chris is onboard.”


  “Very effective. Many Heim soldiers are already exhausted, and it should be less dangerous to attack from the port town. The port town has no defensive walls. …But are you sure? Even though there have been many problems──in that town.”


  Lloyd was concerned about Ain.


  The port town of Roundheart was Ain’s birthplace, and now they were going to take over the whole town.


  “Don’t worry. I don’t care about any of that.”


  But here came a smile of concern for himself, and Lloyd quickly pulled his chin back.


  “…Excuse me.”


  Soon after, Majolica came to the tent.


  “Your Highness, I’ve finished the inspection of the magic tool you asked me to do.”


  “Thank you, is everything alright?”


  “The miasma had damaged some of them, but that’s okay. I’m sure you brought it here with the intention of using it up anyway, so I just did a little maintenance.”


  Majolica looked at Lloyd, “And then,” he said.


  “Varra-chan wants to check on you one more time, so she wants you to visit her later.”


  “I understand. Ain-sama, I will come again after I finish my check-up with Varra-dono. I need to check on you again for the upcoming battle.”


  “If there is anything wrong, you should tell me, don’t hide it.”


  “Hahaha! Don’t worry! I have no more eyes, and it can’t get any worse!”


  Lloyd boldly told a story that was not funny at all and left with a great stride.


  The way he called out to the knights on the way and made them work for him was so dependable that Ain and Majolica couldn’t help but giggle.


  “Oh, is it cooked?”


  Taking a skewer that had been inserted into the meat he was grilling, Ain brought the skewer to his mouth.


  They were thick and fragrant and would make you happy just by chewing on them.


  “Oh, Majolica-san, do you have any extra magic stones?”


  “Why, you look so happy eating the meat. ──You don’t want to eat the magic stone too, do you?”


  “I’m ashamed to admit that I do.”


  “Ara, well… you were very active the other day. I wonder if your magic power was drained too much.”


  With a half-hearted look on his face, Majolica handed the magic stone to Ain.


  It must not be a particularly expensive magic stone, as he held it with his bare hands. But when Ain held it in his hand and sucked in the magic power of the magic stone, he felt fuller than if he had eaten grilled meat.


  “──Oh, I thought Father was here.”


  Dill, who appeared unexpectedly, looked around as he said that.


  “If it’s Lloyd-san, he went to Varra. What’s wrong?”


  “Actually, I thought I’d confirm with him about the march… but it looks like we must have crossed paths.”


  “If you wait, he’ll be back, and let’s have some food together. Come on, Majolica-san.”


  The two heard Ain’s voice.


  “Since it’s a good opportunity, I might as well accompany you.”


  “Then, I, too, will do so with your permission.”


  They nodded in return and reached for the grilled meat.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  “Varra, are you there?”


  After dinner, Ain left his tent and proceeded through the encampment, stepping into the tent where Varra was staying.


  This tent also served as a medical clinic, and there were many wounded knights here and there.


  Varra was among the knights checking on their injuries.


  “Oh, yes! How can I help you?”


  She left the check up to someone else and came before Ain.


  “I’d like to ask you a few questions if that’s alright with you.”


  “It’s fine. It’s not necessary to do it here, so let’s do it in the back.”


  Varra took him to the back of the room, where supplies were laid out for the treatment of the patients.


  It was hard to find a quiet place to take the crown prince, and the only other place that was quiet was Ain’s tent.


  “I presume you are referring to the body of the Marshal, sir?”


  “Ah… that’s okay, I’ll hear it from him, but it’s something else. ──I just thought of telling you a little bit about the old days.”


  It was about Edward.


  In the fight against him, he thought he was never going to ask Varra. But as they marched on, he thought about it again.


  …Even though he was thinking this way, to Varra, Edward was her immediate family.


  He felt uncomfortable with the idea of playing the game without asking Varra anything.


  “You know about my father, don’t you?”


  “──I know. And he was a great general.”


  “I see. So, do you know why I suddenly brought this up?”


  Ain was trying to get Varra’s thoughts on the subject by saying that they both had thoughts on their father’s behavior.


  Varra realized the ostensible reason and nodded with a mysterious expression on her face.


  “I have no feelings for my father, but what feelings does Your Highness have for your father? I knew you had a grudge──.”


  Ain’s eyes widened at the unexpected response.


  “You don’t have any feelings for your father, Varra?”


  “Yes, that’s right. It is difficult to put these feelings into words, but the closest I can come is to say that I don’t want him in our lives anymore.”


  “You mean even if you ever see him again?”


  “Yes. I am convinced that I cannot think of him as my father anymore. My sister May is still very young and may be different, but she too is now living happily in the castle.”


  Believing what she just said, it would be better not to tell her about Edward. He should settle the matter with himself being the only one who knows the facts.


  “But if I ever see him again, I’d like to slap him hard on his cheeks.”


  Varra smiled and said, never conveying sadness, and Ain clearly understood that she meant what she had just said.


  After that, the two continued their casual conversation for a while, and Ain turned his back on Varra, saying, “I, too, have already moved on.”


   


  Chapter 1 – Near The Capital of Heim


  ──Strangely enough, things were going well.


  Ain muttered to himself the next morning as he rode his horse in the march.


  Ain was raising his eyebrows in disbelief at this situation, where not only Heim soldiers but even half-monsters had not appeared along the way to this point.


  Behind him, Dill, on his horse, expressed the same thought.


  “Things are progressing too smoothly, aren’t they?”


  The one who answered him was Majolica, who was riding next to Dill.


  “The Heim side has lost a lot of strength, so I think they are sending troops to the port town. But, you know, even before we came to reinforce our troops, they had attacked them many times with crossbows, right?”


  The first time was at Rockdam, and the second time was at Birdland.


  The attack with the crossbow slaughtered many Heim soldiers and also caused a lot of damage in the clash between people.


  If this is the case, Heim would not have much room left.


  Even with the half-monster force, the fact remains that they were forced to wear out for sure.


  “Ara, you don’t look convinced.”


  “I think what you just said makes sense. But there is one more thing I’m wondering about. The purpose of the red fox is still unclear, as you may know, Majolica-san. I have my doubts about their actions.”


  “What do you mean?”


  At this point, Ain joined the conversation.


  “We don’t know why the red foxes are doing what they are doing, Majolica-san.”


  “But, Your Highness, considering the nature of the red foxes, wouldn’t it be fair to say that they are just enjoying this war?”


  “I don’t think that’s wrong either. I’ve read that the red foxes are pleasure-seekers in an old book that Katima-san bought. If we believe that, it is not surprising that they are enjoying the situation.”


  However, Heim is currently being overwhelmingly pushed.


  Unless they were enjoying such tension and a sense of danger, it would be a fearful thing if even the current situation was going as planned by the red foxes…　


  (There is no chance that Heim will win.)


  The result would inevitably be that Edward and Shannon would lose their lives. Even if they seek momentary pleasure out of sheer hedonism, this was too inexplicable and even suicidal.


  “It seems to me that they are just trying to gain supremacy on this continent, but if that’s the case, they shouldn’t have messed with Euro. When they did that, one could imagine us coming out of the woodwork.”


  “I wonder if that means they have a purpose other than to try to gain supremacy.”


  Ain shrugged his shoulders and said to Majolica, who tilted his head.　


  “Well, who knows? But I think what they’re doing is too half-hearted.”


  Or rather──.


  (If I’m the target, we can talk.)


  According to the living-armor Marco, the red fox was waiting for Ain.


  And Gail’s diary in the basement of the first king’s villa left information that the red fox said they would never forgive Gail. Connecting these stories together, it seems that Ain, a member of the Ishtalika royal family, was the red fox’s target, and they were trying to drag him into the fray.


  “I know, right…? It doesn’t look like they are going to mess with Ishtalika… and come to think of it, I don’t think it was planned that the first prince of Heim would be disposed either.”


  “Hmm, what makes you say that?”


  “I’ve never seen anyone who doesn’t seem to breathe any kind of miasma. Even if you look for miasma that doesn’t bother our equipment, it usually doesn’t occur unless you go to a deep, deep miasma cave. ──The first prince was the only one who emitted that thick miasma in the assumptions, wasn’t he?”


  Both Ain and Dill listened attentively to Majolica’s words as he dexterously twirled his body on the horse.


  “It must be difficult to mass produce a miasma emitting entity. If it were possible to mass-produce them, they could have modified two or three of them from the beginning. If it were possible, the Marshal and the others wouldn’t be alive today.”


  It was hard to imagine why it had to be the first prince Layfon. He had never been known to have any special talents.


  “It’s all because of the unexpected presence of Your Highness. Surely they must have lost most of their half-monsters.”


  It was still fresh in everyone’s memory that a great number of half-monsters died in the vicinity of Birdland.


  “It would be a relief if those troublesome half-monsters didn’t appear.”


  “However, we can’t rule out the possibility that some of the surviving half-monsters will attack. Even if they do come out, there won’t be that many of them, and they probably won’t be as energetic as they were the other day.”


  “I know. I will always be vigilant.”


  But there were some things they were not fully sure about.


  “I’ve been thinking about it a lot, and I’m not sure what the red fox’s purpose is anymore.”


  “Right… it’s vague.”


  “Ain-sama. As I say, I am not sure even at the time of the Demon Lord’s War. I am left wondering what they wanted to do by manipulating the Demon Lord and causing a ruckus and whether it can be put away as mere hedonism.”


  “…..Yeah, that’s right.”


  Ain then exhaled heavily and said.


  “I only know one thing, will they cause harm to Ishtalika?”


  “Maybe that’s all we need to know. If they harm our country, we will not tolerate it. It’s that simple to understand.”


  After confirming their common understanding, the three men turned their attention to marching toward Heim.


   


  

  


   


  Two days had passed since they left Birdland. They were already in the suburbs of the royal capital of Heim.


  Once the group crossed the hills that loomed in front of them, they could see the city of Heim, which had reached the height of its glory on this continent.


  Ain began to feel a sense of déjà vu in the surrounding scenery, and several memories flashed through his mind.


  “Ain-sama, I understand that you are in a complicated state of mind. Please don’t take it too hard and let Lloyd here take care of it for you──”


  “Don’t worry. I was quiet because I remembered the old days.”


  Still, Lloyd’s eye patch was imposing. He looked like an old general who had fought in many battles, and he even liked it because it suited him so well.


  He was so enthusiastic that he would order a custom-made one when he returned to Ishtalika.


  “When you say old days, do you mean before you went to Ishtalika?”


  “Yes, that’s what I meant. …Lloyd-san, you know what I was like in the old days, don’t you?”


  “The old Ain-sama, you might say…”


  “I mean when I lived in the port town of Roundheart.”


  Then Lloyd pondered as if choosing his words. But Ain smiled as if to say don’t worry about it.


  “I have it in my ear that you were not treated well since you could not leave the territory. At that time, I well remember that His Majesty was happy or sad every time he read a letter that came from Olivia-sama.”


  “Yes, yes. On the contrary, my brother Grint used to go out a lot. Especially after my father──Logas started taking care of him, he used to take him on outings.”


  “…Hah.”


  Lloyd nodded with a mysterious look on his face.


  “But you know, there was one day when I even got to go away for the first time and guess what day it was?”


  “M-mmm… your first outing? I’m sorry, I have no idea…”


  As Ain recollected, he had never told this kind of story before. Lloyd responded with a tone of interest in Ain’s past, which he was hearing about for the first time.


  “The first time I went away was on the day of the unveiling party.”


  “Oh! The day you went to the mansion of Archduke Auguste in the royal capital.”


  “Yes. Well, when I went to the Auguste mansion, I was set up and couldn’t attend the party, and to top it off, I couldn’t even get into the venue, so I was wondering what to do.”


  For Ain’s subjects, including Lloyd, it was a gut-wrenching event, but Ain smiled happily. Next to him, Lloyd was grimly clutching the reins, and Dill, who was listening to the conversation right behind him, had his cheeks twisted.


  But Ain smiled and said as if loving the memory.


  “So I, who couldn’t attend, decided to watch the flowers.”


  That’s how Ain was able to meet Krone.


  “The Blue Fire Rose, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. That’s how I made the star crystal. I didn’t know what it meant to give it to Krone at the time, so I was very surprised when I heard what it meant.”


  After that, Olivia, who had been left behind by Logas, who was headed to the evening party, finally made up her mind and contacted Ishtalika using a message bird.


  Then, after receiving the call, Chris came to the port town of Roundheart aboard Princess Olivia.


  “It’s a long story, but this road is very similar to the one I’m on. It is similar to the day when I rode with my mother in the carriage to the royal capital.”


  Ain’s profile looked even more mature than usual when he finished.


  Aside from the fact that his body and face grew when he became a demon king, the expression he showed now had a certain dignity and nobility that befitted a man who would eventually succeed Sylvird as king.


  “Please don’t push yourself too hard.”


  “Yes, I will. Thank you.”


  Smiling in response to Lloyd’s concern, Ain turned his attention to the hills spreading out before him.


  The knight who had been acting as a scout soon arrived at the scene in a great hurry.


  “Pardon me for reporting from horseback, sir!”


  “It doesn’t matter, continue!”


  “Yes!”


  The knight replied, taking a few seconds to catch his breath.


  “──After a short distance over the hills, the royal capital of Heim will come into view. In addition to the great army of Heim, the great general Logas was seen there.”


  He told them that the decisive battle was just around the corner.


  Indeed, the tension and the presence of people in the air were different from before.


  The knights who had served as scouts returned to their ranks, and after watching them, Lloyd spoke up.


  “Ain-sama. If push comes to shove, please give priority to Ishtalika’s long-cherished wish even if you have to abandon us.”


  “…Lloyd-san.”


  “They will certainly use the miasma. If so, we may not be able to set foot there. But we can be a shield. When we have defeated the red fox──Shannon and Edward, Ain-sama should only think about your own survival.”


  “There is no way I could abandon you.”


  “No, you must. It is our duty to shield you, Ain-sama, and it is your duty to accept it as the crown prince.”


  Lloyd cuts off Ain’s hesitation as he insists most strongly.


  “Dill! Come here!”


  “Yes!”


  “You don’t have to work as a commander. No matter what happens, don’t leave Ain-sama’s side. Do not make a mistake in your priorities.”


  “Leave it to me. I will protect him with everything I have.”


  Satisfied with Dill’s reply, Lloyd put his hand on Dill’s head and stroked it with a powerful motion, paying no attention to the eyes of those around him.


  “Hey──F-Father!”


  “Mm, how dare you call me father in public?”


  “No, no, Lloyd-san… it’s a little late for that now. Dill already called you father in Birdland.”


  “Hahaha! I guess I forgot about that a long time ago!”


  “And it was Lloyd-san who started the parent-child exchange… W-well, whatever.”


  Lloyd’s laughter echoed far and wide, and the slightly nervous knights of Ishtalika smiled at the merry laughter. He laughed for a moment and then corrected the looseness of his mouth.


  “Then, I will deal with Edward.”


  “But that’s…”


  “You may still remember my pathetic appearance, but rest assured. I don’t expect Edward to be easy to deal with either. Therefore, I have a secret plan… Well, unwillingly, I have an idea.”


  The idea was so meaningful that Ain and Dill, who had never heard of it before, were taken aback.


  He nodded and said, “I see,” about the secret plan he was told, and then changed his mind.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The royal capital of Heim was just a stone’s throw from the port city of Roundheart. The distance was only a few hours by horse-drawn carriage, but it was only a few minutes by a warhorse.


  The scent of the sea breeze coming from the port town of Roundheart made Ain feel a nostalgia that he didn’t want to feel.


  ──After all, even if it was also a port town, it was completely different from Magna.


  The same sea breeze can make the difference between heaven and earth in terms of the mood. 


  “…It’s a big army.”


  Heim’s army deployed in the suburbs of the royal capital was so numerous that one naturally let out a voice.


  The long horizontal and deep vertical formation was a sight so full of strength that one wondered where in the world they could have hidden such a large force.


  Looking further into Heim’s army, Ain saw the nostalgic royal capital of Heim and the castle of Heim. Despite the fine weather today, it was not his imagination that only the sky of the royal capital looks gloomy and dark.


  There was no trace of the once prosperous kingdom left, and it looks like an exiled country ruled by evil.


  Where were the civilians? According to reports, many of them have already evacuated the city after learning that war is about to break out.


  “Ain-sama──Ain-sama!”


  Lloyd came from the direction of the left flank, galloping on his horse.


  “Pardon me on horseback, sir! In the direction of the left-wing, or rather, in the port town of Roundheart, the army led by Edward has been confirmed! I will ride there after the battle starts!”


  That’s strange.


  The man thought highly of himself, and Ain also recognized that he was a formidable opponent. The reason why he left the royal capital and set up in the port town of Roundheart is…


  “It could be a trap. There’s no reason why he wouldn’t protect the royal capital.”


  “No, he probably intends to hold back our forces coming from the port city.”


  “──Father. I have a different opinion.”


  Dill, who had been standing by Ain’s side, stepped forward and joined the conversation with a wry smile on his face.


  “We should assume that he has avoided Ain-sama. That should boost our morale.”


  “I don’t know how I could be taught by my son. But you may be right. It would be good for morale if we told everyone that!”


  Lloyd smiled, much like Dill. Or perhaps it was the other way around since they were father and son. Maybe Dill looked a lot like Lloyd, but their bullish expressions were very similar.


  “Well then, Ain-sama. I will return to the left wing.”


  “Mmm, okay. But don’t overdo it.”


  “Hahaha! That is an unreasonable order!”


  The eye patch made Lloyd’s high smile even more suitable for him, and he continued to laugh without any discomfort, bringing a smile to the knight’s face as well.


  Hearing his high laugh, Majolica came riding up on his horse.


  “You seem to be in a good mood, Your Excellency Marshal. So, here it is, my parting gift to you.”


  Majolica took a burlap sack from his chest and tossed it to Lloyd.


  “What’s this, Majolica-dono?”


  “The green balls inside are restraining devices, and the blue ones are healbirds processed magic stones.”


  “What a wonderful gift! Good heavens, these magic tools are so difficult to refine that only someone like Majolica-dono can prepare them… I am very grateful for your kindness! Then, Ain-sama, for the sake of our Ishtalika!”


  Haa! Lloyd rode galloping away with a shout.


  The three people who saw him off all laughed in unison.


  At the same time, they were encouraged by his usual appearance in the royal capital of Ishtalika.


  “I am sorry for my father’s strange energy at a time like this.”


  “Rather, it is just right that he should be like that. I don’t want him to get too depressed.”


  “That’s right. The knights who are accompanying him also feel better when the commander is in good spirits. Well then, I’m going to go and get ready.”


  Saying that, Majolica turned away just like Lloyd, and his fingers gripping the reins had a suspiciously glowing knuckle attached to them, foreshadowing the battle that was to follow.


  “Your Highness. I look forward to the pre-war speech.”


  It was half expected, but Ain’s expression became tense when he was told again.


  “…I guess it’s going to happen after all?”


  “Of course, it’s going to happen. That’s the gem before the war starts. …Of course, the opponent must be a general with whom Your Highness has a greater connection than anyone else.”


  ──Bitter smile. It was also the most bitter laugh of his life, and Ain was proud of it, scratching his temples with such a fed-up look on his face.


  Pre-war speech is common everywhere, but he never thought he would be the one to do it.


  “You’re putting a lot of pressure on me.”


  “I understand how you feel. The pre-war speech is a spectacular event, as Majolica-dono said, and it greatly affects the morale of our knights.”


  “Oh, even Dill.”


  “Please forgive me. The higher the morale, the closer we are to victory, and the less likely it is that Ain-sama will be injured.”


  Dill, who was not backing down any more than usual, laughed.


  Also, despite complaining with his mouth, Ain seems to be enjoying himself to a great extent.　


  “By the way, Ain-sama. The other day, I heard some interesting information in Birdland.”


  “Eeh… what’s that? It can’t be dangerous now that you mention it, can it?”


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  Dill answered with enthusiasm and took a breath before opening his mouth.


  “I heard that the great general of Heim, Logas, has never won a single victory against Edward.”


  At the same time as the words were spoken, the two men were thinking back to the recent battle between Ain and Edward and the result of that battle.


  “In other words, Ain-sama, who defeated Edward, is already higher than Logas, the great general of Heim, isn’t he?”


  “Haha… it’s still a strange feeling when you put it into words.”


  “Strange, is it?”


  “Yes. It’s very strange. In the past, I thought he was the strongest man in the world, the strongest warrior of all. However, I think my feelings have changed since I moved to Ishtalika and met a lot of people. But I think I still have a sense of bitterness about him. To be honest, I never thought that I was stronger than him until just now.”


  Dill quietly listened to Ain’s feelings. Ain may have been too sentimental before the battle, but he couldn’t stop the emotions from leaking out.


  But even amidst it all, he peeked out a certain confidence.


  The strength in his lord’s eyes never ceased to remind Dill of the size of his capacity, which he had felt during his speech the other day.


  “──Dill.”


  “Ha!”


  He had already made up his mind.


  The hatred that remained in his heart was suppressed, and Ain made up his mind.


  “The situation may change. But I can’t allow myself to avoid this decision.”


  “…Ha!”


  “──I will deal with General Logas.”


  The opponent who taught him the sword as a child. Having determined to deal with Logas, Ain turned his attention once more to Heim’s army.


   


  

  


   


  The area around the royal city of Heim was not a wilderness-like land.


  The ground was lush and green, with trees growing in places, and ancient traditions co-exist with the beauty of nature. However, it was now covered in mud from the soldiers’ march, and as could be seen earlier, even the royal castle, which looked good on a beautiful blue-sky day, wore an air of dark rain clouds, which was disconcerting.


  “Dill. I’ll be fine around here.”


  “No, it won’t be. I will be your shield in case of an emergency.”


  Heim’s army was right under their noses, and Dill was worried about Ain.


  The soldiers of Heim still look as if they had lost their minds, but the way they were still following the orders of General Logas made it seem as if they had no willpower, as if they were puppets.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll retreat as soon as I’m in danger, and since it’s at this distance, even if the attack reaches me──I can still avoid it.”


  “I was hoping you would say that you lied there and said it couldn’t reach you.”


  “Don’t look at me with a dumbfounded look on your face. It’s just a little joke.”


  “Hah… I don’t think it’s a place for jokes, is it?”


  “Well, it’s not good to be at a loss for words here.”


  Despite his dazed expression, Dill was also reassured by the usual Ain. As the tension in his own body eased, he was able to relax his grip on the reins.


  “The pre-war speech is like arguing, isn’t it?”


  “It’s too large-scale to be called arguing, but that’s about right.”


  “Have you ever had the experience before?”


  “….I wonder. I don’t think I remember either. However, I thought that in the past, I had argued with Warren-sama and His Majesty.”


  “That was different, wasn’t it? It wasn’t arguing; it was more like a clash of opinions.”


  Ain recalled the punishment for the sea dragon disturbance and the discussion to make Chris his exclusive escort.


  But he didn’t feel that either of those was considered arguing at all.


  “Either way, what we’re going to do won’t change. Okay, I’ll do my best in the war of words. I’ll be back once I’m done, so wait for me around here.


  “You seemed very lighthearted until the end, but… I understand. I’ll be waiting for you.”


  Despite his lighthearted nitpicking, Dill truly believed in Ain.　


  Now, this time.


  Ain left Dill’s side and trotted his horse forward.


  He had been trying not to look until he got here, but already in front of Heim’s army was their great general, Logas. Riding a magnificent horse that unabashedly displayed his huge physique and boasting a physique as big as the horse’s, Heim’s best fighting force was waiting patiently for Ain to come closer.


  “I never thought we would be having this conversation.”


  As Ain approached, the horses that the Heim soldiers were riding let out a whinnying sound. They feared the approaching strongman’s presence, following their animal instincts.


  Even Viscount Sage’s wyverns were frightened. There was no way a mere warhorse could withstand that.


   


  Ain rode his horse alone for several tens of seconds.


  When he approached a point in the middle where neither side’s forces were present, Ain turned his attention to his opponent, who was advancing at a leisurely pace.


  He was the man who taught Ain how to use a sword when he was a child.


  Although he had suffered a painful defeat against Lloyd the other day, there was strength in his eyes.


  “We have come this far at last.”


  He stopped his horse and turned it sideways to look at Ain.


  He seemed somewhat bewildered, though he was also filled with the will to fight, and he seemed tormented by a multitude of emotions. He almost opened his mouth but only blinked his eyes repeatedly and exchanged silence with Ain.


  After a few dozen seconds of silence, it was Logas who opened his mouth first.


  “You royalty of Ishtalika, who have forgotten your great ancestor’s words and turned into barbarians! What brings you here?”


  That is a ridiculous thing to say. Inwardly, Ain was so disgusted that he wanted to let out a laugh, but he almost managed to hold it in.


  Meanwhile, behind Logas, Heim’s army shouted in high spirits.


  “You, who worship our sworn enemy and have fallen to the same beast! Your barbarism and your ferocity are beyond dispute. We will not forgive the barbarity with which you have attacked the lands of our friends.”


  Ain repeated the words barbarity and barbarism over and over again to the words of Logas.


  Hearing this, Logas responded.


  “You have taken away our royalty, and yet you call even our faith foolishness! A crown prince who does not even know the subtleties of human nature is a disgrace to his country──! You have reduced yourselves to pathetic invaders!”


  Before Ain could open his mouth, Logas spoke up in rapid succession.


  “Your historic united nation appears to be dead! Standing before us in Heim is none other than the ghost of the dead!”


  The morale of Heim’s army soared, and they shouted Heim’s name to intimidate the Ishtalikans.


  “Ghosts, huh?”


  Which one of us is the ghost? Ain mutters in a whisper at the sight of his father, who was beginning to look pathetic.


  He then smiled wryly and glared at Heim’s army. The army of Ishtalika waited with bated breath to see what Ain would say next.


  “All who live are destined to die in time. So, naturally, this will happen to us too. But not now. And we will not become ghosts.”


  The eyes that turned on him made Logas unconsciously feel pressured.


  It was quite different from the surprise he had felt at the sight of his son’s changed appearance, which he had also witnessed during the meeting. What surged through his body at this very moment was a powerful, cutting, powerful energy.


  Logas involuntarily swallowed hard, sweat trickling down his forehead and wetting the ground.


  “We will avenge those who harm us, for they will become our heroic spirits in time.”


  At the front line of Ishtalika’s army, those with spears pounded the ground with their stone pikes.


  The dull sounds overlap to praise the crown prince Ain, and the army seems to have turned into one living creature.


  ──The morale of the knights tilted toward overwhelming superiority.


  The knights heard Ain’s words and were in the highest spirits since they had crossed the sea.


  They were so proud of their victory that they closed their mouths involuntarily in the face of Ain’s supremacy.


  The voice calling out Ain’s name echoed throughout the area, and even the Heim soldiers, who looked like puppets, were shaken.


  “Don’t make me laugh!”


  But the cheers stopped when Logas opened his mouth again.


  “How can a man who betrayed his country be a hero? There is no justice for a knight to be led by such a man.”


  “…..What are you trying to say?”


  “It is obvious. You are the one who betrayed our Heim. …And as for your assistant! She’s also the one who abandoned her homeland, just like you!”


  Ain was puzzled by the abrupt words, but he realized that he was humiliating Krone with him and lowered his eyes.


  What Logas mentioned was information he had learned on the day of the meeting. The story was that Krone had gone to Ishtalika of her own volition.


  “It shows your capacity, Ishtalikan!”


  Seeing Ain’s silence, Heim’s army regained its breath.


  But he was not just silent. He was disappointed. Although the stage──was never a good place to be, he wondered if this was the right place for him to speak.


  Perhaps watered down would be more appropriate.


  It was too late to be disappointed in Logas, but his behavior as a general had the same effect on him.


  “It’s a bit of a letdown, isn’t it?”


  It was shallow, even depressing.


  “That’s why you Ishtalikans are──”


   “Shut up, already, Logas.”


  “Wha… You bastard!?”


  It was no longer a pre-war speech between the crown prince Ain and General Logas.


  The conversation was brief, but something unceasing flowed through Ain’s mind.


  (Father. Would you have disgraced Krone and me, as you are doing now even without the influence of the red fox?)


  He glared at Logas, trying to control his wavering mind and avoid becoming emotionally involved.


  “After betraying your homeland, it seems you have mastered the art of intimidating your opponents, huh?”


  ──Betrayed his homeland?


  Ain was at a loss for words.


  In the first place, he said that he had betrayed his homeland, but was his homeland really Heim…?


  But the answer was clear in Ain’s mind.


  (It’s obvious. I don’t even need to think about it.)


  He was simply born in the land of Heim.


  With these thoughts filling his mind, he felt a sense of clarity in his heart.


  …..It is not necessary to think about it.


  His homeland was already Ishtalika.


  Clearly remembering this feeling, a core goes through his heart.


  Ain looked up to the sky and pointed his hand at Logas, and after a carefree smile, he opened his mouth with such force that Logas backed away.


  “No need to bluff anymore.”


  Though not very loud, Ain’s voice carried to the distant Lloyd.


  Was it carried on the wind, or was it some other element?


  What happened at this moment remained a mystery, but people all around heard Ain’s voice without exception.


  “I hear that a beast cannot stop threatening in the face of a strong foe. So I’m not going to tell you to stop it.”


  The other man, Logas, was momentarily stunned and speechless by Ain’s piercing gaze as he uttered the most incendiary words of the day.


  “You even declared our capacity earlier, but I’ll tell you.”


  Ain put his royal high spirits into Logas’ words.


  “Our capacity is the very grandeur of the continent of Ishtar.”


  Logas tried to argue with him but was silenced before the mysterious pressure Ain displayed.


  “The blood, sweat, and marrow of our bones all prove that we are the sons of Ishtalika. Without exception, we are all brave men born under the white silver that His Majesty the First loved so much.”


  “…..Let us see your barbarian capacity.”


  “Oh, I’ll show you as many as you want. ──And then.”


  At that moment.


  The air cracked, and a feeling of being sucked toward Ain hit Logas. But it wasn’t a misunderstanding; it was an actual phenomenon that had been triggered.


  The ground shook and the clouds drifting overhead dissipated.


  The space itself was shaken by a rush of power that drifted from Ain’s back, a force he had never felt before.


  “No wonder you don’t understand her. Her capacity is not something that can be measured by a beast.”


  It was all about the matter of calling Ain and Krone a traitor.


  …Ain turned his smile for the first time toward Logas who realized this and moved his lips to look at the distant sky in the direction of Ishtalika.


   


  ──Krone’s capacity rivals her own beauty.


   


  He announced this in a voice only Logas could hear.


  Ain then turned on his heel and walked back to his own camp with a radiant expression on his face.


   


  Chapter 2 – Battle of Heim


  As Ain drove his horse, Logas drove his horse toward Heim’s army as well. The commanders of both sides returned, and the battlefield was suddenly abuzz.


  The Ishtalika side gradually advanced their huge crossbow and brought Heim’s royal capital within range.


  “Ain-sama!”


  Dill rode his horse to greet the returning Ain and approached him. His face was bright and cheerful, but there was a lightness to it as if he was making fun of him.
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  “What’s that look? What’s wrong?”


  It is rare to see Dill grinning. Ain was so taken aback that he asked Dill.


  “That was a splendid speech. As you can see, the morale of the knights is at an all-time high.”


  “Oh… yeah. I’m glad to hear that, but… what’s with your face? What’s wrong?”


  Dill spoke with a smile that had a hint of something in it, but the reason for it was still unresolved.


  When Ain asked the question for the second time, the face that seemed to be teasing him smiled calmly. Looking around, the knights around him are also laughing.


  “No, there is no problem. I just felt that Ain-sama’s feelings for Krone-sama were beautiful.”


  “…Hmm!”


  “Come on! Let’s move, too! Cavalry, forward!”


  Dill, whose expression had begun to relax, uttered the command with gestures as he spoke the reason and moved on to attack the royal capital of Heim.


  Ain heard his voice and nodded, crossing his arms on his horse.


  “I see. Yes.”


  This must be it. He heard it.


  He had meant to say the last words so that only Logas could hear them, but somehow, his voice must have reached them on the wind.


  He never thought he would feel embarrassed on this battlefield…


  Looking up at the sky, Ain slapped his cheek and looked at Dill, who was continuing his instructions nearby.


  “When the battle is over, I’ll make sure to keep him quiet.”


  Objectively speaking, there was no doubt that it would be a beautiful story.


  However, he decided to avoid the extreme embarrassment for now and changed his mind with a sigh for what seemed like the umpteenth time.


  So much for the time to relieve tension.


  From here on, the war was on.


  …A moment after Ain was about to pull out his sword with a renewed mind.


  From a distant direction… the port town of Roundheart, just as it had appeared that night, the second princess Olivia’s ship was faintly sounding its whistle.


  “Chris──?!”


  Then, without any warning, there was a resounding crash and a ground shaking that shook the battlefield. A shockwave that made Heim’s army momentarily stop moving as a whole rushed across the battlefield.


  “It was a tremendous shock, wasn’t it? Chris must have fired the main weapon of the Princess Olivia.”


  The battleship on which Chris, who was on a separate mission, was a ship exclusively for royalty.


  The Princess Olivia was ridden to this location by Chris, who was acting separately, because the Leviathan, the sea dragon ship, was used for Ain’s transportation.


  Smoke rising above the port town of Roundheart and the scattering of extremely colored light evidence of the use of the magic stone’s power. Ain was surprised by the impact, which was more than he had imagined.


  The same shock and tremors as before also hit the surrounding area.


  (It’s not just one shot, it’s a series of main cannons firing in rapid succession.)


  The main weapon of the Ishtalika battleship far exceeds the power of the dreadnought that was brought to this place.


  The reason was that a huge body like a battleship could carry a huge weapon that emphasized power.


  “We can’t lose either.”


  Hearing Ain’s voice, Dill nodded.


  They must not miss the chance that brought Heim’s army to panic.


  Tightening his grip on the reins of his horse, Ain drew his sword and announced the signal to advance.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The time goes back before Ain’s speech.


  The Ishtalika fleet arrived in the immediate vicinity of the port town of Roundheart.


  The Heim soldiers who were waiting for them were confronted by the Princess Olivia, a ship exclusively for royalty, the Leviathan, a sea dragon ship that had just joined the fleet, and the fleet that was advancing on both wings of the two ships.


  “There is no sign of civilians, as was feared. Perhaps they have taken refuge somewhere, just like the people of the royal capital.”


  Chris, who was on deck, was told this by a royal knight, who was also on deck, watching from next to her.


  “Alright.”


  …And even so.


  “Ain-sama. I can’t help but feel a connection I would rather not feel, to be on this ship and visit this town!” 


  After the royal knight left, she shook her golden thread hair in the sea breeze and muttered.


  Her gaze fell on a mansion at the far end of the main street.


  The Roundheart family was punished by confiscation of their lands after the secret pact with Ishtalika was broken, and that mansion no longer belonged to Logas.


  Even so, it was still the mansion where Ain spent his childhood, and to Chris, it was a symbol of hatred.


  Chris felt a pang of discomfort in her chest just looking at the house, but she urged herself to calm down.


  “Anyone, how are the knights on the other battleships doing?”


  “No delay, ma’am. One call, and we’ll be ashore in no time.”


  “Then it’s time to get moving,” She said coldly to the knight who had come as she observed Ain’s birthplace.


  “Then I’ll make the road leading to the capital first.”


  “…What do you mean?”


  “If we continue on the road in the center of the town, there is a single mansion that is an eyesore. …Without it, we can go straight to Ain-sama.”


  The knight looked in the direction Chris was looking and noticed the mansion.


  “Get ready. I’m going to release the “Saint’s Mercy” toward that town.”


  “I see, the main weapon from the very first shot?”


  “That’s right. The Princess Olivia’s main gun weapon may not be able to deliver a broadside blow, but its linear wave power is superior to that of the White King’s main weapon. It is perfect for this situation.”


  It would destroy that annoying mansion, and it would also create a way to get to Ain. It was the best move she could have made.


  “There may be enemy soldiers worth capturing if that is alright with you?”


  “We went there to settle the matter. We don’t need to get prisoners of war. Rather, if there are enemy soldiers worth capturing, cut them down on this battlefield.”


  “──Yes.”


  “After the main weapon by Princess Olivia, the surrounding fleet will open fire as well.”


  “Understood. Then we will move on to the preparations.”


  After seeing the knight off to the wheelhouse, Chris looked further away from the mansion.　


  The direction was where the royal capital of Heim stood, which was the battlefield when the separate unit led by Ain arrived.


  “…Hmm.”


  I am dissatisfied. It is already a tremendous dissatisfaction, said Chris. As an elf, her eyesight was incomparably better than that of an ordinary person. But she couldn’t really see the person she’s after, and all she knew was that there were two opposing armies.


  “──Can’t see… can’t hear…”


  Despite being on the battlefield, she looked sullen and felt terribly disappointed that she was not in the vicinity of the royal capital.


  Perhaps there was a war speech going on right now.


  No matter how hard she tried to strain her eyes or put her hands over her ears to pick up the sound, neither Ain’s figure nor his voice could reach her.


  “Hah… can’t see, can’t hear, can’t reach Ain-sama’s voice…..”


  As she sharpened her five senses, unable to give up, she suddenly thought.


  “!?”


  A feeling of elation, like a warrior’s tremor, overtook her whole body, and she almost bowed her head on the spot at the presence of Ain, which made her feel as if he was there with her or not. She had the illusion that Ain himself was right in front of her, and she checked her surroundings. For a moment, a strong feeling of presence rushed through the wind, even though there was no sign of him.


  ──What was that?


  ──Did you hear the voice of the crown prince?


  The knights were also immersed in the same sensation.


  And then, from the direction of the army of Ishtalika, the loudest shouts of the day went up.


  The strange feeling Chris had just experienced lasted only a few seconds, and she came to her senses, mouthed the word “All right,” and turned her mind back to the situation at hand.


  That must have been because the war speech was over.


  “We, too, must move.”


  Then Chris raised her right arm and signaled to the crew in the wheelhouse.


  The energy of the magic stone was condensed into the main weapon of the Princess Olivia, which boasts of its beautifully huge body. The sound of purple electricity rushing through the air was heard, and the ship itself vibrated.


  The light emitted by the spiraling energy was filled with a dazzle similar to the waves that were emitted when the Tower of Wisdom went out of control the other day, taking away the surrounding sound and creating a silent wind on the sea.


  Chris pulled out her rapier and thrust it into the deck to support herself.


  No matter how many times Chris may have experienced the power of the main weapon of the Princess Olivia class, she did not have many chances to do so. No matter how much she called it training, it was not realistic to think about the cost of each shot.


  “On my signal.”


  The sound of the whistle rings out loudly, signaling the other battleships.


  ──Eventually.


  A light rhythm, like the gentle tinkling of a bell, sounded.


  Ring… Ring…


  The tone, which seemed to reach the sky, was so pure that it almost washed over the heart. It was due to this unique sound that Princess Olivia’s main weapon was named “Saint’s Mercy.”


  It was also the name used to honor Olivia herself, who was renowned as a saint.


  “──Now.”


  The echoing tone stopped, and the area fell silent.


  “Show them your majesty!”


  As soon as Chris finished saying that, the space around the main weapon was distorted.


  …Compared to the main weapon fired by Lily in Euro, Princess Olivia’s main weapon was very quiet. This was because it did not spread damage like a rallying cry but simply directed its authority to the designated path. The manner in which the blow, which had become a ray of light, made no noise without rudeness was reminiscent of the ladylike Olivia’s gestures, but its destructive power was something else.


  The energy released in a straight line destroyed the surrounding buildings, eventually sucking them in.


  Finally, the energy burst, scattering the debris that had been sucked in and sending a glow high into the sky.


  It was then that a roar rang out, shaking the earth. Any being touched by the light of the ruptured energy was literally annihilated.


  There were very few things left. All that remained was rubble that had turned to dust.


  Naturally, there were also enemy soldiers who had escaped damage. But then, mercilessly, other battleships bombarded the area.


  “The way is clear.”


  Chris said and walked out, jumping off the ship and standing on the ground. The smell of burning mixed in with the sea breeze was in her nose, but she didn’t care.


  At some point, the front of the battleship opened, and knights on horseback trickled into the port town of Roundheart.


  Chris took the white horse from the royal knight, and when mounted, she pointed her rapier toward the road leading to the royal capital.


  “──Ain-sama, I will be with you shortly.”


  After placing her hand on the magic stone dedicated to him, she gripped the reins tightly.


  “Generally speaking, even though it’s an operation, it’s not right that I’m not there with you as your escort…! I’ll definitely, definitely, I’ll be selfish later on!”


  Chris grumbled, but she caught sight of the enemy forces that had appeared outside the port town of Roundheart and spurred her horse into a gallop.


  She rode through the port town of Roundheart with a look of pride on her face, and just as she reached the road leading to the royal capital.


  “Kill the barbarians of Ishtalika!”


  “Don’t let them desecrate our holy land! Strike down as many Ishtalikans as you can!”


  The soldiers of Heim shouted to inspire themselves.


  The opponents were those who had been fleeing like spiders before the power of the main weapon. They seemed to have realized that the main weapon’s attack could not reach this far, and now they were waiting for it. Chris’s eyes, which had no emotion left in them at all, were polished, and a moment later, a rapier as sharp as her eyes was about to be pulled out──.”


  “Christina-sama!”


  Suddenly, a voice calling out to Chris arrives from the direction behind. The one who dexterously weaved his way between the enemy soldiers and approached, avoiding them, was the royal knight of Ishtalika.


  “You were not with me. Why are you here?”


  She recognized the face of the royal knight. But this time, he was not on a mission with Chris. Chris noticed this and waited for the next words, wondering.


  “I’m here to deliver a message from His Excellency the Marshal!”


  “Lloyd-sama’s…?”


  “Yes! Pardon me for being on horseback, but I don’t have much time, so I’ll report to you as it is! Earlier, Lloyd-sama told me that he was going to──”


  What was being said was Lloyd’s plan.


  The royal knight informed Chris that they wanted to fight with her and the other knights in order to face Edward.


  When Chris heard this, her eyes widened in surprise.


  “Lloyd-sama was completely beaten…”


  Lloyd was the man who is called the strongest knight in Ishtalika, and no one doubted his reputation. 


  However, Chris acted calmly. She knew that nothing good would come from being upset at this point.


  “I understand. Then I’ll head there as soon as possible.”


  An obstacle to joining Ain appeared.


  Normally, she would have felt more grumpy. But when it came to an opponent that Lloyd couldn’t even handle, she couldn’t afford to think about such things.


  ──A moving wall.


  The army commanded by Chris can be aptly described in one word.


  The difference in strength was so great that even a young child could see it, and just as Ain couldn’t think straight, Chris couldn’t understand the red fox’s purpose either.


  The soldiers of Heim were simply being overrun and were not strong enough to be an enemy of Ishtalika.


  The level of skill and even the weaponry were not suitable for the battle.　


  “──There they are!”


  In this place where many of Heim’s soldiers and the forces of Ishtalika were mixed together, Chris saw a conspicuous group of people, different from the army that Ain seemed to be leading.


  Among them, she spotted a figure that looked like Lloyd, although she could not confirm the details of his appearance.


  “We’re going to reinforce the marshal! Line up the crossbows on the flanks and attack the enemy soldiers as we advance!”


  After uttering a few more formation instructions, the Ishtalika’s army changed shape.


  After interlocking with each other in such a way as to give the illusion of being a single organism, they followed Chris, who started running and rode their horses toward the army led by Lloyd.


   


  

  


   


  “Oh, is it you again?”


  Chris was heading for a place where the two armies clashed.


  There was a place like a sanctuary where only two men were present. In that place, which was set up like a stage for a play, Edward was greeting Lloyd with a calm expression like a gentleman and a spear in his hand.


  All around them, people were fighting for their lives, but only here was the place impenetrable.


  No one else tried to touch them, and only the drifting dust was close to them.


  “Would you have preferred Ain-sama?”


  Lloyd dismounted and stood in front of Edward. He pulled out the great sword he carried on his back and thrust it into the ground.


  “…I suppose so. Unfortunately, there is no one else who can compete with me but him.”


  “Hmm. No doubt.”


  “Oh…..?”


  Edward was taken aback. The reason was that Lloyd readily agreed to the words that he had intended to stir things up.


  Has he learned his lesson? Edward observed Lloyd, but Lloyd only showed a clear expression.


  “But we’re just right for you.”


  “I don’t understand. It’s hard for me to understand.”


  “It’s simple. You avoided Ain-sama, so we’re more suited to you.”


  The old gentleman Edward’s cheeks twitched for a moment.


  However, when his pride allowed him to relax one more time, Edward bent at the waist and bowed his head like a butler would do.


  He smiled with a hint of vulgarity in his grace.


  “It was a very nice return. It’s very exciting to have this kind of exchange.”


  “Is it because you don’t like me anymore?”


  “You guessed right. Just imagining a mouthful of dust crawling on the ground is enough to make me reach it. Have you ever thought the same thing?”


  “I have. But I’m interested in the sight of you who crawls.”


  A moment’s silence, a moment’s stillness, enveloped the area.


  “…So, why are you here? I’m sorry for coming, but your presence here will not hinder me.”


  Edward uttered a similar question again to the one he had just asked. He put his hand over his mouth and looked thoughtful, then asked Lloyd in sincere wonder.


  “If you’re here to fight, you’ve misjudged the situation. Did you come here with the intention of showing your ugly face just like you did the other day?”


  “──Hahaha, that hurts my ears. Certainly, my behavior the other day will have to be punished after I return to my home country.”


  “I know, right…? You made a mistake in judgment. It is because of this that you came very close to being wiped out. Or… ah! Perhaps your lord told you to die? Then I have no choice.”


  He said happily, and Edward finally held up his spear.


  “I will be your match if I may be so bold as to presume.”


  “If Ain-sama had said so, I would have gladly gone to my death. But this time, I have no intention of dying.”


  On the other side, Lloyd pulled out his great sword, which he had thrust into the ground, and pointed it at Edward with a straight eye stance.


  Lloyd now had one eye, but his fighting spirit had increased. When Edward noticed the presence that Lloyd was wearing, he began to talk with amusement on his cheeks.


  “──The fox desires. A pleasure that melts the brain.”


  He swings his spear dexterously and licks his tongue over his lips as if he were looking at a feast.


  “──The fox dreams. A momentary sensation that lasts forever and is reached.”


  Edward’s foot suddenly lurched as he spoke as if singing.


  With a movement that could be mistaken for art, Edward stepped forward and, in time, attempted to thrust his spear forward.


  But.


  “I’m sorry, I don’t like this way of fighting, but you are not someone who can be defeated by pretension.”


  With a voice, Lloyd received a magic tool from Majolica. It was thrown and burst between the two, creating a split-second gap between them.


  “A little trick…”


  Edward, alarmed, takes a few steps back.


  …The direct hit of the magic tool overcame his speed.


  “Cough… cough… this is…”


  A translucent powder begins to drift from the ruptured ball. The powder winds its way toward Edward with increasing momentum and heaves onto his exposed skin, including his neck and face.


  “Raven Butterfly Scale Powder──”


  Raven Butterflies were the monsters that Ain encountered during his field training with the monsters.


  It has the ability to paralyze a person’s body and lay eggs.


  Apparently, Majolica had handed Lloyd a magic tool made of raven butterfly material. When Edward saw through the material, he looked at his slightly trembling fingertips and wounded his body with the knife he had taken out of his pocket.


  “This numbness will go away with the pain. It was a useless little trick.”


  He looked at Lloyd with a proud yet triumphant smile. Lloyd, on the other hand, had a similar look.


  “I know that. But it’s not useless.”


  Lloyd readied his sword and rushed toward Edward.


  Had he gone mad?


  Edward looked at Lloyd in dismay, but Lloyd only put on a bullish face.　


  “It’s too early for a desperate attack, though. Whatever it is, it won’t change the outcome.”


  Just as Edward was about to thrust his spear into Lloyd’s neck, he suddenly saw a blind spot.


  Suddenly, a silver flash shone from the blind spot, right at Edward’s side.


  “…A surprise attack, huh?”


  He forced his body to twist and defended himself by swinging his spear. When Edward turned around to see what had happened, he saw Chris, a blonde-haired elf.　


  “I thought it was a complete blind spot, but I was surprised it was blocked.”


  Chris took a few steps away in surprise when Edward noticed her.


  She exhaled and spoke to Lloyd.


  “Lloyd-sama, I’m sorry I’m late.”


  “No, you’re not. In fact, it was the best timing.”


  The two exchange a laugh, and then they sandwich Edward between them with a satisfied look on their faces.


  “You are… Oh, we have met before at Euro.”


  “Long time no see. If I knew this would happen, I regret that I should have cut you off back then.”


  “What an amusing thought. I wonder if you should be so cocky just because there are two of you now.”


  Chris glanced at Edward, who spoke as aloof as ever, and saw Lloyd’s eye patch and felt the pain.　


  Seeing the look in Edward’s eyes, Lloyd turned the conversation away from Chris as if concerned about her.


  “Looks like you got through the port town of Roundheart pretty well.”


  “Y-yes… that’s right. It was a straight road up to this point, so I had no trouble getting here.”


  “A straight road? I think it was a bit complicated there…”


  “No. It was a straight road.”


  Chris insisted that it was a straight road.


  Lloyd recalled his prior knowledge but still could not believe that the port town of Roundheart was a straight road.


  But soon, he remembered the presence of Princess Olivia’s main weapon.


  “Hah… I don’t understand. How did people like you gain so much confidence just because there are two of you──?”


  “Huh! What are you talking about!”


  Lloyd raised his great sword and stepped in as he spoke.


  “This is why I’m so sure nothing will change now that there are two of you!”


  …The moment Edward waved his hand dismissively. A cut appeared on Edward’s cheek.


  “…Oya…?”


  The blood flowing from his cheek was warm and slippery as he placed his hand on his cheek with a half smile.


  After playing with the blood on his thumb and middle finger, Edward looked up to check the expression on the face of Lloyd and his colleagues.


  “Don’t get me wrong. Red fox.”


  Chris followed Lloyd, leaning back and readying her rapier. The speed was faster than even Marshal Lloyd’s, the fastest in all of Ishtalika.


  ──The attack just now was not that of the elf.


  ──Then, what is it?


  The question mark is not the only thing that makes him feel like trouble.


  Lloyd for strength, and Chris for speed.


  If he were to evaluate the chemistry between the two, he would say they are the best of the best. The improvement in strength, which was different from a simple multiplication of power, makes him click his tongue.


  And then, after a few more fights, that attack flew again.


  “I see. You threw this dagger at me.”


  A new wound was made on Edward’s cheek, and he grabbed the dagger that made the wound in midair. He moved away, sighed, and then turned his attention to the new figure.


  “Is it good? I may look like this, but I’m the best thrower in Ishtalika!”


  She spoke in a mischievous voice and approached with nimble steps.


  She exudes an alluring charm that doesn’t suit her petite body and pushes her hands into her ample bosom. She then pulls two daggers from her cleavage and plays with them with dexterity.


  “I never said there were two of us.”


  “Yes, Lloyd-sama never said there were two of us.”


  Irritated by Lloyd and Chris’s smugness, Edward pretended not to care and asked the woman who came to him.


  “Who are you?”


  Edward never ceases to smile. But it was only an expression, and his voice was losing its normality. The evidence of this was that the voice that asked her who she was was also changing into a rapid voice.


  “My name is Lily. Fighting in such an open place is not my thing, but I’ll do my best.”


  Lily said with a proud smile, pulling out her dagger.
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  “The three of us are a handful at the same time, even in Ishtalika. So, if you can enjoy the battle for life with us, try to enjoy it. Well, as for me, I can’t wait to see when your fake smile will be peeled off!”


  Thus, the battle went from two against one to three against one. But Edward, sandwiched between the three of them, was still not intimidated.


  “I don’t think you can be proud of yourself.”


  He looked at Lloyd and gave him a contemptuous look.


  “I’m sorry I had to rely on my people, but you wouldn’t say I’m a coward, would you? If you think so, think of what you’ve done.”


  “…Huh, I see.”


  Sighing languidly, Edward said annoyingly.　


  “Good grief. I’m getting frustrated with that annoying fiance, and this is just adding to my heartache.”


  “What, you don’t like having the chief taken away from you?”


  “I feel terrible. I’d like to skewer that Grint guy and tear him to pieces.”


  “Then do it. But now you look like a child who has lost his parents.”


  “You are not mistaken. She is our ancestor. In other words, she is my mother. I want to soak her whole body with my love. That is why it is important for him to die in this war and for me to make a difference.”


  Chris unconsciously takes a step back when he hears Edward’s affection for Shannon. Lily pinched her nose and fanned it with her hand to avoid the stinky smell.


  From their point of view, the love of a man who was too distorted for them was sickening.


  Lloyd, who was also listening, scrunched up his cheeks.


  “I don’t get it at all. What’s so good about her…? She’s beautiful, but that’s all I can say about her.”


  “Is that okay? If that woman──Shannon hears about it, she will reprimand you.”


  “No need to worry about that. All I have to do is not be heard. And by the way, since you heard it, I will just kill you all right here.”


  “Oh, that’s so simple and straightforward.”


  “Isn’t it? It should have been easy even for you, a terrible fighter, to understand.”


  There was no trigger.


  If anything, it was the sound of an arrow flying out of nowhere and piercing the ground nearby.


  Lloyd, who had been so focused on Edward, who had shown an overwhelming fight the other day, looked at Edward and furrowed his brow.


  Could it be that he is not feeling well? Lloyd thought so at one point, but he quickly concluded.


  “You, you haven’t healed from your wounds from the battle with Ain-sama, have you?”


  “……”


  “It seems I was right. You are a terrible actor.”


  And now, Lily.


  “What’s that? So you really were beaten to a pulp by Ain-sama?”


  It was an innocent remark, without much vocabulary to stir things up. But sure enough, Edward turned an exasperated glance toward Lily.


  Lily was about to smile back when Edward suddenly disappeared. The dirt on the ground quickly fluttered up, and the next thing she knew, he was right in front of her.


  “Lily-san!”


  Chris intercepted with her rapier, twisting her body between the two of them.


  “──You’re so quick…! Thank you! You saved my life!”


  “…I was also surprised to see that he matched my speed.”


  The spear was thrown out, and Chris turned her body to the side to avoid a direct hit.


  It happened just before the direct hit, but the fact that Chris followed the movement of the spear with her eyes took Edward, who had absolute confidence, by surprise.


  But in the next instant, Edward turned around and raised his spear.


  At the tip of his swing was a thrown dagger, which bounced off before it pierced Edward’s body.


  “Wow, what a great reaction!”


  “I am honored by your praise. ──But I don’t like you. You are beyond rude.”


  Edward, with a surge of energy, moved his body forward. He was going to thrust his spear at the girl he didn’t like.


  “I’m sorry, Edward. I’ll be the wall today.”


  Despite his muscular physique, Lloyd closed the distance with remarkable speed.


  Having been caught off guard, Edward changed his stance and pointed his spear at Lloyd, but his position put him at a disadvantage──.


  “Nuh-uh!”


  The large swinging sword defeated his momentum, and his spear swooped away from his hand.


  “Oh so troublesome, troublesome, troublesome…!”


  What was different from the other day was Edward’s margin itself.


  He easily defended himself against Lloyd’s attack last time and kicked him with an action he would have considered a trivial one. But today, Edward took Lloyd’s attack with a strong effort at the waist.


  As expected, he still hadn’t healed from the battle with Ain.


  “What’s the matter, Edward? Today you are not as scary as you were the other day!”


  “…It’s hilarious! You say that with the help of two women! You are nothing short of arrogant!”


  “Heck, I’d rather be called arrogant than be called humble for losing!”


  “Kuh… you’re a real prick.”


  When Edward said this, he moved away from Lloyd’s side with a dexterous movement.


  “…No degradation of his technique?”


  Lloyd muttered.


  Even if Edward was worn out after the defeat to Ain, the brilliance of his spear technique and physical skills were still the same. The evidence of this was the fluidity of the body movement that he just saw.


  However, the situation was still three against one.


  The dagger that came flying toward his retreating position was aimed squarely between Edward’s eyes.


  “Woman…! You really are troublesome!”


  “Whoa… how can you react to that attack now…?”


  Edward turned his head to avoid the dagger.


  She thought she had taken a blind spot, and usually, it would have been a dagger throw that would have told her that the assassination was now complete…


  “And don’t forget I’m here.”


  Chris approached as if riding the wind and thrust out her rapier to Edward’s waist.


  Despite the fact that Edward, who prides himself on his combat prowess, looked as if he had avoided the fight without apparent difficulty, his clothes are ripped wide open, and a single, faint cut appears on his toned body, which had not the slightest bit of extra flesh.　


  “Hah… fuh…”


  And finally, he was out of breath. His forehead was also slightly sweaty.


  “I told you. No matter how many of you flock together, you can’t be an obstacle…..”


  “But what if I repeat it? The scars on your body will only increase.”


  “How can you think you have risen above me like this? It is just because I don’t like hard work.”


  Suddenly, Edward gave a half smile.


  “That is why I chose to be third in line when I belonged to the Black Knights. The work is easy, and the position is not so bad. My superiors were troublesome men, but if I put up with them, it wasn’t much of a problem. Even this battle was just a hassle to show my ability.”


  “Humph! Why did you suddenly start talking about your personal life?”


  “I’m talking about the fact that I don’t want to have to work hard. So please don’t make me say the same thing twice.”


  He was bold but still somewhat nervous.


  Lloyd’s reply still irked him, and even his sighs were laced with anger.　


  In the end, he was probably outnumbered. Lloyd and Chris realized this and decided that they would have to attack with more aggression than before and put more strength into their hands, gripping their weapons.


   


  

  


   


  “Oh, I noticed something!”


  Lily clapped her hands.


  “You noticed what?”


  “Yes, yes. I noticed something interesting.”


  With a sly smile, Lily said while dexterously playing with the dagger in her hand.


  “It’s really rude of me to say this in our first meeting. …No, I’m not sure if I should even talk about it. Well, that’s just a lie. This Lily-chan will say it without hesitation.”


  “Please do as you like. Without reservation.”


  Edward’s composure may have faded, but it had not disappeared—confidence in his own abilities.


  Even with three opponents, even though he was actually outnumbered, he showed the strength of will to continue to fight and not admit it and behaved so gracefully.


  ──But


  “You didn’t really choose the third place by yourself, did you, old man? Although I don’t really know about the black knight thing, it kind of sounds like that.”


  “…..It seems that you like to make silly guesses.”


  Edward answered in a very cold and inorganic tone of voice.


  Lily turned her gaze unabashedly at the sound of his voice and continued to speak with a proud expression on her face.


  “Hahaha, it’s in my nature. So, did you really just settle for third place? This is just a rule of thumb, but people who only have self-confidence and pride are the ones who lie at times like this. In the case of you, old man, you are strong, but… hmm, but you are still a liar.”


  To some onlookers, this may seem like a childish stunt. But it contained too many words, just enough to shake Edward’s spirit.


  Despite smiling, Edward had a blue vein on his temple.


  “A condescending insinuation is a sign of the caliber of the person who utters it.”


  “Oh, I don’t really care what you think of me. I was trained as a covert agent, so I don’t really care what people think of me. I’m good at being cowardly. I don’t care if I’m small. As long as I win, I have no complaints.”


  “I see. So you were the most troublesome one?”


  At first glance, Lloyd was the strongest, and Chris had an immense synergistic effect because of the influence of chemistry. Nevertheless, it was Lily who was Edward’s least favorite person in this situation and the one with whom he had the worst compatibility.


  In addition, she had a first-rate mind. Despite being an enemy, Edward inwardly appreciated Lily.


  At the same time, even if he didn’t like it, he reaffirmed this inferiority complex and thought about the future prospects in his mind. Now that his wounds had not healed, it was hard to imagine that he would be able to escape, let alone triumph at this point.


  …..So he changed his mind.


  “It seems to me that I must recognize you all as obstacles.”


  He said that if he were unwilling to put out, he would not be able to go beyond that.


  Edward reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black stone. He kissed it as if it were a scene from a play and gently wrapped it in the palm of his hand.


  “The red fox race is very close to a different race. In other words, like the elves there, we have a core and a magic stone in our chest.”


  “I am surprised that you shared the location of your magic stone with us.”


  “This is because the location of the magic stone in human form does not change much. So, for example, we artificially extract the energy of the magic stone and pour that energy into the core. What do you think would happen if we did that──?”


  Chris looked up with a start.


  The energy of the magic stone was poured into the core. She remembered those words. Yes, that’s right. It was precisely the old research results that she got at Ist that remind her of the events of those days like a running light.


  “Hey, Chris!”


  Lloyd, who noticed Chris stepping in unexpectedly, shouted.


   


  “Please destroy that stone! Hurry up!”


   


  Both Lloyd and Lily.


  In response to Chris, who was in a devilish state of mind, they all stepped forward at once and closed the distance between them.


  “If he does so, he will become very strong.”


  Chris, who was one step closer in front of him, saw Edward gulp down a black stone as if he were swallowing a pill.


  His larynx moved up and down, and Chris could see it being swallowed. His throat glowed a dull, pale light.


  “──It’s not too late!”


  Chris frantically stretched out her arm and thrust the tip of her rapier at Edward’s neck.


  “No. Unfortunately, it is too late.”


  Then, all of a sudden.


  All three people except Edward felt as if they were floating in the water, and then, without warning, they were sent flying away by a powerful pressure.


  “It’s a common story, isn’t it? The hero awakens to his power and defeats his evil enemy.”


  Edward looked up to the sky with his hands outstretched in glee.


  “I am in that very situation right now!”


  Edward’s face was younger, and the muscles in his arms were fresh.


  His voice was full of life, and his whole body glistened red. The ground beneath his feet was rotting and melting.


  “Now I am as good as the Demon Lord Arche!”


  Saying this with great enthusiasm, Edward, carrying his spear with pride, revealed his joy without hiding his feelings.


  “You mean you’re on par with──the Demon Lord Arche?”


  “I knew it… Edward! You are the artificial demon king who was being studied in the magic city of Ist…!”


  This was not something anyone wanted to think about.


  But Chris’ words had credibility, and Lily and Lloyd twisted their cheeks in grief.　


  “That man is useful, too. I was ready to kill him when he didn’t cross the sea with the lady, but with such a good research result, I have to forgive him.”


  “As I thought, you had friends in Ishtalika, too!”


  “I would not call him a friend. He is not working with us but for his own purposes. …I don’t know what his purpose is, though. Please calm down; I’m not going to run away.”


  The dagger that Lily threw by surprise melted and shattered midair before piercing Edward’s swinging arm.


  “Even so, I will not save you. After I cut you limb from limb, I’ll give your body to some tired Heim soldier.”


  Edward then approached Lily with a speed that was unmatched before.


  Lily was surprised but threw the needle-shaped projectile and moved away from Edward.


  “I hope you don’t do that… I feel so sick I can’t get rid of my goosebumps!”


  “Lily! Keep moving back! I’ll take the vanguard──”


  “Stand back. You’ll have to wait.”


  With a sound that cuts through the air, Edward cleaves with his spear.


  “Ngh… ah… What power…!”


  Lloyd blocked a powerful spear blow with his great sword, but even though he wanted to compete, the direct hit of the spear was heavy, and he felt some numbness in both arms and was frightened.


  Besides, he hated the way the red aura burnt his skin.


  “I have confidence in my swiftness too!”


  Running through the shadows was a blonde elf.


  “What can I say? I appreciate your effort, but you’re just being too loud.”


  There was no such thing as skill, just power. Without looking back, he flashed his spear sideways toward Chris’s rapier, which was approaching from behind.


  That’s just the only attack.


  “Kya…?”


  The three of them did not fall pass out──.


  They all felt a sharp pain in their backs, but they all raised their bodies with their respective weapons as support.


  “I feel exactly like the hero of the story. I’ve awakened, and I had a role to play. …Are you listening?”


  Pure violence, as the saying goes. If it’s a blow from a distraction, then what if it’s a clear shot?


  “Even so, isn’t this crimson a beautiful color… worthy of standing next to that one?”


  The three of them wiped away sweat and blood. The red aura of the haze of crimson was gaining momentum, and they were fed up with something, a heaviness that had arisen in the depths of their hearts.


  “Demon King Edward. That’s a nice sound, isn’t it? After all, I am the one who should stand next to that one. Get rid of that human quickly and create a paradise just for that one and me──”


  At first, he sounded confident, but gradually his voice began to tremble.


  “No, but that human is the one that actually overtook that one…?”


  Surrounded by the red aura and dust, somehow Edward’s eyes were swimming. Unable to sort out his emotions, his words were randomly exchanged.


  Without stopping, he thrust his spear into the ground and scowled at the palms of his hands on either side.


  “No way, it can’t be──I was replaced by a fake before I knew it. It was definitely that one with such beauty and fragrance. But then why did she love that dirt and not me? She did not lay her body with me but allowed that dirt to have her body…”


  “…..What is wrong with him?”


  Lloyd couldn’t help muttering to himself as he watched Edward continue his monologue.　


  “I don’t know. But I don’t get the feeling that he’s acting on purpose.”


  “Li-Lily-chan’s agrees with you!”


  As Chris answered, Lily stepped forward with a lot of sweat on her forehead.


  The footsteps were so heavy and sluggish that they made one feel as if one’s body had turned to stone.　


  Seeing this figure, Lloyd gently lends a shoulder.


  “It was nothing serious, but a nice stone flew at me during the impact just now.”


  Lily indicated the place where she had been injured, the kneecap. The armor she was wearing was heavily dented.


  The pain could be dealt with by the magic tool Lloyd had received from Majolica, but the question remained as to the mysteriousness of this stage now.


  Chris huffed in front of Edward, who seemed to have lost his mind.


  “Perhaps Edward is following the same path as the Demon Lord Arche.”


   


  

  


   


  “Chris, please explain a little more!”


  “I’m not sure yet, but if it really is a form of monsterization, then I think Edward is going out of control.”


  “I see! That means he’s lost his mind!”


  In contrast to Lloyd, who has come to an agreement, Lily was not entirely convinced.


  “It’s a little bit unclear to me. In the first place, is he really a demon king? If he were a demon king, we would not be able to win even if we were all together, right?”


  “──Maybe it’s because of his rapid evolution.”


  After saying this, Chris continued.


  “So we must not let this opportunity pass us by.”


  Chris started to advance ahead of everyone else, her back carrying the royal high spirits that the other two remembered from Sylvird.


  They forgot to breathe in the face of this awe-inspiring, exceptional nobility. She really was royalty, they thought.


  Lloyd stared at her back and listened intently.


  “Edward is still growing, I think. Both physically and mentally. In other words, he has yet to become a demon king.”


  Would this really be an opportunity to take advantage of him? Or would it be a prelude to despair? No one knew the answer.


  It was clear that once he fully transformed into the demon king, there was nothing they could do. If the game was to be decided here, even a single second was too close to call.


  “…There’s room for a few more recoveries.”


  Lloyd speaks to them, looking at Edward, whose attitude has changed.


  With a lot of sweat on his hands, he braced himself for the battle that was about to begin.　


  “The one that Majolica-dono has refined. It’s a precious little thing, but it can be used with a little effort.”


  Chris and Lily looked at Lloyd. They watched with bated breath, imagining what he was about to say.


  “I will force myself to be a wall. I will leave everything else to you. If I find myself unable to move after the battle, you must abandon me.”


  “The three of us will do everything in our power to prevent that from happening.”


  “Yeah. I hope all of us remain safe and sound. Then──let’s go!”


  Lloyd took the lead and started running.


  As Edward exchanged glances with him, he regained his composure, and after the spear was swung lightly, a red aura formed the mark of the spear’s passage.


  “If you are the true demon king, perhaps I am a happy man!”


  Lloyd delivered the most powerful swing with all his might today.


  The blow, which used his muscles without thinking about the consequences, drove Edward, who caught it backward slowly, but he had the composure to catch it as if he intended to.


  “We can do the same thing as our first king! If it is you, then there can be no greater joy!”


  “Kuhaha… I’ve been thinking about it for a while now, but it’s ludicrous to worship that man. To want to do the same thing as a family murderer, as expected, you are barbarians!”


  “His Majesty the First, a family killer…?!”


  “Oh, it seems that this story has not reached Ishtalika now.”


  Edward raised his spear and flicked Lloyd’s big body.


  He was a completely different person in terms of his physical strength and speed than he was just a few dozen seconds ago.　


  But Lloyd roared as if every fiber of his muscles was on fire. He was just about to position himself in midair and attempt another lunge when he heard something.


  “My crimson is──.”


  Edward’s crimson aura contracted, and the tip of his spear began to tremble.


  The hands gripping the spear were weak at first but soon began to twitch wildly.


  He let go of the spear and lost strength from his knees. Although the situation was unknown, it must have been an opportunity.


  “Chris! Lily!”


  And this time, without a second thought.


  The thrown dagger pierced through Edward’s shoulder, and Chris’s rapier stabbed him in the back again and again.


  Fresh blood and a red aura flew around.


  Chris and Lily continued to attack without worrying about the burning heat on their skin, and Lloyd also approached to swing his great sword.


  “Annoying…!”


  Edward’s red aura pushed him back, and he retreated with his great sword as a shield. The three of them looked at Edward in unison and furrowed their brows. 


  His red aura was not as strong as it had been at first, and he looked terribly weak.


  The skin, which was supposed to be youthful, was rapidly wrinkling, and the muscles seemed to be atrophying.


  ──Chris, who saw it, opened her mouth.


  “I don’t know if it’s because it was halfway through his evolution or what, but he doesn’t seem to be able to handle his own magic. Now, it’s just a… waste of treasure.”


  This probably would have been a different story if he had been in good shape.


  Chris thought that, in addition to the wounds he sustained in the battle with Ain, the wear and tear from fighting against the three of them had made his body unable to withstand the drastic changes.　


  “I see… it’s like forcing a sick person to take nutritional supplements! …So maybe we should try to stall for time?”


  Lily suggested stalling, but Lloyd quietly shook his head.


  “No. There is no way that man could have been unaware of this. Let’s bring the curtain down on this stage. ──See, that’s what I’m talking about.”


  Edward, with bloodshot eyes and restless breathing, stood up weakly.


  The thick veins floating in his neck pulsated eerily, sometimes leaking a feeble light like fireflies.


  “Hah… hah… hah… but I’m getting a little used to this body!”


  “Wha──fast…!”


  Lloyd was unable to defend with his great sword in time, so he blocked Edward’s spear with his right arm. Thanks to the fact that he avoided the cut, no cuts were made, but the blow that Edward fired was too heavy.


  The next moment, a sound of impact echoed from Lloyd’s arm as if he had been dropped from a high place onto the cobblestone pavement.


  “──!”


  The pain was so great that Lloyd could not even scream, and the impact was more powerful than he had ever felt in his entire life.


  Edward kicked Lloyd down on one knee like a stone on the shoulder of the road, and the next person he turned his giddy eyes on was Chris.


  “You’re no stranger to this.”


  Edward seemed to be rapidly mastering his power, but in fact, he didn’t seem to be able to afford it.


  The red aura was still weak, and he seemed to be using what little pride and power he had left to muster.


  He indeed seemed to be able to use it better than at first, but he was close to his limit.


  “If it weren’t for that man, you wouldn’t be such a pain in the ass!”


  An exhale was heard behind Chris as the roar from his step echoes through the air.


  “…Eh?”


  Then she was dismayed by the tip of a spear that appeared in front of her face.


  Sticky, warm blood adhered to the tip, which grew out of an impossible place and dripped onto the ground.


  Soon, there was a sound of metal cutting through the air—the sound of Chris’s armor being smashed echoes somberly.


  “Huh… hah… hah….. Edward…!”


  “I was surprised. I didn’t think you could be strong even with that wound.”


  She repeated breathing erratically and glared hard at Edward even as she fell to the ground. But Edward, who was nowhere to be found, lost interest in Chris and turned his hatred most of all on Lily.


  “You will die soon anyway. So go ahead and die without thinking about the rest.”


  Just as he was about to attack Lily, a great sword was swung down from behind Edward.


  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  Lloyd must have used the heal-bird’s magic tool.


  However, it seems that this was not enough to completely repair the shattered bones. And Lloyd’s complexion turned pale, and sweat was pouring from his forehead like a waterfall.


  His voice was shaky in places, and it was clear that he was trying desperately to endure the pain.


  “A terrible man who never stops till the end…..”


  Just before Edward turned around and plunged his spear into Lloyd’s neck, Lloyd noticed.


  Edward’s arm had shriveled even more, and now it looked like a combination of skin and bone. Then the red aura evaporated after a blink, and the master of the aura clutched his neck with one hand.


  “Agh….. Ack…..!”


  Struggling to breathe, he opened his eyes and distanced himself.


  “You say I have reached my limit…? I won’t admit it. I won’t admit it…!”


  Further, he held his chest, enduring the pain.


  “The stone must be returned to the castle… and the magic stone to absorb the magic power──Kuh, but…!”


  He said these words one after the other, looked at Chris, and tried to pull out her magic stone.


  But he had no more strength left than Lloyd and Lily had imagined. If he were to attack Chris and try to remove the magic stone, there was a much greater chance that he would be defeated by Lloyd and Lily.


  “I’ll just leave the game to you.”


  Finally, he reluctantly decided to escape.


  Lloyd advanced on his feet, trying not to let him escape, but his legs were heavy as lead and the pain rushing through his arms appealed to his survival instincts.


  There was another reason why he could not pursue him.


  “Chris! Hey! Chris!”


  Chris’ body, which had collapsed on the ground, was raised, but there was no response.


  Lily rushed over to see what was going on, and she patted her chest in relief.


  “…It seems that she fainted from excessive blood flow, but if we hurry and treat her, she will recover in time.”


  This was a battlefield, not Ishtalika.


  Without satisfactory facilities, it would be difficult to treat Chris. This practically meant death, but fortunately, the port town of Roundheart is nearby, where there was even an advanced battleship, the Leviathan.


  “Lily. You are the same, aren’t you? You can no longer fight with any complacency.”


  “…No, no, no, this Lily-chan can still fight.”


  “Don’t be so stubborn. Are you aware that you are dragging your feet now?”


  “You say that, Lloyd-sama?”


  The reality was that Lloyd had lost the use of one of his arms.


  But the pain was muffled by the use of the last remaining magic tool.　


  “Don’t worry about me. ──Someone gets me a horse!”


  Lloyd called out loudly for the knight of Ishtalika, and the knight who had been watching the situation came over.


  “I’ll borrow your horse.”


  Lloyd borrowed a horse from a cavalryman, and he lifted Lily up with one arm and put her on the horse.


  Having been entrusted with the unconscious Chris, Lily panicked.


  “Eh? Wha… W-wait! Lloyd-sama!”


  “You should get on the Leviathan and go and heal Chris. The Leviathan is equipped with many of the latest magic tools.”


  “But, Lloyd-sama?”


  “I will now march on Heim royal capital in pursuit of Edward!”


  The scene of the battlefield in the suburbs of the royal capital had been transformed far more than it was before the battle with Edward. It was clear that the Ishtalika side had the upper hand, and many of Heim’s forces were out of action on the ground.


  Even if Edward could not be pursued, Marshal Lloyd would never escape the battlefield here.


  “Lloyd-sama! Here’s my horse!”


  Receiving a horse from a royal knight who had arrived late, Lloyd rode on, enduring the pain.


  “I have a report on the battle situation──”


  “I will listen to it as we ride. The objective is the royal capital! Let’s go!”


  “Lloyd-sama! Please wait! What about your body, Lloyd-sama?”


  “If I don’t defeat that man, he’ll be a hindrance to us! For the sake of Ain-sama, I cannot be weak! If I, who have been entrusted with that man, do not go after him, then who will!”


  Lloyd, who rushed out with the knight, was very dependable, and even though he should have been wounded to the bone, he was on the verge of boiling over with vigor.


  Lily delivered the words “Godspeed to you” in a small voice to his back, and in view of Chris’s wounds, she hurriedly drove the horse.


   


  Chapter 3 – Logas Roundheart


  At the same time, Ain, who was at a distance, looked at the battlefield and gauged the situation.


  Heim’s army had already been reduced to less than half its number, and its morale, as well as its momentum, was declining. General Logas had taken the lead and thrown himself into the battle against Ishtalika.


  Therefore, the time for Ain to move was approaching.


  (Even the miasma emitters had not appeared.)


  Perhaps, as Majolica had predicted, it would be difficult to create such a presence that emitted miasma.


  It had never appeared since coming to the outskirts of Heim royal capital, and it was hard to believe that it would appear after being so cornered.


  (──Alright)


  It was when he was a child.


  When he stood up against Chris──he was struggling to keep up with her speed.


  When he stood up against Lloyd──he struggled to figure out how to react to his power and his standing.


  When he grew up, he stood against Ramza and then against Marco, a man of loyalty, and let the power that lay dormant in his body blossom.


  There was nothing to fear. All he had to do was to show how he had developed over the years.


  “You are going, aren’t you?”


  Dill came next to him and said softly. He knew what Ain was going to do without even thinking about it.


  “It’s rather a compliment to have two commanders fighting each other, isn’t it?”


  “If we win, the morale of the enemy soldiers will drop to its lowest point. So I don’t think everything should be denied.”


  Now is the perfect time to do it, Dill said implicitly.


  “I see. I’m glad to hear it.”


  The time was ripe.


  To fulfill his wish for Ishtalika, Ain had only one thing to do now that he had come this far. He had to defeat the great General Logas.


  “Dill, I will defeat General Logas and attack the royal capital at once. I’m also concerned about the situation of the King of Heim, but first, the red fox──Shannon.”


  Dill nodded vigorously.


  “If you can defeat the red fox, I’m sure that Marco-dono will be very pleased.”


  “…I suppose so.”


  “Marco-dono might also be watching inside of Ain-sama. …Just as Dullahan, whose magic stone was absorbed, was still alive.”


  “Hearing that, I have a feeling they might be able to help us.”


  “It is as you say. A knight as good as Marco-dono may be waiting to be called upon.”


  Hearing his words, Ain put his hand on his chest and thought of him. In this way, he felt as if he could get courage from him.


  Then, if he is in trouble, he should call on him. He thought about this half-jokingly.


   


  ──Around the space that opened up on the battlefield, many people were lying on the ground.


  The corpses of the knights of Ishtalika, although small in number, also showed the tragedy of the situation.


  In order to avoid further loss of life, Ain had to settle the matter with his father as soon as possible…


  (No, the father is just a word.)


  Although he took care of him when he was a child, Logas did not have any special feelings for Ain, and the same is true from Ain to Logas.


  Rather.


  (Ramza-san was more like a father to me.)


  In fact, the warmth he felt from Ramza was more memorable. Although it was only for a short time, the training by Ramza in the spiritual world is more burned into his mind than the training with Logas.


  He was hesitant to even think of Logas as his father.


  “You came, Ain?”


  Logas, who had arrived one step ahead of him and was waiting for him, called out to him from his horse.


  “I don’t think it’s necessary to say my name again, but I shall do so.”


  Ain listened honestly, though he had not expected to be so respectful here.


  “I am the great general Logas, proud leader of the House of Roundheart and the glorious Heim! I challenge the crown prince, Ishtarika, to a duel! Do you dare to fight with this great sword that His Majesty has bestowed upon me, or not!”


  Whether this duel was worth it or not remains to be seen.


  As Dill said, it was true that winning here would boost the morale of the knights, but was it worth the trouble to go all the way to Ain to deal with him?


  If anyone dares to find value in it, it would be a distinction.


  “Yeah, I’ll accept it. I──don’t intend to allow that beast to get away with it.”


  “It seems you have no ability to learn. Once again, you taunt the faith of another nation.”


  “No, the ability to learn is why I came to Heim.”


  “Hmph… that’s nonsense.”


  Logas put all his strength into his body. The thick veins of his body were highlighted, and his muscular physique was emphasized.


  “For the glory of our Heim, I must present your head to His Majesty.”


  Logas spoke triumphantly and looked at the royal capital of Heim.


  The capital of Heim was even darker than when he first arrived here, and tingling of pain rushed through his chest at the thought of the memorable Archduke Augusto’s mansion in the midst of it.


  Let’s quickly break off this connection──Ain made up his mind, got off his horse, and started walking.


  “Oh. You want to get off the horse?”


  “I’m better this way. I want to end this battle as soon as possible.”


  “That’s just fine. I don’t like to fight on horseback either.”


  The distance between the two sides shrunk as they moved toward each other.


  No one was disturbing this space, and those on both sides, watching from a distance, tensed up. For once, both armies held their hands still and stared at each other’s commanders.


  “──For Heim!”


  Suddenly, Logas sprinted.


  He moved into position and raised his greatsword to the top.


  A man from Heim. The pressure of the great general, who was famous throughout the continent, was only on himself.


  It was directed at Ain.


  “When I was a child, I never thought about it.”


  With a vertical flash, the great sword of Logas swung down, but──.


  “Wha…!?”


  With a black sword held at his side, Ain caught it with no difficulty and kept his face down.


  “But if it were me right now… I could defeat you!”


  And when he looked up, his jade eyes shot out at Logas.


  The roar that results from the clash of the two swords. A strong gust of wind, which formed a circle around the spot, blew on those around them.


  …..It’s like a huge rock.


  …..It was solid, unbreakable.


  Logas didn’t move the slightest bit, though he stuttered at Ain for taking it head-on.


  “I don’t think those words should come from someone who’s been deprived of the initiative!”


  “I’m telling you, you didn’t take the lead. I gave up the lead!”


  The greatsword was unceremoniously flicked away by the strong arms that were attached to it.


  “Take it; this is my sword!”


  Ramza says that this was swordsmanship only the strong can use. The swordsmanship was a sword fight that emphasizes the strength of a single blow.


  “Are you really Ain…?”


  “Yes, I am! I am the former eldest son whom you taught the sword and judged inferior to the second son!”


  Ain replied and changed his swordsmanship, which had been focused on his physical strength. The sword’s line, reminiscent of a wharf on a stormy day, was impregnated with calmness similar to that of a quiet, clear stream.


  The son’s dignified and commanding sword dismayed Logas.


  “──What is this change?”


  However, Ain did not care about Logas’ state of mind and simply swung his sword. He only wanted to defeat Logas, and he pushed forward toward the victory he had envisioned.


  (The fact that that sword can’t be destroyed even by this sword, that great sword must be a famous sword after all──!)


  While the black sword boasted the brilliance to cut through even the material of the sea dragon without difficulty, the great sword of Logas, on the other hand, was there without being shattered or cut, not even if the blade spilled over.


  But it’s not a big problem, and it doesn’t bother him. If he could defeat Logas here, that was enough.


  The sword’s clear, flowing line suddenly shows a wildness similar to a storm hitting the ocean floor.


  “Haaaaah!”


  Unable to withstand the oncoming wave of sword fights, the jet-black sword flashed across the empty chest.


  “──Gu…guhoaah!”


  After the black sword passed, the fresh blood of the general stained the ground.


  The blood that flowed out incessantly did not stop even if he held it with his hand, and something cold and cold passed through his body.


  In proportion to this, the vision was faintly tinged with darkness.


  “You… bastard…!”


  “Hah… hah…”


  The mental strain, rather than physical exhaustion, causes Ain to gasp for air.


  “I’m not going to tell you that I’m better than you. But I will not be beaten by people who judge other people’s talent…”


  While dealing with the shock that rushed through his body, Logas looked down at Ain, who was looking down at him.


  Compared to himself, he was not as physically drained, and the fact that he still seemed to be hiding a lot of strength made him have several mixed emotions.


  “I didn’t expect this much….. kahah!”


  The blood that was vomited from one of the five internal organs must have been cut, and the greasy sweat on his forehead told of the intense pain that was rushing through his entire body.


  But the power had not gone out of Logas’ eyes.　


  “But Ain──your words are not right…! Then who decides who is talented? If it is not others, are you going to say that you yourself determine it!”


  He spoke to Ain with a mature and intimidating air, just like a great general.


  “That is not confidence, but worthless overconfidence…!”


  Hearing this, Ain replied without hesitation. He was not ashamed to express the thoughts he held in his heart.


  “You know, talent is a terribly vague thing. That’s why I’m saying it’s wrong to judge it so easily.”


  The Roundhearts were the family lineage of the great generals at the time of the war.


  It was a prestigious family with a prestigious military background, and at the time, it was a renowned family of a count. Therefore, Ain understood that the Roundhearts had their own ideas, but…


  “Father. You should have considered the talents that would lead to the future.”


  If not you, then not you.


  Ain called Logas “father” because this would be the last time they would meet.


  He spoke to him in the same respectful tone as when he was a child, his cheeks twisted with the pain he felt in his chest at the thought of what was to come, and he pretended not to notice the slight tremor in his fingertips.


  “It’s disgusting to be called father by you──hah!”


  Logas, who had only been able to catch his breath after the exchange so far, was in high spirits.


  “I will deliver that head to His Majesty!”


  “If you can take it, then take it. Before you is the hero who slaughtered the sea dragon. If you think you can match the beast, then I will put an end to your fantasy──!”


  Ain spoke in a manner that seemed arrogant.


  As soon as Logas heard this, he ran out with a loud shout.


  “Oooooooooohhh!”


  Even the knight of Ishtalika was overwhelmed by the power of Logas, and their bodies stiffened.


  It was a wonder if he could still radiate his supremacy after suffering such a deep wound.


  “Let me see it once more! Let me accept that blow which is said to be the greatest sword in the Kingdom of Heim!”


  Logas’ greatsword was dragged along the ground toward Ain. It crushed the gravel and gouged out the earth as it thrust forward to strike the royalty of the enemy kingdom.


  The great sword, which had been fleshed out, was eventually swung down on Ain from above the black sword.


  But──.


  “Wha… the sword.”


  It has been miraculous until now.


  Ain’s sword, made of Marco’s material, was a masterpiece that had no equal in Ishtalika. It was nothing short of a marvelous piece of work, with its sharpness endorsed by the fact that Mouton made the sword.


  Therefore, he should be proud of having endured so much, and it was only natural that the great sword of Logas had reached its limits.


  The great sword in his hand was cruelly shattered, but even so, Logas did not give up and picked up the Heim soldier’s sword that had fallen at his feet.


  “The general will not die! I still stand here!”


  Even the breaking of the great sword did not shatter the heart of Logas.


  “…..Logas Roundheart.”


  A moment after Ain uttered the name, their bodies overlapped.


  The Heim soldiers cheered loudly and rejoiced at the victory of General Logas──but when they saw a sword sprouting from Logas’ back, some fell to their knees, and others stood speechless.


   


  “──It’s my victory.”


   


  Logas’ arm lost its power, and he dropped the sword to the ground.


  His breathing gradually lost momentum, and he finally collapsed from Ain’s shoulder and lay face down.


  “You….. abominable crown prince of… Ishtalika…”


  With those last words, his breathing ceased, and only a trickle of blood drenched the earth.


  For a few seconds, Ain stood there without speaking. The pain that cannot be put into words was eating away at his heart here, but he couldn’t stop.


  Murderer.


  The word “murderer” came to Ain’s mind, and it hurt his heart. But Ain kept his mind strong and raised his sword high and high to the sky.


  “The crown prince Ain has defeated the great general Logas──!”


  And made this victory resound throughout the battlefield.


   


  Chapter 4 – Under the Tainted Throne


  The battlefield was silent for a moment as Ain made his high-profile declaration.


  After a short pause, however, the most tumultuous scene of the day was revealed. The battlefield was filled with cheers in some places and… sad voices in others as if to lament the loss of Logas.


  “──Ain-sama!”


  Dill stepped close by, leading Ain’s horse.


  When Dill saw Ain, who looked more tired than he used to, he gasped for breath and rushed to his side in a panic. He was aware of his lord’s state of mind and showed some hesitation as to what to do…


  “Now, Ain-sama. Let’s go.”


  He took his hand tightly and took him under the horse without waiting for a reply.


  “Ah, wait… Dill! I can walk by myself!”


  While being stunned by Dill’s behavior, Ain continued to move forward as Dill pulled him along. He was so stunned by Dill’s behavior that he kept on going as Dill pulled him along.


  “What’s going on all of a sudden?”


  “…..The decision with the red fox has not been made yet, sir.”


  Dill’s words encouraged Ain, whose mind was beginning to waver.


  “Majolica-dono invaded the capital with the knights ahead of us. The soldiers of Heim are shocked by the loss of General Logas, so let’s decide the battle at once.”


  Besides, even before the battle with Logas, the situation of the war had developed greatly in favor of the Ishtalika side.


  The soldiers of Heim were not only fleeing to the capital, but some were even running away in the opposite direction.


  After all, the miasma released by the first prince Layfon on the battlefield must have had an effect.


  They were so different from those soldiers who had turned into dead soldiers and lost their humanity.


  At this point, there was only one more stronghold left in Heim.


  “We must invade the royal capital of Heim and take the royal castle.”


  “Yes, I know.”


  After advancing his horse a few steps, Ain pointed his black sword at the castle. On the ground nearby, Logas was still lying, but he could not turn around due to his negative feelings of disgust and guilt.


  Just seeing him again was likely to cause a new lump to form in his heart.


  “Let’s go. This is really the last battle!”


  It was not long after that the army of Ishtalika began to march after Ain.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Ain had only been to the royal capital of Heim once before. However, that one time left a strong impression on him.


  The scenery of the royal capital, which had seemed spectacular at the time, now looked disastrous because it had been turned into a battlefield.


  The main streets that he would have passed by on his carriage and the streets that thrilled him that day are all different from what they used to be. The first thing Ain sensed was the smell of blood and burning buildings.


  “Your Highness! Are you all right?”


  Majolica came to Ain’s side, having heard of the arrival of the army led by Ain.


  “Oh, it’s Majolica-san!”


  “What is it with you? Everyone was worried about you!”


  Majolica, who had been working separately, joined him, and he put his strong hands between Ain’s cheeks.


  When he confirmed that there were no injuries, he sighed tremendously.


  “So it’s settled, then?”


  “…Yeah. I managed to get it done.”


  Majolica nodded with a complicated look toward Ain, who smiled bitterly.


  Then, Majolica spoke to Ain with a look of relief.


  “I think the marshal is on his way here, too. He should be arriving any minute.”


  The fact that Lloyd was on his way probably meant that he had won over Edward. Thinking this, Ain was relieved and stroked his chest.


  It was good that it was Lloyd who was coming toward here, but it bothered him that Chris’ and Lily’s names had not been mentioned.


  “How about Chris?”


  “……”


  “Majolica-san!”


  “──I’m sorry. I don’t know. I just didn’t see her, so maybe she’s not with him.”


  “Ain-sama! It doesn’t necessarily mean that Chris-sama had fallen! Let’s settle this in the royal capital as soon as possible so that we can find out the truth!”


  Dill shook Ain’s stunned shoulder.　


  Then Ain quickly regained his composure and apologized shortly. Being worried here won’t make anything better.


  He slapped his cheeks hard with both hands and dug his nails into his clenched fists with all his strength, fooling his emotions with the pain.


  “Then I’ll…”


  After looking around the castle town, Ain realized something at this point.


  (Are there only a few people to command?)


  In case of emergencies, a royal knight could take command, and for that matter, there were even those who deserve to be troop commanders and generals in the army of Ishtalika.　


  Even so, more was better.


  Dill said to Ain, who was deep in thought.


  “I will lead the knights from the castle town. Ain-sama, please go with Majolica-dono to the royal castle first.”


  “Ara, are you going to leave such a big role to me?”


  “I am better suited to command the knights here. In addition, I think the knights will be more likely to listen to my commands.”


  When Dill finished, he bent down in front of Ain.


  “Please allow me to leave your side for a few moments. …I will join you as soon as everything is settled down here.”


  “I understand. Then, I’ll decide on the game before Dill arrives.”


  “Haha, that’s good. Then I will make way for Ain-sama’s return.”


  They nodded at each other with a smile, and Ain turned his horse around. However, just as he was about to ride his horse to the royal castle, he remembered something.


  “Majolica-san. Can I have another magic stone? I’m really hungry.”


  “Ara ara, you’re such a glutton. Your Highness.”


  With a wry smile, Majolica handed a bag containing a new magic stone from his pocket to Ain. After receiving it, Ain immediately put it in his palm and absorbed it.


  When he was done, he ran his horse with a satisfied look on his face.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Meanwhile, Dill, who remained behind, was busy deploying the crossbow and dealing with the soldiers of Heim who were attacking in the town.


  Then a new ally arrived from the city gates.


  “Is that… could that be…?”


  Dill looked toward the gate.


  “Father! You have finally arrived!”


  The army of Ishtalika, led by Lloyd, was in full view.


  Dill, who was standing at the front of the group here, waved his hand to the group’s leader there, but at the same time, he noticed his father’s new injury and furrowed his brow.


  “Guard Dill. I have received information about the Augusto family.”


  As Dill waited for Lloyd, a royal knight stepped up to him.


  “The Augusto family… Archduke Augusto?”


  “Yes, sir. The soldiers of Heim have sealed off the residence of Archduke Augusto. We believe the family members are under house arrest inside.”


  “Then let’s start rescuing them. Take some royal knights and head for Archduke Augusto’s mansion. I will inform the Lord Marshal of the situation.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  “This will not cause Lady Krone any grief… and I will share the information with my father──.”


  Just as he was about to close the distance between himself and his father, who was getting closer and closer.


  “Found it. Found, found, found, found it!”


  Suddenly, three robed figures descended from the roof.


  An eerie voice, too faint to even distinguish between male and female, was heard from behind, and Dill, turning around, saw the three figures with rusty swords ready to attack him all at once.


  …..The skin around their mouths, peeking out from faces hidden by the hoods, was bluish purple.


  “Found it, found it, found it!”


  “Ahaa…!”


  Dill drew his sword and effortlessly intercepted the three attackers, but the creepy tone of their voices made his hair stand on end.


  Luckily, the three could not be considered strong.


  “Ah, Ouch, ouch, ouch!”


  “My leg…! My leg…!”


  The first one was slashed in the cheek and sprawled excessively.


  The other one had both of his legs cut off by Dill, but he crawled away and started to happily hug and lovingly stroke both of his severed legs.


  Dill turned his sword-fighting without restraint in front of the bottomless pit of goosebumps all over his body.


  “I found it. Found it. I have sighted it.”


  He cut down the last one, and here the trio finally died out.


  What the hell was going on?


  He wondered if these were the same people he had just met and approached to take their hoods off.


  “…..Dill! Dill!”


  From far away, he heard his father calling him. The devilish voice came not only from him but also from the royal knight who was nearby at some point.


  Why were they in such a hurry?


  At this time, Dill really didn’t notice anything.


  ──He was just looking at the figure of Grint, who had appeared behind him before he knew it and was drawing his sword.


  “You’re the only one I’ve decided I’m going to thrust my sword at like this.”


  A warm, iron-smelling liquid flows back down Dill’s throat.


  “Kah… hah…”


  Unsure of what had happened, Dill turned his attention to the rapidly heating spot. Then, from the middle of his well-developed abdominal muscles, a glowing sword, along with Dill’s blood, appeared.


  “I-I was… attacked… with a sword…?”


  Dill began to lose strength from his knees but was kicked hard from behind, hitting his entire body on the ground.


  A stream of crimson blood soaked the cobblestone pavement.


  The blood flowed unstoppably even when he put his hand on the ground.


  “Now it’s that man….. I will put my sword through him and the one who killed my father.”


  Lying in front of the sight of a spitting Grint riding his horse, Dill muttered weakly as he stretched out his arms helplessly.　


  “W…wait…”


  The knight of Ishtalika, who had come by, was lightly brushed off, and Grint walked away quickly.


  “Dill… Dill!”


  As Lloyd rushed on his horse, he called out the name in a voice that almost sounded like a scream. The scent of flowing blood was equally present on any battlefield.


  But now, the scent is centered on Dill. This made his father, Lloyd, want to tear his nose in discomfort.


  “Kahuh… hah…”


  Dill’s head was moved to Lloyd’s lap, and bright red blood leaked from his mouth as he breathed in anguish.


  Then, at that moment.　


  “What’s going on?”


  Varra, who heard the commotion, shouted from a short distance away. She noticed that Lloyd was kneeling in a place surrounded by royal knights, and she rushed toward him, her white robe billowing in the air.


  Varra rolled up her white coat sleeves and checked the affected area of Dill, who had lost consciousness.


  She took his armor, undressed him, looked at the wound where he had been stabbed by Grint, and then shifted her gaze to Lloyd with a grave expression.


  “Va… Varra. Is everything alright? You can handle Dill, can’t you?”


  She did not reply to Lloyd but took a glass container out of her pocket and sprinkled the liquid over Dill’s wound.


  She then took out a syringe and injected it into his neck.


  Before long, Dill’s breathing calmed down, and he quickly let go of his consciousness.


  “This is about all I can do here.”


  Varra gave him a mysterious look.


  “…This is as close to life-prolonging treatment. If we hurry to move him to the battleship and treat him back home, maybe he will survive.”


  In other words, the situation is that urgent.


  But Lloyd, who knew that the worst was averted right here and now, held Varra’s hand and thanked her.


  “Your Excellency the Marshal! Varra-dono! There is an abandoned carriage!”


  Lloyd is taken aback by the words of the royal knight.


  “Now! Hurry up and bring Guard Dill!”


  “I will accompany him! Your Excellency the Marshal, bring Guard Dill to the carriage as quickly as possible!”


  “──…Sorry!”


  Lloyd thanked her with tears in his eyes. He worked with the royal knights to get the seriously wounded Dill onto the carriage and then drove off with several of the royal knights as escorts.


  Lloyd was about to look for Edward when he heard a voice saying.


  “Lloyd-sama. I have one matter to discuss with you.”


  A royal knight asked him.


  “What is it?”


  “I have informed Guard Dill that Lady Krone’s family is under house arrest at Archduke Augusto’s mansion. We were directed by Guard Dill to rescue them, but we are having a hard time because of the large number of enemy soldiers.”


  “Thank you for your report. I understand the situation.”


  Lloyd asked before turning to head for Archduke Augusto’s residence.


  “What happened to Ain-sama? Has he already left for the royal castle?”


  “Yes! It seems he is on his way!”


  “If so, I’m going to go to Ain-sama’s… no, but…”


  The reason for the hesitation was that Ain would be very sad if something happened at Archduke Augusto’s mansion.


  But Lloyd’s lord was Sylvird, who was none other than the head of the royal family of Ishtalika.


  He was about to say that he would head for the royal castle when he felt a tug on his back.


  “Your Excellency the Marshal! The soldiers of Heim are gathering at Archduke Augusto’s mansion!”


  Hearing this new message, Lloyd made up his mind.


  He recalled the words he had exchanged with Ain before the war started and reconfirmed what he had to do.


  “We will rescue the Augusto family in a hurry! Let’s get this done in an instant!”


  He thought about what he could do, being unable to use one arm, and made a difficult decision.


  He doesn’t want to talk about it, but in the current situation, just taking on a few royal knights was tough, and he didn’t think he could be much of a force to be reckoned with.


  Therefore, he decided to ride his horse to Archduke Augusto’s mansion, as he thought it would be the best thing for Ain here.


   


  

  


   


  Ain stepped into Heim Castle with Majolica and several royal knights.


  “Haaaaah!”


  “Fuhh! Yaaaah!”


  The royal knights cut down the Heim soldiers.


  “Nuuooooraaahhh! Look, it’s over here, too!”


  At a nearby spot, Majolica shows off his proud fists.


  After lightly kicking off the attack for the first of many times since setting foot inside the castle, the group looked at Ain, who was wielding a sword nearby.


  “No problem over here either.”


  Ain answered with a calm face to everyone’s gaze.


  Having single-handedly cut down twice that number of soldiers, who fell right next to the royal knights and Majolica, Ain showed no sign of fatigue whatsoever and seemed unconcerned.


  “What is with your body, Your Highness?”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “I mean, aren’t you getting too strong?”


  “It’s not cool to be a weak crown prince, after all.”


  With the matter of the Demon King in the background, he turned his attention once more to the situation in the castle.


  The place where they were now was a straight road leading to the audience chamber, with luxurious carpets, chandeliers, glittering jewelry, and works of art, everywhere one looked.


  It may not seem like the proper taste, but this is what the luxurious castle of the Kingdom of Heim looked like.


  “That should be the audience chamber. Garland and the others should be there.”


  “What makes you think that? You don’t think that they ran away?”


  “…Hmm. I just thought he’d be more likely to be in the audience chamber than waiting in his room.”


  “Ara. So, in other words, it’s just a hunch?”


  “Unfortunately, I can’t deny it.”


  Seeing Ain’s embarrassed face, Majolica and the royal knights laughed.　


  It was also true that… it would be unwise to do such a thing in the enemy’s stronghold, but they relieved the tension in their own way.


  They took a pause for deep breaths and bent over to prevent themselves from being crushed by the tension.


  “But it helped!”


  “Hmm? What?”


  “Your Highness knows what’s in the castle. Because if I didn’t know anything about it, I would get lost. This is a castle, after all.”


  “…Eh?”


  “…What do you mean by eh?”


  At Majolica’s words, Ain again looked embarrassed.


  “I’ve never been to this castle before, you know.”


  “Huh? Then why did you walk here with such sure footsteps?”


  “N…no, I just thought that if I went deeper into the castle, I would find the audience chamber.”


  The whole group was stunned once again.


  The royal knights laughed even louder than before.


  “Hahahaha! Did you hear that, Majolica-dono?”


  “Our crown prince is truly a man of great capacity.”


  When several people shouted like this, Majolica burst out laughing with tears in his eyes.


  “Good grief, it wasn’t planned at all!”


  “Hahaha….. I know it isn’t good. But there are actually other reasons.”


  Ain walked a few steps ahead of everyone else. Looking at his back, everyone could feel the presence of someone else.
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  If the first king, Gail, had been here, he might have led them like this, and it made them think this way.


  “The blood of the Ishtalika royal family tells me this. There is one last enemy ahead.”


  And then.


  Within a few minutes, the group stood in front of a huge door.


  The door was not only solid in appearance, but also showed off its carvings and ornate decorations. Despite all this, two royal knights stepped forward and put their hands on the double doors.


  “Your Highness.”


  The royal knight, with his hands on the doors, opened his mouth.


  We are always ready. The royal knights told him implicitly.


  Majolica put his hand on Ain’s shoulder to signal him, and Ain took a deep breath before answering the royal knight.


  “Open the door.”


  He gave the order in a princely manner.


  The huge doors opened to the left and right, revealing the inside of the building.


  The high ceilings and the corridors that led up to this point were even more luxurious than those of the audience chamber in Ishtalika.


  A Garland-like figure was sitting on the large throne at the far end of the room.


  The royal knights, who were walking in front of Ain, slowly stepped forward and strongly alerted him.


  Stepping on the carpet leading to the throne, Ain and Majolica, who were waiting behind the knight, also took a step forward.


  “It smells bad. I used to smell it when I was an adventurer.”


  Ain opened his mouth after Majolica.


  “Everyone, get behind me.”


  When he ordered the royal knights, everyone knew what was happening. 


  “You don’t look well, King of Heim.”


  It was an exaggeration to say that he was rotten, but Garland, who had a purplish complexion and his eyes glazed over, did not look like the human he once was.


  He stood up with an unfocused expression and pointed at Ain with a half smile.


  “Ohoho… I don’t remember inviting you, but…”


  He spoke more fluently than Layfon, but the strangeness in his voice was not due to his imagination.


  “Oh, I didn’t want to come either.”


  He doesn’t know if Garland had the ability to understand. He may be manipulated like the Demon Lord Arche, but Ain had no way of knowing that.


  “I’m looking for someone. I just found the first one, but actually, there is another one.”


  Saying this, Ain stepped further toward Garland.


  “I’m looking for a woman named Shannon.”


  Ain asked, looking straight at Garland in the silent audience chamber. Behind him, Majolica and the royal knights could be heard swallowing hard.


  “Don’t you dare address her by her name!”


  The moment that an indignant Garland was about to approach Ain with his big toe.


  A girl appeared from the shadows of the throne.


  “Your Majesty. I don’t mind. So there is no need to be so angry.”


  “But he has no sense of etiquette, and he calls you by your name.”


  “It’s all right. Come, Your Majesty. Once more to the throne.”


  It had been nearly ten years since Ain had seen her. Even so, Ain recognized her at once and turned his gaze from Garland to her.


  Surely, she was Shannon.


  If she were at a party, she would have the eyes of the opposite sex all to herself, and she was as pretty as an angel. But on the other hand, she has a mysterious glamour that was inappropriate for her age.


  (She’s so simple. Isn’t she on her guard?)


  The fact that he didn’t expect to see her so soon makes him a bit puzzled.


  He raised his eyebrows.


  “Oh! If you insist, I shall sit down!”


  Garland sat on the throne, responding to Shannon’s words, and smiled happily.


  He laughed good-naturedly and smiled, rubbing his cheeks in Shannon’s hand in pleasure.


  When he was satisfied, Shannon stood in front of the throne and looked at Ain without saying a word. Her eyes turned a dazzling golden hue, and a kinetic sound echoed in everyone’s ears.


  But nothing happened.


  Yet, if Ain had not been there, things would have been as she expected.


  “──It did not work?”


  It was called “the curse of solitude,” as Ain recalled. It was written in the diary that was left in the first king’s villa.


  (Did the Toxin Decomposition EX work against the curse?)


  He’s unfamiliar with the concept of a curse, but at least it’s not some kind of fungus or poison.


  “I see. My charm doesn’t work on you, does it?”


  “Charm? It’s not the curse of solitude then──”


  Ain pondered.


  If charm was another power that Shannon had, what was the difference between it and the curse of solitude, the power that manipulated people?


  There must be a reason why she used it here and now. For example, the curse doesn’t work unless the charm is used, or something like that.


  “You don’t want to use the curse?”


  “Ara, you want me to use curses as well? If you want it, that’s fine, but it would be pointless for you to come all the way here.”


  “I don’t understand. Are you saying you were waiting for me?”


  He asked, still uncertain about her purpose.


  “……I wonder.”


  For a moment, Shannon seemed lost for words.


  She looked at Ain’s face, her eyes trembled repeatedly, and finally, her lips tightened, and she said in a weak voice.


  Thinking back to Marco’s words, she was waiting for Ain. It was predictable from the implied way she just said it.


  (Why, there isn’t a single feud between Shannon and me, though.)


  No matter what he thought of, the reason was unclear and confusing.


  He thought about it before, but if Shannon’s target were someone from the Ishtalika royal family, she could have gone after someone other than Ain.


  “If you don’t want to answer, fine.”


  But what needed to be done remained the same.


  Even if Shannon had some kind of purpose and was waiting for Ain.


  “You’re a cold person, aren’t you? Even though the people you care about are on the verge of death.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Oh, you didn’t know? Edward told me. He couldn’t take their lives, but it’s only a matter of time.”


  “Who are you talking about?”


  “Oh, I don’t know much about them. But I heard that they were the ones who were by your side. I heard that one is a big-bodied man, and the other is a beautiful elf.”


  Ain grew dismayed.


  Even though his body pulsated violently and irregularly, both his hands were clenched and his breathing became a little raspy.


  A mental gap was created, but he looked at Shannon with unyielding eyes.


  “──I don’t believe it. I’ll settle this quickly and return back to them both.”


  “No. It’s impossible.”


  “Nothing is impossible. All I have to do is kill you quickly.”


  “Speaking of which, can I ask you something?”


  Shannon asked, looking curious.


  “How did you deal with Layfon in Birdland?”


  Garland seemed to be in a good mood besides Shannon, even though she had called out the first prince. Garland moved his face close to Shannon’s hand to kiss her, but she gently brushed him off.


  “I guessed that, even if it were in Ishtalika, there would be no room to breathe with that kind of miasma. That boy… Edward came back with a devilish look on his face. It took me by surprise.”


  Shannon’s expression as she spoke was filled with curiosity.


  In other words, Layfon was a kind of trump card. Hearing her story, Ain was convinced in his heart.


  “You are my brother’s fiancée, but you have never heard of my natural ability?”


  “No, as I said before, I am aware of it. But miasma is not a type of poison. It is just like the magic power contained in a magic stone.”


  “Whether it’s a magic stone or miasma, it doesn’t make a difference before my toxin decomposition.”


  “Even if it is a magic stone?”


  Shannon’s eyes widen a little as she looks startled.　


  She seemed particularly interested in the term “magic stone” and repeatedly muttered the word “magic stone” in a small voice.　


  “I’d like to ask you something as well. Did he not report anything other than Layfon’s death since his return from Birdland?”


  “I heard something else. I also heard that you were using your old powers.”


  Presumably, she was referring to Dullahan’s illusory hand.


  “So why isn’t that Edward here?”


  “Since he didn’t do a good job earlier, I sent him to take down your men who are spreading throughout the royal capital. He should be on his way to take the life of the knight you brought with you right now.”


  Shannon spoke. She sounded annoyed from the bottom of her heart, yet she didn’t seem to really care about Edward.


  (Why did she let Edward go when she knew I was coming?)


  Shannon smiled at Ain, who was on the alert and said.


  “The one who should defeat you is not Edward.”


  As she said this, the door to the audience chamber opened.


   


  

  


   


  “It will be that man who will become the Holy Sword that will defeat you.”


  A man appeared and walked next to Shannon on the carpet, not looking at Ain or Majolica.


  Shannon gently kissed the cheek of the approaching man and took a few steps back to give up her place. The man followed her lead, drew his sword, and looked at Ain with cold eyes.


  One thing that concerns Ain is the man’s appearance. After Shannon kissed him, he was covered with a dazzling white light.


  “A parricide who did as you please with our Heim, and in the end, took the life of my great father. How dare you come this far?”


  The man who came to Ain──Grint called him a parricide.


  “Not only you. My holy power can destroy even Ishtalika.”


  As soon as he said this, Grint’s entire body lit up with a silvery white light. And the sword he held in his hand was also covered with light.


  “Grint-sama… please don’t force yourself.”


  “Sorry, Shannon. I can’t promise that.”


  Shannon must have had something on her mind. When she heard Grint’s answer, she put her hand on Grint’s shoulder in a panicked manner. Then, although his voice did not reach Ain, Grint hugged Shannon and soothed her by whispering in her ear.


  ──Is Grint not being manipulated?


  It bothered Ain when Grint rejected Shannon’s words.


  (I don’t have time to worry about that)


  He no longer needed to hold back.


  Concerned about Chris’s situation as well, Ain unleashed six illusory hands from his back. He put strength into his hand that gripped the black sword, took a few steps forward, and extended his illusory hands to Grint.


  “Not satisfied with killing your father, you’ve turned into a real monster!”


  Ain was shocked.


  The six illusory hands were obliterated by Grint’s sword, which turned them into particles of light.


  On the other hand, Grint opened his mouth with hatred yet somewhat proudly.


  “Haha… hahaha! Brother… Ain…! Didn’t you see that! This is the great holy power that does not exist, even in Ishtalika!”


  As if lacking shade, the dazzling aura around Grint reached Ain. The pain that gives the illusion of a strong sunburn was felt on Ain’s skin.


  “Everyone──!”


  “We’re all fine! It’s thanks to Your Highness that we’re safe!”


  The aura emitted by Grint should have reached Majolica and the others, but why?


  Of course, since Ain was unable to purify them, they should feel the pain equally under normal circumstances.


  “No, you mean it worked because it was me.”


  That means for Ain, who has evolved into the existence of a demon king.


  “I really feel like a villain… really.”


  In addition to the word “parricide,” he sneered to himself at the thought of the phenomenon that had just occurred.


  Ain then regained his composure and spoke to Grint.


  “Grint. What happened to your power?”


  “It is obvious! I’ve been elevated to a Heavenly Knight with Shannon’s blessing.”


  “…Blessing, huh?”


  It made sense, he thought.


  Perhaps the power of this heavenly knight is purifying the demon king’s power. Not only the aura he wore but also Grint himself could be a natural enemy of Ain.


  It has been a long time since he heard the term “Heavenly Knight,” but perhaps it is a higher level occupation of the holy knight.


  Although he was concerned about the authenticity of the blessing skill, the absolute special attack against Ain was even more problematic.


  “Do I have to defeat you first?”


  He never had any direct killing intent against Grint, so he couldn’t honestly accept the idea of cutting him down.


  But──.


  “I don’t like the fact that you’re so calm when you hear the name “Heavenly Knight,” but you’ll soon be just like that man.”


  That man? Ain, who wondered, turned his sharply polished pairs of eyes on Grint.


  The pressure was so strong that Grint almost took a step back, something he had never felt even from Logas, whom he had always loved and respected, but the presence of the woman he loved at his side stopped him in his tracks, and the corners of his mouth lifted in a triumphant smile.


  “I’m talking about the man who used to be your bodyguard.”


  “…What did you do to Dill?”


  “Not really. I’m just trying to compensate for the humiliation I suffered before.”


  The atmosphere around Ain was a bit tense. Then Majolica and the others who were listening in the rear changed their complexion.


  “The man was killed by my holy sword. Now, all that’s left is you──Ain.”


  The holy sword.


  At first glance, it was just a longsword, but it seemed to have something to do with the power of its wielder, Grint.


  Although he did not know the nature of the sword, the radiance emitted by the sword held by Grint ate away at Ain’s entire body, making his skin feel as if it had been strongly sanded.


  But there was something more important than that.


  “Did you… kill Dill…?”


  Looking at Grint with an appalled expression, Ain reached out his hand to speak to him languidly.


  Then, Grint lowered his voice somewhat in a muddle at the sight.


  “Haha. If you’re going to be in so much pain, it will make Father’s regret a lot easier to bear.”


  Lies. He was lying.


  Desperately denying it in his heart, Ain took another step forward.


  His chest beat uncomfortably fast, and his whole body felt an extreme hunger for magic power.


  “Enough. Shut your mouth.”


  “…What did you say?”


  “I don’t have time to fight you. I have to get to the others as soon as possible.”


  He had never had a clear intent to kill until a moment ago, but he did not expect to feel anything like it so soon.


  Ain again brought out the illusory hand and readied his black sword.


  Compared to the previous hand, the joints of the illusory hand were more muscular, and it was clear that it had been made with even more power. Six swords appeared, and they spread out in a fan shape.


  “Father was right to give up on you. You’ve become nothing but a monster!”


  “Grint-sama! Please don’t use too much power!”


  Shannon’s worried voice came from right behind Grint.


  “That power will exorcise evil beings. It’s a power only you are allowed to use, but please don’t overdo it and let it affect your body!”


  “I’ll be fine. It is also in the legend, isn’t it? The Heavenly Knight can’t have any trouble dealing with monsters.”


  “Y-yeah…! I am already well aware of that, as I have seen similar forces before. But you absolutely must not push yourself too hard!”


  “Hmm? Before? A power similar to this…”


  Grint had a question pop up in his mind.


  “Can we start now? Grint.”


  The pressure of Ain’s presence distracted him as he stepped forward.


  “Yeah, I’m going to avenge my father’s death.”


  ──The sound of swords clashing echoed through the audience chamber took the breath away of even the royal knights of Ishtalika.


  Among them was a knight who had gone to Euro with Ain in the past as a representative, but Grint’s strength in fighting Ain was incomparable to his previous strength.


  At the very least, he would just as likely be a standout talent if he came to Ishtalika.


  “Haha… What is it, hey!”


  After a few rounds of fighting, Grint raised his eyebrows and spoke to Ain with a proud expression on his face.


  “Your attacks don’t work at all!”


  “You’re so bullish, aren’t you? Grint.”


  Grint was bullish. This was because he had been able to prevent Ain’s attacks, and he had not run out of breath yet.


  “Naturally! I can avenge my father’s death by defeating you, who have always irritated me. I’ve never felt so clear in my life!”


  Ain then took a few steps back and moved away.


  As Majolica and the others watch with bated breath, they ponder the strength of the boy, Grint.


  (His skill is not so great. He can beat the royal knights, but he is inferior to Lloyd, Chris, and even Edward and Logas.)


  Then why was Grint thus able to compete with Ain?


  “Zeaaaah! Look, don’t think that you can retreat so easily!”


  Grint’s blow, filled with spirit, comes at Ain and grazes his cheek.


  (──Yes, there is something wrong with this attack…!)


  Ain lightly clicked his tongue, and his face was distorted by the seeping pain that entered through the wound. The aura emitted by Grint continued to eat away at his body even when he was nearby.


  “What’s wrong? Did you really defeat my father?”


  His swordsmanship was sharp, but not spectacularly so.


  ──After all.


  ──Grint’s physical strength is out of the ordinary.


  Not to be conceited, but Ain had even won a duel with a strong man called Marco in the past, and now he had a track record of raising his seed as a Demon King.


  But, he felt strange about Grint, who had become too strong too quickly.


  “It is strange. Your skill is as if you are a different person…”


  “It’s obvious! I’m the chosen one, and because of her blessing, I reached the Heavenly Knight!”


  “That is exactly what I’m saying is wrong!”


  While throwing words of ridiculousness at Grint, Ain suppresses the bothersome pain and blocks Grint’s sword.


  It was still a heavy, quick-swinging sword fight, but…


  (If it’s only this.)


  …..It’s bearable.


  It’s not that his eyes could never catch up with him, and even with his current physical strength, he was able to handle it well.


  In the unlikely event that there had been even a glance of skill mixed in here, Ain might have been outmatched, but that was not the case.


  (And──it feels a little like it.)


  There was a sense of deja vu in the silvery white light that Grint wore. That, too, was recent.


  While avoiding the oncoming sword fights, his mind was filled with memories of the sanctuary he had visited in Sith Mill. The phantom of Gail who crossed swords with him at that place was also clad in white silver.


  Ain suddenly looked at Shannon as if remembering.


  (She said she had seen a similar power before…?)


  Ain stopped and looked at her.


  In contrast, Grint noticed the presence that his abhorrent brother was looking at.


  “You… Shannon, with your eyes──.”


  “Have you ever seen this sword?”


  “Shannon! You don’t need to listen to his voice!”


  But she certainly had it in sight when Ain arrived here.


  She finally saw the appearance of Ain’s black sword, which she had never particularly paid attention to up to this point, and gasped.


  She covered her mouth with one hand, causing her whole body to tremble weakly.


   


  

  


   


  “How did you get that sword…..? As I thought, you are…..”


  “…I see. That’s what you mean.”


  There is no doubt about it.


  The power that Shannon mentioned that she had seen before was that of Gail.


  If so, what else is unknown is how often she told Grint not to push himself and how anxious she seemed.


  (It was a power that could only be used by His Majesty Gail…? But Shannon says that Grint and His Majesty Gail’s power is different. If that’s the case, then why did he come here and finally use the power of the Heavenly Knight or whatever?)


  It’s obvious. There is something flawed about using it, which is why Shannon didn’t let Grint use it until now.


  “──I hate it!”


  Shannon suddenly hugged her body and fell to her knees, screaming.


  “Grint-sama! Please shatter that sword! As soon as possible! Kill him, the one who uses that sword immediately…!”


  Obviously, she had something going on with Gail.


  Gail’s diary didn’t say why, but it did say that Gail had mentioned that he would never forgive Shannon for what she had done.


  “Shannon, what happened with His Majesty the First?”


  “Annoying…..!”


  “And why did you come after me?”


  “Annoying….. annoying, annoying, annoying, annoying──annoying! I don’t want to talk about that guy who didn’t help me!”


  Her voice was even like a roar. When she looked up, she showed red tears mixed with blood.


  She was still shaking, and Grint ran to her and supported her.


  “Shannon! What’s wrong?”


  Not answering the call of her fiance, she turned cold eyes on Grint.


  “Why did Grint-sama come to my side when I told you to kill him as soon as possible?”


  “N-no… it was because I was worried about Shannon!”


  “──Annoying.”


  Then she abruptly stood up.


  She brushed off Grint’s arm that was supporting her body and smiled dryly, tears streaming down her face.


  “I don’t need you to remain in power any longer. So, please tell me. For my sake, Grint-sama, will you kill that man as soon as possible?”


  “Y-yes! Of course, I will!”


  Shannon spoke kindly after a while to Grint, who answered sincerely.


  “If so, I guess this is goodbye.”


  A kiss.


  The sudden kiss left Grint puzzled, but he immediately embraced Shannon.


  Majolica was appalled and taken aback.


  But only Ain changed his expression and rushed out.


  “Wait! Shannon!”


  His god-speed step was so much faster than Chris’s, but──.


  The next moment──.


  With a roar like a thunderstorm, a wave of silvery magic power that spilled over the entire audience chamber settled on Grint’s body.


  (Damn it…!)


  Looking behind him with a split-second judgment, Ain grew tree roots so that Majolica and the others would not be affected by it.


  “Your Highness!”


  “Just stay back! Don’t ever come out!”


  The wave pushed Ain into the tree roots and blew him away while saying to the panicked Majolica in a strong voice.


  The air was pushed out from his lungs at the same time as the collision, and he was out of breath──.


  Still, he turned toward Grint, who should have been at the center of the wave, and gnashed his teeth when he saw Shannon standing unconcerned, and Grint’s whole body enveloped in a blinding light.


  “This is….. Shannon…..?”


  “Grint-sama. Please, please. Please use that power to kill that man.”


  There was a beep, beep sound.


  As Grint’s figure was revealed in the light, his entire body was transformed. His skin was transformed as if plastered on, and his eyes turned silver.


  The clothes he wore were burned by magic, and the magic mimicked vestments-like garments.


  Soon, the golden pattern on his entire body pulsed, and two pairs of wings appeared from his back, shimmering like diamonds.


  The sword in his hand was charged with magic power, transforming its entire form into an even larger sword.


  “This is amazing.”


  His voice was different from before, somewhat mechanical.


  It lacked intonation and humanity.


  “Majolica-san!”


  Ain called out to him through the tree roots.


  “What kind of being is the Heavenly Knight?”


  “There are only a few people who have been able to manifest them, so information is scarce, but it is said that they appeared after the death of His Majesty the First. But I’ve heard that it’s so powerful that it can corrupt the body!”


  Ain answered in a small voice, “I understand.”


  Considering what was about to happen, he regretted that he should have asked Lloyd and Chris about the Heavenly Knight earlier.


  But Dill had told him before.


  “The Heavenly Knight is close to self-destructive in some ways… so you might want to ask my father about it at a later date.”


  This is probably why Shannon had initially told him not to push himself too hard.


  The reason why Shannon transformed Grint into an abandoned pawn now was because the situation has changed.


  (Well, you know better than I do.)


  She must be well aware of the strength of the first king Gail.


  Hence, when she discovered that Ain’s black sword was very similar to Gail’s, she decided to discard Grint.


  ──All in order to kill Ain.


  Even Heim was a pawn to be discarded, all for the sake of killing him, Ain thought.


  “…..”


  Ain exhaled deeply and looked at the situation.


  Now Grint looked like an angel. Even his clothes, as well as the aura and wings he exudes.


  “…Shannon. Did you attack the port town of Magna to prevent me from seeing the information left behind by His Majesty the First?”


  “I wonder. What are you talking about?”


  “Don’t play dumb with me.”


  “I really don’t know. I don’t even care about that town. It was probably done by my descendants who stayed over there. I have nothing to do with it now.”


  The red fox is not a monolith. Remembering this, Ain stopped asking.


  “Then again, you really are a different person. Grint.”


  Not that he had any sympathy for his brother, who he said killed Dill, but he did seem pathetic.


  He was no longer the man he was just a few dozen seconds ago.


  To be betrayed by the woman he loved and treated as nothing more than a weapon, Ain could only pity him.


  Even now, his skin ached when exposed to the silvery white light from Grint.


  “I’ll stop holding back.”


  From Ain’s body, it gradually reveals itself from his fingertips.


  “I’ve only ever put out the cuirass. I felt that if I tried to take out more than this, I didn’t have enough strength to do so. Maybe I was subconsciously avoiding the danger.”


  Dullahan’s armor enveloped Ain as Grint rushed forward, one step and then another.


  (Hah… I’m hungry. No good. I should have gotten a few more magic stones.)


  Fed up with the hunger caused by the use of power, Ain concentrated harder and harder.


  Leaving the tree roots, he stepped forward to near the center of the audience room and opened his mouth.


  “I fought seriously at the time of the Sea Dragon and at the time of Marco. But this is the first time I’m being serious now.”


  Passing through the range of the cuirass, a black aura extends all the way to his shoulders.


  Shannon remembered this as well.


  The image of Ramza von Ishtalika, the greatest swordsman of all time, came back to her mind, and she shook her body again and shouted to Grint, who had lost his ego, “Kill him quickly!”


  “Aa… aaaah! It’s for Shannon!”


  Also, from the shadows at her feet, several black tentacles with dissolving surfaces appeared.


  Soon, the full appearance was revealed: a huge mouth covered by several tentacles. It leaped out of Shannon’s shadow and approached Ain with its serpent-like body crawling.


  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  With a dry and furious voice, Grint sprinted faster than ever.


  From the point of view of Majolica and the others, it was blindingly divine speed, comparable to the movement of that Chris.


  Spreading his wings and closing the distance in a single breath, Grint swung his sword down, cutting through the carpet and shattering the stone floor.


  He approached Ain faster than the wind, though, along with ‘something’ that Shannon brought up.


  “Grint. This is where it starts.”


  The voice of the Demon King, filled with majesty… or perhaps overwhelming dominance, echoed through the audience chamber.


  He was wrapped in jet-black armor and held up a black sword.


  There was a cut-down ‘something’ lying at his feet, and although it did not die, Grint, who had been repelled, stood at a distance, appalled.


  When and at what point did Ain swing his sword? No one here knew, and only Shannon spoke up.


  “The ancient undead, which even Named escapes from….. in an instant…..!”


  On the other hand, Ain shook his armor slightly. Sweat was on his forehead, and he told them in a calm voice.


  “Majolica-san, I want you to take the royal knights and go out of the audience chamber.”


  “Wait!? Your Highness?”


  “I order you as the crown prince. Leave here quickly.”


  “But──!”


  In response to Majolica’s protests, Ain continued.


  “Consider these words as a royal decree.”


  With these words, he startled everyone, including the royal knights.


  The royal knights still did not want to leave, but Majolica had no choice but to reply.


  “I understand, but I’ll wait at a distance. All of the royal knights should go and search for Chris and Dill.”


  The royal decree, however, did not allow Ain to be left alone.


  At this point, Ain nodded his head in return as the margin was disappearing.


  He wanted to see the end of everyone going away, but as a matter of fact, there was no room left for that either.


  (…No, this is no good. This is not a dimension of addition or subtraction.)


  The word “overloaded” was the closest he could come to describing the situation.


  He could not suppress his overflowing physical strength, and his five heightened senses were still on the rise.


  He was convinced that if they continued to fight, Majolica and the others would be in danger.


   


  Chapter 5 – In The Defiled Throne Room


  After using a royal decree to get everyone to leave, four people were left in the audience room.


  The four remaining in the audience room were Ain, Grint, Shannon, and Garland.


  “With this power, you’re no match for me. Let’s resume, you monster!”


  The power that surged through Grint’s strengthened body was more powerful than ever before. Immersed in the sense of omnipotence, Grint raised his sword and flapped his wings without a hint of discomfort in his transformed body.


  He closed the distance faster than the blink of an eye and then got behind Ain.


  Grint roared, raising his sword, golden magic creating a whirlpool of wind and swinging it down.


  But──.


  Ain’s body did not even turn around, and his body was not even moved when the black sword was brought to his back to protect him.


  “I told you I would go all out.”


  “You…!”


  “Let’s get this over with──Grint.”


  The floor of the audience chamber cracked, and the walls crumbled. The air screamed and screeched.


  Then Ain, raising his black sword, flicked it at Grint’s body.


  With only a moment to spare, Ain raises the black sword in front of Grint. The blackness darker than the night drifted in the air, clad in dark magic that distorted the scenery.


  “Grint.”


  In a sudden moment, the pressure that assaulted the surroundings subsided. Everything was drawn in as if absorbed by Ain, and then there was a sudden silence.


  ──This is?


  The Demon King declared loudly in front of Grint, who was speechless and thought aloud.


   


  “If you can block it, block it. If you can avoid it, avoid it. ──And if you give up, then pray to God!”


   


  Grint saw it.


  He saw the black death approaching him.


  “Wha──!? Uugh… ugghh…!?”


  The pressure emitted by the black sword, which he was supposed to have caught, did not subside.


  His vision cracked as if the entire space had been ripped open.


  “This is… No way…!”


  From the outside, the abnormality of the situation could be clearly seen. The dazzling magic that Grint wore, is peeled away to reveal his bare skin.


  The gleaming wings were shedding feathers and the skin, which resembled ceramics, began to crack. Each time the most dazzling light overflows from the cracks, his own strength is drained from his body.


  “Lies. No matter how much power Dullahan has, it can never penetrate the power of the Heavenly Knight──”


  No, it’s more than that.


  The aftermath of Ain’s attack has not yet subsided.


  “Nggh… Aaaaah!”


  Finally, Grint, showing his willpower, spread his wings wide and let out a burst of light.


  “──Kuh!”


  Ain was intimidated by that, and he took his distance…


  The cost of a counterattack now is infinitely greater.


  “Hah… hah… you…!”


  The appearance of the Heavenly Knight was incomparably more shabby than before.


  His proud body was half-destroyed, and his wings had no shine.


  “…Ugh… Oh…!”


  Then, Grint vomited blood.


  A gap in his crumbling, ceramic-like skin revealed an aged skin that was far from his age.


  Looking at Shannon, who didn’t seem flustered by it, it was clear that it was to be expected.


  If that was the case, the flaw caused by the power of the Heavenly Knight is probably.


  (Is it consuming a concept like life force… or life span?)


  Self-destruction, this word reminded him.


  The instantaneous power was so powerful that Ain, who had become the Demon King, had no choice but to take it seriously, but the cost was greater than imagined.


  Ain felt this way when he saw Grint on his knees and continuing to vomit blood.


  “Am I going to lose… You monster!”


  What if all the skin collapses?


  What will happen to Grint?


  “At most──”


  Let’s get this over with quickly.


  Ain readied his sword once more and stepped forward.


  …..His body was light.


  Grint was not the only one who felt the body on the boil.


  Naturally, so did Ain. Both when stepping in and when raising the black sword.


  It was full of power.


  “It’s not my habit… to fall down like thissss!”


  The falling feathers attack Ain, riding on the wind caused by the flapping of the wings.


  Ain flipped it lightly, but all of this had a special effect on the Demon King.


  “Kuh…”


  It hurt. It hurt so much that he wanted to scream. But more than that, the craving that arose in his brain prevailed.


  (I have to win, you know.)


  And he would put an end to fate.


  With this thought in mind, he plunged through the wind of feathers.


  “You bastard!”


  Grint lifted his wings.


  The mere wind that soared up also tormented Ain and disturbed his breathing.


  …..It’s okay.


  …..It’s hard, but I’m not going to let this defeat me, Ain said to himself.


  Then, a pair of wings attacked Ain. Ain thrusts his black sword at them and runs up, cutting them down.


  When he jumped above Grint’s head──.


  “Go down!”


  Grint covered his body with his remaining pair of wings. The wings then flew in unison and caressed Ain’s body.


  The holy radiance took the Demon King’s life, revealing the mystery that lived up to the name of the Heavenly Knight.


  (Damn it…!)


  It hurts. It was so painful that he wanted to run away right now.


  Still──.


  The things that happened in the sanctuary floated behind his eyelids and encouraged him.


  “I’ve been entrusted.”


  Gail didn’t say much, but he knew what he was entrusted to do.


  “To defeat you!”


  He uttered a voice and swung his black sword down in a single motion.


  Then, without any hesitation.


  The silvery white snow that had fallen in the sanctuary and recently in Birdland, and now here, in the audience chamber of the Heim castle.


  A moment after touching it, Grint’s feathers melted as it flew.


  The silvery white snow fluttered down before the black sword.


  It fell on the wings of the raging Grint. And cracks appear in his ceramic-like skin.


  “Grinttttttt──!”


  Finally, the black sword swung down and sliced both of Grint’s wings in half.


  The ceramic skin shattered by the impact of the black sword gradually regenerates. The cut-off wings also attempted to regenerate, but the parts touched by the silvery white snow did not seem to heal.


  “Gah… Aaaah… You monster…!”


  When Ain tried to follow up on Grint, who unconsciously tried to take a step back.


   


  “──Right. You are repeating history. The crown prince of Ishtalika──No, the new Demon King.”


   


  As if frozen, Ain’s movements stopped.


  At the same time, Shannon’s eyes flashed a pale gold.


  Her voice, strangely clear, made the two who had been concentrating on the battle listen.


  Grint was a little flustered at the mention of the Demon King, but his attention was more focused on catching his breath.


  “Repeating history?”


  Ain replied.


  Then a voice comes from deep within.


  (Don’t just rely on me.)


  It was his own voice, but it was a blunt voice as if it were not his own.


  “Gail killed his entire family? Didn’t you know that?”


  “Wait… Shannon! I’m fighting him right now!”


  Shannon didn’t stop talking, even as Grint tried to speak to her.


  Don’t listen to her. Don’t listen to the red fox.


  Ain understood in his mind, and he knew he had to get this over with as soon as possible, but his body was heavy in the face of an invisible compulsion.


  Perhaps the exhaustion of this battle was beginning to take its toll on him.


  “You, a dryad, must be aware of this. To take root is one curse. But there were those who were able to use that curse. That was Elder Lich Misty. The curse she brought upon her family ended up killing them all.”


  “──Stop. That’s enough.”


  Not wanting to hear the rest of the story, Ain told Shannon to stop.


  But Shannon continued with a wry smile on her face.


  “Gail delivered the finishing blow to Arche. And then, voila. Both Ramza and Misty lost their lives, as did Arche. …That would be the same as if Gail had killed his entire family, wouldn’t it?”


  More than the words, Ain’s vision dims as his heart is shaken.


  His breathing became erratic, and his mind’s emotions transformed into a thick blackness. His mind was more unsettled than ever.


  “You──” “Are you saying that I’m the cause of it?”


  She chuckled, and the color of her eyes darkened even more.


  “It was Arche who killed the people, and it was still Gail who killed Arche. Because of that, he killed his whole family, and you are his descendant. And you killed Logas-dono, didn’t you?”


  “Why are you talking so high and mighty when you are the cause of all of this…!”


  Then, something begins to happen to Ain’s body.


  Slowly but surely, as the dryad roots grew underfoot, Dullahan’s armor gradually eroded. It was only at his feet, and the roots soon withered away, but Ain felt a sense of discomfort.


  “Don’t be so arrogant. Just because you tricked the Demon Lord once.”


  Even so, Ain’s state of mind was not at ease.


  He blamed himself… and he did the wrong thing. He felt a strong sense of remorse.


  He found that his pulse was also quickening.


  “What a weak-minded man you are…!”


  Perhaps because he was stunned, his reaction to Grint was delayed for a moment. This caused Ain to defend against Grint’s sword with his cuirass,…


  “Hah! What is it? You’re at your limit, too, aren’t you?”


  Ain’s cuirass shattered.


  Grint was elated when his shattered skin was restored.


  But he swung his sword while leaking blood from the corner of his mouth.


  From the second attack, Ain easily defended himself, but here, too, a problem arose.


  (A crack in my armor… Oh no, why…?)


  After hearing Shannon’s words, a sense of discomfort flooded his entire body.


  It is as if the body does not belong to him, and his senses are somehow dull.


  (Don’t just rely on me.)


  A voice echoed in his mind.


  What in the world does he mean by (Don’t just rely on me.) He shook his head and tried to change his mind, but the voice kept reaching him.


  (Don’t just rely on me.)


  He felt a strong headache at the words (Don’t just rely on me.) that filled his mind.


  “Stop it! Shut up… and stop!”


  He swung his sword with force.


  Unaware that Grint, on the other hand, was deeply wounded, he was unmoved.


  (Don’t just rely on me.)


  His armor does not stop collapsing.


  The battle situation was still in Ain’s favor, but the restlessness of his mind was different.


  Here, out of the corner of his eye, Shannon’s eyes glinted bewitchingly.


  Realizing by instinct that he should not keep them in his field of vision, Ain tried not to look at them, but even the faintest glimmer of light would cause his peace of mind to disappear, and the voice telling him (Don’t just rely on me.) increased.


  “That parricide! Is there still strength left in him…?”


  “No, Grint-sama. He’s nearing his end.”


  Suddenly, two lights reflected in the window.


  “Please bring the parricide to justice.”


  Indirectly, his eyes met hers.


  He immediately closed his eyes, but the color of her eyes and her deep, lustrous smile burned into the backs of his eyelids and wouldn’t go away.


  His chest pulsated loudly.


  “…..I don’t intend to lose.”


  Ain pierced his own thigh with the black sword, the pain drowning out the voice telling him (Don’t just rely on me.).


  He looked up to see Grint closing in on him, just one more breath away.


  He found himself surrounded by wings flying in the air, and the situation was critical.


  “It’s over! Ain!”


  He had to intercept with whatever power he had available to him.


  After thinking, Ain came up with the idea of using his Ice Dragon skill to stop Grint’s movement.


  (Therefore, don’t just depend on me.)


  A much louder voice echoed in his head.


  Not understanding the reason, he still tried to use the Ice Dragon.


  “(Yeah, I won’t be dependent on you.).”


   


  Echoing through the audience chamber was the voice of Ain, overlapping in two.


  I won’t be dependent on you. A thick ivy appeared at his feet as soon as Ain uttered these words. The ivy had a mouth with sharp fangs at its tip.


  The mouth bares its fangs and bites into Grint’s arm, dripping sticky saliva.


  “Ouch… uaaaaaa──!”


  The ivy stretches and crawls through the air, slamming into walls and hitting the ceiling. It swung its mouth wide with sharp teeth.


  (──! ────!)


  Making a sticky sound, it bit off one of his arms.


  Red blood leaked from its mouth, and when it finished eating, it returned to Ain’s feet with a satisfied look on its face.


  “That was… why is such a thing coming from my feet… ah, guuu!”


  Ain falls to his knees, clutching his head in a headache.


  Although Grint had lost one arm, he didn’t miss the opportunity while enduring the pain.


  He moved more quietly than before but closed the distance in front of Ain’s face at once.


  Then, he easily pierced through the chest of the unresisting Ain.


  “I won.”


  Grint muttered.


  He had a perfect response, and with the way Ain looked at him, there was no doubt that he had avenged his father.


  He was happy that he had avenged his father’s death and proved that he had defeated his brother.


  But then, not long after.


  A gleam of red light flashed in Ain’s ear, and the gemstone shattered.


  “What is that stone?”


  “──No way, that stone──.”


  Shannon must have had a memory of it.


  Yes. What shone was the red jade of the earth that Ain had received from Sylvird.


  “Shannon? What’s wrong?”


  As Grint turned around, he heard the sound of footsteps.


  “You really are stubborn──.”


  A stubborn bastard.


  That’s what Grint wanted to say. But he couldn’t finish it, and his body was cut in half.


  The eyes that were looking for something to say would rest for a long time, and as soon as he fell to the floor, his whole body turned into sand.


  “Fufu.”


  Shannon looked at this and let out a satisfied smile.


  “Hahaha! Right! After killing your father, now you’re killing your brother!”


  “…Hah… hah… So what?”


  “So what, you say? Wow, you really have become just a monster, haven’t you? There is not even a trace of humanity in you.”


  Ain looked at the mouth at the end of the ivy moving at his feet and said.


  “Don’t be ridiculous. The one who toyed with us so much is now playing the victim?”


  Compared to before, Ain seemed to have come to his senses.


  Not sure if she didn’t care or if she just didn’t remember, but she was incensed without mentioning the ivy that had been shown just a few minutes earlier.


  “Did you say I was toying with you…?”


  Shannon’s face then lost its liveliness.


  “Who was the first one to toy with me…? You treated me like an object; you defiled me like you wanted to! Who was it? You didn’t even help me!”


  It is a bad memory, but there was a place called the cursed room in the Demon King’s castle.


  Shannon’s words matched the ones he had heard about the cursed room in the castle, which the red fox had created.


  “I don’t know your past. Maybe you were sad and wanted someone to help you. But I can’t let that go. I can’t allow you to behave the way you did.”


  Ain pointed his sword at Shannon.


  Perhaps it was a past worth considering, but he could not forget what she had done.


  Even Ain, who is aware that she has a sweet disposition, said that this was different.


  “What a pity. Killing your father and brother. But, hey, how did it feel? Was it warm? Did it feel good? Hey, will you tell me?”


  “Enough. Let’s just end this.”


  “Will you tell me? How was it?”


  She laughed, showed her white teeth, and looked at Ain with her red, swollen eyes.


  Then she approached Ain with nimble steps.


  “Hey, tell me…?”


  Ain held his sword straight up.


  Shannon was poised to stab herself if she went any further, but she did not stop but embraced Ain and laid her body on top of him without screaming at the black sword that was plunged into her body.


  “…Come on. Tell me.”


  Shannon did something he had never expected to do at any time.


  “──Hmm… Hah…!”


  Their lips were in close contact.


  Ain’s body stiffened for a moment, not knowing why, but he strongly pushed Shannon’s chest to distance himself from her.


  “Wha… what are you doing all of a sudden?”


  Wiping his lips, Ain thrust his sword at Shannon, who fell to the floor.


  “I know you’re at your wits’ end…? I understand…! I know how little strength you have left in your body and how restless your mind can be… I know it…”


  She says falteringly and painfully.


  “If only my blessing had worked… even you, Demon King… by now…”


  “Your blessing is really a curse. It is not a blessing at all.”


  “Fufu… No, my blessing is my love… One that empowers the one who loves me… and… gives me strength in return… It enhances the essence that lies deep within your body… Any difference in interpretation is… trivial…!”


  The very nature of the blessing is the curse of loneliness.


  Ain thrust the sword further into her body even as he heard her words.


  A warm, bright red liquid flowed out.


  “…Why… why weren’t you charmed… by it? You are just like those two… Misty, and… Ramza…”


  “I would never be charmed by the enemy. I’m just doing what I’m supposed to do.”


  “Is that… so? I’ve had enough of… everything and anything… When I saw you again, I thought this time… I could kill you…”


  Her words lose their power.


  Though uncertain of the meaning of her words, Ain didn’t even try to understand them.


   


  “This world… I really hate it… you know…”


   


  Shannon’s voice was sad and somber as if she had given up on the whole thing, and she finally stopped.


   


  

  


   


  This was not──the end.


  “It’s only you left. Garland.”


  “Oh… ohohoho… it’s disrespectful to just call me that.”


  Garland’s previously quiet spirit was in complete collapse, perhaps because he was not dismayed at the sight of Shannon’s death, but on the contrary, he just laughed in amusement.


  Ain sighed, moved his heavy feet, and stepped in front of the throne.


  “This is really the end.”


  One last stab through Garland’s chest, and the war would be over.


  And that was supposed to be the end.


  “(But first, I guess I’m hungry.).”


  As Ain’s overlapping voices echoed, three ivy vines, the same ones that had gnawed at Grint’s arms, were born.


  The ivy grew out of Ain’s back and in a straight line, biting the fallen Shannon.


  (──…!)


  (──!)


  (───! ──!)


  The ivy aimed at her chest.


  Entering the stab wound made by Ain’s sword, it proceeded to chew on Shannon’s magic stone.


  The unpleasant sound of clink, clink stung the ears.


  Then the ivy must have finished eating the magic stone and was satisfied. Then, without making a sound, it returned to Ain’s body and disappeared as if nothing had happened.


  Stunned, Ain looked at the palm of his hand, and his eyes fell to the ground.


  “…..”


  It was as if his body no longer belonged to him.


  He tried to take out the tree roots, but he couldn’t, and he tried to make the ivy disappear, but he couldn’t.


  Instead, each time the ivy chewed, the vitality returned to his body.


  Here Ain recalled Shannon’s words, without figuring it out, in front of Garland, who laughed at the lack of tension.


  “──The essence that lies deep within the body?”


  It was one of the effects of Shannon’s curse, which she had mentioned on her deathbed.


  She had uttered, “To the one who loved me.”


  As one might guess, the curse of loneliness was not triggered unless there was a fondness for Shannon. If that was the case, it would be a question of whether the cursed Demon Lord Arche had a liking for Shannon, but perhaps the Demon Lord Arche did not have a liking for her from the beginning.


  If that is the case, then…..


  (She said, “Why wasn’t I charmed?)


  The power to charm and the power to curse are two different things.


  If that’s the case, it fits.


  (Yes. My charm doesn’t work on you too, does it?)


  (Ara, do you want me to use curses as well? If you wish, that’s fine, but it would be meaningless for you to come all the way here.)


  When considering the reason why Ain was not charmed, the first thing that comes to mind is the effect of Toxin Decomposition EX.


  If the power of charm is similar to the concept of poison, then it is understandable why it didn’t work.


  (Then my body now is──)


  It’s strange.


  He had no idea that he was attracted to Shannon, and he didn’t even like her.


  (──No, that’s not it.)


  But there was one reason why his body was being unusually tormented.


  After thinking this far, Ain suddenly shook his head and pierced Garland’s body without hesitation with the black sword.


  “…Aaaaahhhhhhhhh!…!”


  With a cry filled with agony, Garland ceased life activity as if shriveling up.


  Lying there with a stench of decay, he finally died with a happy expression on his face. When the ivy finishes devouring his corpse, it finally disappears.


  This was the end of the war. It was a victory.


  It would have been a great victory if this had been the end of the story.


  “I feel like a fool. I guess it’s because I’m too naive.”


  Ain mocked himself.


   


  “──If this was going to happen, I might as well have taken Krone’s reward first.”


   


  The aftermath of the victory is infinitely zero, and all he cares about was the way something stirred inside his body.


  Ain thus walked out and left the audience chamber with a dull sensation in his body.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  “Your Highness! It’s over, isn’t it?”


  At the end of the corridor leading to the audience chamber.


  Majolica, who had been waiting for him, noticed Ain’s figure and rushed to his side.


  “I’m back.”


  “Ara… of course, but you look tired after all.”


  “I’m tired… Yeah, I think so.”


  The truth is, it wasn’t, but he didn’t want to answer.


  Though he thought it might be slightly cold, he simply changed the subject.


  “Sorry, but I want you to run along and tell everyone that the battle is over. And then order the Ishtalikan forces to retreat to the port city of Roundheart.”


  “Does that mean leaving Your Highness behind? As I said, I can’t agree to that.”


  “Hahaha… I’ll be fine; I’ll take my time getting back. As you can see, I’m pretty tired. And, as a matter of fact, Warren-san has a lot of his men waiting nearby, so you don’t have to worry about me.”


  Of course, the facts as told by Ain weren’t true.


  (Sorry, I lied.)


  Majolika believed his words more honestly than he expected. For Majolica, there was no need for Ain to come here and lie, and she didn’t think there was any possibility.


  “Well then, I have no choice! I guess I’ll leave you to it!”


  Thus, Ain sent Majolica on his way alone.


  Considering what might happen in the future, he had everyone leave in a hurry.


  “I have to go, too.”


  His feet started walking naturally, strangely enough.


  There was one last place he wanted to go in this royal capital.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Ain walked alone to hide and proceeded to the desired building.


  Even though it was ten years ago, he remembered it surprisingly well. While praising himself for his memory, he opened the gate at his destination.


  ──The Archduke Augusto’s mansion.


  Once again, he went to this place where his destiny, which could be said to have begun on that day.


  “Sorry to intrude… is there a battle going on? …It’s incredibly messy.”


  Upon entering the building, Ain was surprised to see the halls in disrepair, unlike before. However, he was pleased to see that the path leading to the garden remained clean.


  Despite the unpleasant pulsation, Ain walks there gracefully.


  Archduke Augusto’s mansion, which held deep memories for him, was now surrounded by silence without a single soul, but at the time when the unveiling party was held, it was a luxurious and lively place to be.


  “It was here that I met Krone, made an unexpected proposal to both my mother and Krone… returned to the port town of Roundheart, and then met Chris.”


  He proceeded further through the beautiful-looking gardens, loving the memories.


  Within minutes, he arrived at the place he had chosen for his final moments.


  “It’s been a long time.”


  Gently taking the Blue Fire Rose in his hand, he easily transformed it into a Star Crystal. He tries to recreate those days but was terribly sad that he was alone now.


  Instead, he was frustrated by his fast-beating chest and wished he could hold on just a little longer.


  “I’m a little tired.”


  Succumbing to the weariness in his body, he sat down on a nearby terrace seat.


  This terrace seat was also a memorable place when the three of them enjoyed an evening tea party together.


  “Shannon. You probably thought you had lost, but the outcome was a draw.”


  As soon as Ain sat down, numerous tree roots spread out from under his feet.


  “I never had any feelings for you, and I couldn’t imagine having any after that. Even the power of charm didn’t work on me, but in the end, I was naive.”


  It was never a fondness, but there had been a change in Ain’s body since the battle.


  In other words, he was affected by the effects of Shannon’s curse. But Ain had not liked her.


  Then why…?


  The answer was because of Ain’s own naivete, as he mentioned.


  “I never thought that even pity could make a curse pass through.”


  There was only one emotion that he felt. Pity.


  He could not ask about Shannon’s own past, but he could tell that something dark had happened to her. Hearing this, it can only be assumed that the fact that Ain felt even the slightest bit of pity for her was a factor leading to him receiving the curse.


  After defeating Grint, the changes in his body did not stop.


  It is a miracle that he could walk to this terrace, and he could no longer use his physical freedom at all.


  “In the end, I didn’t understand the reason why she targeted His Majesty the First and me until the very end, but… it’s too late now.”


  But still…


  Wanting to think about something else, Ain let out a soliloquy.


  “I think Krone was too generous. In fact, I would have been very happy if she had kissed me. It’s not like this relationship ended a few days ago, and I would have gone back to the royal capital in a heartbeat.”


  Ain’s voice was joking.


  “Of course, I may have been a bit shy myself. But, you know, I’m struggling to resist the scent and feel of Krone, and I wanted her to understand that, too. Of course, my mother’s kisses were also kind of awful in many ways. Thinking about it, the ritual I did with Chris before I went to the Demon Lord’s castle. But I still have that feeling of──What am I thinking at a time like this?”


  The uncomfortable pulse increased.


  He had avoided it by continuing to dwell on pleasant memories, but he was forced to realize it.


  The tree roots crawling on the ground were already spreading out of Archduke Augusto’s mansion and were about to spread throughout the Royal Capital of Heim, so much so that the speed at which they were crawling was nothing short of abnormal.


  The tree roots must be absorbing something somewhere.


  Ain’s body began to feel fuller than ever before.


  How ironic, though, that he had no freedom.


  And yes… I feel like I’ve been somewhat indebted to Katima-san. As a percentage, I think I was the one who took care of her, but I’m going to give her the benefit of the doubt here.”


  Suddenly.


  Several gems fall to the ground. The Blue Fire Rose spontaneously transformed, and all fell to the ground as Star Crystals.


  Ain’s absorption was already working regardless of his will, and he continued to absorb the power around him.


  “Well, everyone took care of me, didn’t they? Especially to my grandfather… yes. I’m rather sorry that I put him through too much hardship.”


  He said, but did not stop laughing in a light tone.


  “I really don’t have time for this anymore.”


  He regretted that he should have killed himself, but there was still something he could do.


  There is one very important skill that he inherited from a loyal knight.


  “I think I can use it now.”


  He thought strongly in his mind. The more he thought about it, the more he felt the magic power drain out of his body.


  “They say, “Wipe your own ass.” I’ve grown up to be a good boy, haven’t I?”


  He no longer had the strength to stand up.


  “I thought the red fox would be the last boss. I thought that if I followed the theory, Grint would be the one standing in my way. Then, how could I remember the word last boss from my previous life…? That’s amazing.”


  Ain then looked at the Star Crystal he had created with his own hands and smiled softly.


  So Arche-san was called the Succubus of Jealousy, and I’d like to… have a cool nickname like that as well.”


  Surprisingly, he came up with the name quickly.


  The name of the race that Majolica had mentioned in the past, when Ain’s monsterization became a problem, floated in his mind, so he did it right away.


  Then, following the name of the Succubus of Jealousy.


   


  “──[The Gluttonous World Tree]”


   


  How about that? He had a feeling it wasn’t so bad.


  Soon after, he smiled lightly.


  “I’ll leave the rest to you, all three of you.”


  He felt he was no longer himself, which was the limit.


  After Ain’s voice, three lights were born in front of him, flashing sadly and repeatedly.


  The born lights jumped up and flew away to the royal capital and to the port city Roundheart.


  It will be all right now.


  Believing that those three would do something about it, Ain, who felt the heaviness of his eyelids, kept his eyes down.


  “(…I’m so hungry.).”


  With these words as his last, Ain let go of his consciousness.


  Eventually, Ain’s body was enveloped by a tree, and the tree grew quickly. The tree did not stop growing, even after it had passed over Archduke Augusto’s mansion and the half-destroyed castle.


   


  Ain von Ishtalika


   


  [Job] The Gluttonous World Tree


  [Physical Strength] 9999+α


  [Magic Power] 9999+α


  [Attack Power] ──+α


  [Defense] ──+α


  [Agility] ──+ α


  [Skill] The Gluttonous World Tree / Poison of Enchantment / Curse of Loneliness


   


  Chapter 6 – The Three Great Ones


  “Mmm? What was that shock…?”


  The noble district, lined with the residences of the high-ranking nobles who reside in the royal capital of Heim.


  Lloyd was walking there with a number of royal knights and two rescued people while keeping an eye out for Edward, who was still nowhere to be seen.


  “Your Excellency Glacier.”


  A young boy walks right behind him.


  His name was Reel Augusto, the younger brother of Krone.


  “Hey, Reel! I told you earlier not to talk to them so easily because they are in the middle of their mission!”


  Reel was rebuked by Harley, the current head of the Augusto family, who was also rescued.


  “Hahaha! I don’t mind! Well, what’s the matter? Reel-dono.”


  “Tell me about my mother and grandfather.”


  “Reel!”


  “Harley-dono. You don’t have to be so angry. As for the question, as I told you when we entered Archduke Augusto’s mansion, both of them are living in our home country of Ishtalika. As for Graf-dono, he is now one of the country’s most famous and powerful men.”


  Reel’s words were a bit imprudent.


  However, Lloyd, sensing Reel’s sentiment, responded warmly. Listening next to him, Harley also showed his relief at the tone of Lloyd’s voice.


  “I’m curious. Why don’t you ask about Lady Krone?”


  “I don’t think there is anything to worry about when it comes to that sister of mine.”


  Reel’s answer silenced Lloyd.


  The royal knights were also silent, and the next moment they all burst out laughing at once.


  “Hahahahahahahaha!”


  Lloyd laughed out loud, followed by the royal knights.


  “Kukuku… good gracious, they are indeed a family, Lloyd-sama.”


  “That’s true. Certainly, if it is Lady Krone, there is nothing to worry about.”


  They tried to be merrily sympathetic.


  But the cheerful atmosphere was coming to an end when one of the royal knights noticed something unusual in the city.


  His smile fades, and his gaze immediately turns to the royal castle.


  “Lloyd-sama! The Royal Castle of Heim is collapsing…!”


  As the sight of the slowly but surely crumbling castle caught Lloyd’s eye, he panicked and worried about Ain’s safety.


  “Everyone! Bring the two of them to a safe place! I’ll rush to Ain-sama’s side──”


  He would protect him, even at the cost of his life. There was still a danger of enemy soldiers, but it was about time.


  He was about to turn on his heel when he heard a voice.


  “I won’t let you go. You barbarians are doomed to rot here with us. And even if you return to your ship, that person has prepared a trump card for you.”


  “E-Edward?”


  Suddenly, Edward appeared and was enveloped in a thick, shimmering red aura, just as he had been during the three-on-one fight.


  He seems to have completely regained his posture.


  “But… that collapse is not on my schedule. I, too, must go see what happened at the castle.”


  So, he’s not going to take it easy.


  In front of the spear, which was held silently…


  Lloyd let out a breath.


  The worst of the situation makes him want to hold his head, but giving up is not an option.


  “──Lloyd-dono. Everyone, please run away. This is a matter for which we, the nobility of Heim, must take responsibility.”


  Harley stood in front of Lloyd with trembling legs and said.


  “Ahhhh… isn’t this an inspiring story? This is exactly how one should behave on stage.”


  Edward was delighted by Harley’s words but let out a laugh when he saw Harley’s trembling feet. Even the child Reel’s fear of approaching death is only one source of excitement for Edward now.


  But Edward wants more.


  “But it won’t end like this.”


  Suddenly, Edward disappears, and the next moment he thrusts his spear into a royal knight’s neck.


  “…L-Loyd… sa…ma…?”


  His eyes widened as if his eyeballs were about to pop out, and blood spurted out of his neck as he gasped for breath.


  (Ridiculous… he is even stronger than the previous battle…)


  There was not much time to be surprised.


  Edward, who had shown his poor performance in the previous battle, was furious.


  “You’re next!”


  Twisting his body, he kicked Lloyd in his injured arm and then struck him in the torso with the butt of his spear, sending him flying.


  “Wait! You bastard!”


  “Everyone, protect Lloyd-sama!”


  “Gghh… no need for that! You stay there and protect the two of them…!”


  After stopping a royal knight who was about to join him, Lloyd stood up unsteadily.


  “My name is Lloyd! Lloyd Glacier! My body, my sword──all dedicated to the great Ishtalika! Destroy me if you can! Red fox!”


  Despite his proclamation, Lloyd’s stance was wobbly.


  His feet also looked sore and worn out, and it could be said that he was… on the verge of his death.


  “That’s what irritates me… you lowlife! With one arm crushed and one eye missing! With a body that’s wracked with wounds all over! I don’t like your head thinking there is a chance you can beat me!”


  In addition to the dry sound of the sky being ripped open, there is a momentary kicking sound on the ground.


  Just as Lloyd thought he heard Edward breathing in his ear; the next moment, the tip of Edward’s spear swung down at Lloyd’s neck…


  “Don’t make light of meeeeeee!”


  Edward was confident.


  With this, Lloyd’s head fell off, and all that was left to do was to quickly kill the royal knights and, while at it, kill the two members of Archduke Augusto’s family, and that would be the end of it.


  Despite this… the results betrayed Edward’s imagination.


  “Wha… do you still have that kind of extra power…?”


  The newly procured Lloyd’s sword and Edward’s spear clash with a powerful metallic sound.


  After blocking the spear with a reaction speed that could almost be described as divine, Lloyd looked at Edward with a look of satisfaction on his face.


  “Kuh… I’m not dead yet!”


  However, Lloyd was overwhelmed by Edward’s physical strength and was blown away.


  After being blown up twice, Lloyd’s physical strength is on the verge of breaking down.


  “Lloyd-sama!”


  “Ma… Marshal!”


  The royal knights’ screams of grief reached his ears. But now, Lloyd could not afford to care about them.


  And that’s when it happened.


  “Oh… what in the world is that…?”


  Edward stopped his pursuit… and looked in the direction of Archduke Augusto’s mansion at the far end of the noble district.


  “The Great Tree, huh?”


  Then Lloyd follows Edward’s lead and looks at it.


  Both were somewhat in a daze, but Edward suddenly burst out laughing in a good mood.


  “Hahahaha…! It looks like we’ve won! That probably means your crown prince… has fallen into that person’s hands!”


  “Nonsense!”


  “What nonsense? It is not strange, is it? That person even tamed the Demon Lord Arche. A mere crown prince of a different race is no big deal for her.”


  These were very, very convincing words. Lloyd’s body was drained of strength, and instead, despair filled his entire body.


  “I see your heart has finally been broken. I’ve always wanted to see that look on your face.”


  With a grin, Edward took one step at a time, this time slowly closing the distance between them.


  Having already fallen to his knees and lost his will to fight, Lloyd felt a heaviness in his eyelids and cast his eyes down.


  (…..Ain-sama.)


  He shuddered in frustration at the thought of his country and the crown prince.


  But there was nothing more he could do. There is no sense of accomplishment, but this is it.


  ──And.


  There he waited for the spear to pierce his body.


   


  “Are you giving up?”


   


  Suddenly, a voice arrived from a different direction from Edward’s.


  The voice was clear yet powerful, and it was a gentle and mature voice that encouraged people to rely on it.


  “…Yeah. I can’t move anymore.”


  There was no other sound. The castle collapsed, and the knights were fighting.


  The only sound was the silent atmosphere.


  “Hmm. If that is the case, then you are disqualified as a loyal retainer. Since you’re giving up, it will bring the lord you serve one step closer to death.”


  “Hahaha… that hurts my ears.”


  “You are discouraged because you believe what your enemies tell you rather than what you have seen with your own eyes. This is the height of folly that cannot be compared to anything else. But if you can regret that your ears hurt, then your loyalty is not yet dead.”


  Lloyd wanted to cling to it. To that voice and to the great vessel that comforted him.


  He continued to listen to the voice as he turned his head… and it made him feel like he had to go one more step.


  “One last piece of advice from this old man. Even if your limbs are cut off, grab on to your enemy as long as you have life. Bite into them. Lean on them. It is only when you live that one second that loyalty shows its value.”


  “…Yes, you’re right. I am glad to hear it before I cross over into the afterlife.”


  A metallic sound echoed in front of Lloyd’s eyes as he replied.


  The distinctive sound of heavy armor walking is transmitted, making Lloyd think──a new enemy has arrived.


  …But.


  The armor stood in the way of Lloyd and the royal knights, as well as Harley and Reel, as if protecting them, and spoke to Lloyd with a smiling tone in his voice.


  “Do you know what kind of world the land of everlasting life is?”


  “…I don’t know, but in my case, it would be a world full of regret, a world of pain and sadness.”


  “Since you seem to have misunderstood, let me tell you what it is.”


  His voice startled Edward.


  “Wha… why… why are you here?”


  Edward unconsciously backed up slightly, step by step, and opened and closed his mouth like a fish.


  “The everlasting land was quite warm. Drifting in it is my happiness, my end. I thought it was my rest after hundreds of years of service.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous… I didn’t invite you! You do not belong on my stage!”


  Edward shouted, but the voice of the loyal knight continued to reach him.


  “But you wanted me. After hundreds of years of service, you have given me a new role. I can think of no greater honor or reward.”


  A deep and wide pulse spread through his body.


  It was reddish-black, intense, and complex.


  The hideous armor that built up his entire body trembled with fury.


  “──For that! It is my loyalty to answer! My chivalry!”


   


  

  


   


  “──For that! It is my loyalty to answer! My chivalry!”


  He struck the void, and the scenery around him cracked like glass. A huge sword appears from there and goes under his hand.


  He holds the sword as if spreading his arms.


  “This old man! All of this, down to the tips of my fingernails! I offer it to you as a sword!”


  He declared in a rage.


  “Lloyd-sama! Our shoulders!”


  “Now! Quickly!”


  Having borrowed a shoulder from the royal knights, Lloyd looked up and saw a man standing in front of him.


  Lloyd had not been able to see him before when he and Ain went to the Demon Lord’s castle. But even so, he could tell.


  “Don’t tell me you are…?”


  Startled, Lloyd raised his head and finally looked up at the man standing there to protect him.


  It was the first time he had seen him, but the name immediately came to mind.


  This man──This man’s name is──.


   


  “The deputy commander of the Black Knight, Marco. I am here by order of my lord.”


   


  He replied and took a step forward, while Edward took a step back.


  “What a strange vitality, but it is not chic to trace it back to its roots. For now, I will simply bask in the supreme joy of being able to fulfill my duty.”


  His voice was full of joy.


  His brave steps were full of vitality, and Edward, who was supposed to be strengthened, retreated backward unceremoniously.


  Holding the huge sword in his hand, he held it in front of his eyes.


  And then, he passes the word.


  The streaks that spread through his body are dyed reddish-black… and he speaks in a dignified and high voice.


  “O foul beast that opposes my lord! All shall fade away into the mist! The sword of kings proclaims it!”


  On the other hand, Edward.


  “Marco… no, you armor bastard…! Armor bastaaarrddd!”


  He held his spear to the side to prevent it, but the cobblestones crumbled beneath his feet, and his legs sank.


  His cheeks, which were supposed to be dyed in a joyful color, were already sweating with a devilish spirit.


  “Why are you here? Why!?”


  “Is there a knight who will not answer his lord’s call? I am overflowing at the thought of being able to kill the hateful beast right now!”


  This was the highlight of the show, that’s all.


  Not to mention the fluidity of his sword fights, his strength also surpassed Edward’s.


  The knight hiding in the Demon Lord’s castle was this strong. Lloyd blinked repeatedly at this figure, which was far beyond his imagination.


  “Are you that Marco-sama, whom Ain-sama met in the Demon Lord’s castle?”


  “This is not the time to talk! You must have someone to protect! Go to the port town as quickly as you can!”


  “B… but! Ain-sama!”


  “Leave him to us and run quickly! Go outside and run to the port town with your companions!”


  Lloyd, who assumed his companion referred to the knights, was told by Marco.


  “I’ve also told that man with the fancy clothes to leave it to us and run away quickly!”


  There is no doubt about it. It must be Majolica.


  Lloyd was glad to know that it was Majolica who should be heading to the royal castle with Ain.


  Then he stood up, turned around, and called out to the royal knights.


  “Do not let this opportunity pass you by. We will retreat to the port town of Roundheart.”


  “Yes, sir!”


  “Understood!”


  “Well, you two! This way, please!”


  The destination is the port town of Roundheart.


  The group decided to retreat, taking Marco’s word for it. They bowed deeply as they left and retreated with Harley and Reel.


  “I am filled with gratitude. You have allowed me to end what is left of our relationship. Hmm, what’s the matter with you, beast? You’ve lost your swagger.”


  “Whose fault is it…? You armor bastaaaaaaard!”


  “Oh, you’re yelling again. You’re acting like a little boy.”


  “Shut up. Shut up, shut up, shut up, shut up! Just shut up… shut uuuupppp!”


  Continuing his harsh attacks, Edward, now a self-proclaimed Demon King──used his enhanced body to its fullest and thrust his spear at Marco with a devilish look on his face.


  But Marco, on the receiving end, was very calm.


  “You should remember this well. Recall how you could not stand before me without that female fox.”


  “Shut your mouth! Don’t you dare to talk to me like you’re superior to me after your defeat!”


  “Don’t misunderstand this. You did not defeat me. The only person I lost to is none other than Ain-sama alone.”


  Marco changed his stance. His grip had increased to a level beyond human understanding, and he shook off Edward’s spear with annoyance.


  “Think back. You have never won a fight with me in the past. Even if it is the power you have obtained by overreaching yourself, you are not even close to the real Demon King, let alone me right now!”


  Edward’s body collapsed strongly as he was swatted away so easily.


  “Shut uuuuuuuuuuuuuuuppp!”


  …But the ending was so quick and easy.


  The difference in power, was this the result of a real difference in strength? Marco raised his sword and swung it down at a speed that Edward didn’t even realize he had been cut.


  Edward’s chest was sliced deeply and widely.


  Bright red blood gushed out like a fountain.


  “Oh… Ah…!”


  “Before your face is a royal sword. It is no match for a beast like you.”


  “Gu, ah… gaahh… You can’t even shed a tear… you flawed being, Ah…!”


  He ridiculed the body of the armor.


  This body is not all flawed, either. If I cannot shed a tear, then it is a blessing. I don’t need to show up in disgrace in front of my lord.”


  With these words, the loyal knight strode on.


  “──But perhaps it is a flaw that I cannot shed a tear for my lord.”


  He carried a huge sword on his shoulder to spell the end for those of the beastly hand that spread in Heim.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  In a different place, in the port town of Roundheart.


  In a room of the Sea Dragon Leviathan, Lily was receiving a report with a grave expression on her face.


  “Christina-sama is in stable condition. She should wake up in a few hours.”


  The face of the healer who had come to report the situation showed no sign of clearing up.


  “But not for the guard Dill. …It is possible to maintain life support for a few days, but…”


  “…What happens after those few days?”


  “As soon as we return to the home country, we can call up someone through the guild who can handle healing magic. But I can’t say anything at this time.”


  “You mean we can only pray?”


  The healer nodded.


  Then Lily sat down on the chair with a look of contentment, mouthed a word of thanks, and turned her head down.


  The healer, perhaps sensing Lily’s state of mind, quietly left the room.


  Tears welled up in Lily’s eyes as she looked on in frustration.


  “It’s a war. I knew it was understandable… but it’s not if you can divide it up…”


  As she did this, she noticed a buzz outside the room.


  “…Emergency?”


  Rather than bustling, hectic would be a better word. Standing up painfully, Lily ran out into the connecting passageway.


   


  She went down the connecting passageway and entered the wheelhouse.


  “What happened?”


  She asked in a panic.


  “Good, I was just about to call for you!”


  “So tell me what happened!”


  “We don’t know! It seems that some kind of giant monster has appeared in the sea, and it seems to be taking a distance from us and holding itself up as if threatening us…!”


  “A giant monster….?”


  Then, Lily approached the window to check it out, and then she violently opened it and jumped onto the streamlined roof.


  “How about Princess Olivia? And the other battleships?”


  Lily asked the royal knight, who was there, bathed in the sea breeze.


  “All the ships are in an intercept position, and if something appears, we will attack immediately.”


  But even if they try to deal with it, there is nothing they can do if the monster is waiting for them in the sea.


  How should this be handled…? As Lily began to think about it with a troubled look on her face.


  “──Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”


  As if mocking Lily and Ishtalika, the monster suddenly appeared on the sea’s surface. Splashing seawater far into the air, it opened its mouth wide and intimidated everyone with its massive body.


  It stretched out its long, thick limbs and looked at Leviathan with gaping, wiggling eyes.


  “K… Kraken…? B-but the size…?”


  Lily was puzzled. The Kraken that appeared was not just an ordinary Kraken.


  Its thick, grotesque limbs are so long that they could envelop the giant battleship Leviathan.


  In addition, its head was also huge and intimidating, and it was terrifying to behold.


  “The Leviathan can fight even sea dragons, and here we also have the Princess Olivia. But the size of this thing is…”


  It soon became clear that it was not going to be easy.


  The Kraken that appeared was far larger than the adult sea dragon that appeared in Magna.


  Its body, which was probably more than twice the size of the sea dragons of that time, emphasized the danger it posed.


  “Lily-sama! We must deal with it quickly, or else our people, who are currently engaged in a battle, will be killed!”


  “I know! I’ll think about it quickly…!”


  The trouble with giant monsters lies in their physical strength.


  It is sturdy, resilient to beatings, and full of vitality.


  Where should they start?


  ──Just when she was wondering what to do, she heard the sound of a single footstep.


   


  “A cigar, huh? Sorry, I’ll take one.”


   


  It was sudden.


  Without a single notice… a man appeared.


  He took a cigar from the baffled royal knight’s pocket and lit it with a snap of his fingers.


  The smell of burning emanates from his fingers, indicating that he lit it by force.


  He also had a handsome appearance.


  His silver hair was as shiny as a jewel.


   


  
    [image: ]
  


  


   


  “Y-you are…!”


  As Lily endured the pain in her body and was about to pull the dagger out of her pocket.


  The man who appeared was calm and collected and moved behind Lily.


  He moved around her with his amazing maneuvers, held Lily’s hand gently, and said words that no one had ever imagined.


  “It’s a weakness of those who use dark weapons. If there is any discomfort in the body, the movements of the body deteriorate like that of a baby. It’s proof that one-sided training is not enough.”


  He sent his reasoned advice to Lily without concern for her current situation.


  Then, with Lily beside him, who was breaking out in a cold sweat, he stepped forward and said.


  “I checked midway, but your marshal is on his way here in a hurry. So leave this octopus and the evil spirits of the mountains and rivers in town to me, and you guys get ready to return to the country.”


  “As I said! Who are you?”


  “The leader of the Black Knights and the father of the king you worship.”


  “…Huh?”


  A single word that is incomprehensible to Lily and the royal knights──.


  After that, he walked out with pride and approached the Kraken that had appeared nearby.


   


  “There you go. You should listen to your ancestors.”


   


  This time, looking around to see who it was, there standing before them was a beautiful woman whom they had never seen before.


  The lady’s jet-black hair was flowing, and she was smiling endlessly and glamorously.


  She was dressed in a robe as jet-black as her hair, but with the unevenness that emerged, it would be difficult to find a man who was not intrigued by her.


  Who in the world was she?


  Lily and the royal knights tried to ask again.


  “Just be quiet and wait.”


  As soon as they heard her voice, they all lost their physical freedom.


  Their bodies were not heavy, but they could not lift their legs. It was as if their brains were under the illusion that they were not allowed to lift their legs.


  When she saw that Lily and the others had stopped moving, she moved forward after the man.


  “How are you doing?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “You understand it. We don’t have a lot of time right now.”


  “That doesn’t sound like you, Misty. A sea dragon of this size might have been a bit of trouble, but──that’s just an octopus.”


  The man, Ramza, shook his head in response.


  “It’s nothing to worry about. It’s already done.”


  Misty looked up at the sky and saw a slice in the spreading clouds.


  “…Tell me that from the beginning.”


  The giant Kraken was soon split in half from the top of its head. The body sank into the deep sea, robbing Lily and the others of their words.


  “Hey.”


  But Lily, who had been roughly called out, seemed to be distracted.


  “Y-yes.”


  “We’ll take care of the rest of the fight. We’ll get off the ship and take care of it.”


  “What do you──W-wait!?”


  Without waiting for a reply, the two jumped from the deck toward the sea.


  They didn’t appear to have sunk into the sea and disappeared in the blink of an eye.


   


  

  


   


  ──The defeated soldiers spread around the port town of Roundheart.


  All of them were Heim’s soldiers, but some of them had spirit.


  They were led by a general who was filled with patriotism for his homeland, Heim, and who was willing to fight to the bitter end.


  They had come to the port town of Roundheart to pursue the forces of Ishtalika, which had begun to retreat.


  They enter the town.


  The general, riding in the lead, suddenly stopped at the entrance to the town.


  “Sorry, you can’t get through here. When it comes to close combat, I will not lag behind, even if my opponent is Arche.”


  Numerous bodies piled up on the ground.


  All of them belonged to the soldiers of Heim who had been riding their horses earlier.


  Sitting on top of the pile of bodies was a huge man covered in jet-black armor. He raised his hand toward the sky, and in the man’s hand was a huge sword.


  “I, the honorable Kingdom of Heim──”


  “I don’t need your name. If you intend to fight, draw your sword. But if you do, be prepared. I will use that as my cue to swing my sword.”


  “…You have the insolence to interrupt my name!”


  “Don’t be offended. You’re all only small demons. No matter how many beasts you become, it makes no difference to you how you end up.”


  He stood up lazily, disgracing all of Heim’s army at once.


  Then he glared at the Heim soldiers with piercing eyes.


  They all realized by instinct how strong he was, but they were determined to fight to the end.


  Before anyone else, the general drew his sword and──.


  “…Eh?”


  Yes, the moment he pulled it out.


  Ramza disappeared from the pile of bodies and found himself behind the general.


  He swung his sword without hesitation and cut the general’s body in two.


   


  “──You should keep a close eye. This is the unrivaled king of swords.”


   


  Each word weighed heavily on the Heim soldiers, and they were terrified to the depths of their hearts.


  Without exception, their bodies were covered in sweat, and their limbs trembled silently.


   


  “──You should keep a close eye. Nothing is allowed to stand in front of it.”


   


  Perhaps it was instinct?


  The soldiers of Heim, influenced by Shannon, are naturally awe-struck.


  At the same time, Ramza raised his sword to the sky and swung it down toward the great army of Heim.


  “Reflected in your eyes is the most powerful swordsman in the world. Do not hesitate to rejoice, gasp for joy, and use it to pay for your passage to the underworld.”


  The most powerful sword, which can kill a sea dragon with a single stroke, struck at the great army of Heim.


  A ray of light falls on the cloudy port town of Roundheart.


  It is a power beyond human knowledge.


  Even if one spent one’s entire lifetime training, it was a height that could not be reached, and it would be folly to face it even with the technology of the United Nation of Ishtalika that has been built up so far.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  In the direction Misty was looking, there is the Gluttonous World Tree that continued to grow in size.


  Deeply rooted and entwined with ivy throughout the city, it exudes a luscious fragrance. It is sweet, fragrant, and somewhat bitter, yet it has a delicious taste that makes one salivate.


  “Hurry up! Retreat to the battleship quickly!”


  “Wait a minute, Your Excellency the Marshal! I know it’s only a matter of time before we join up, but those soldiers of Heim are getting in the way too much…!”


  The army of Ishtalika was coming from the direction of the royal capital. Leading the way were two men, Lloyd and Majolica.


  They were riding in a great hurry with all the surviving knights to retreat to the battleship. However, their path was obstructed by the soldiers of Heim who had gathered in their way so that they could not keep their course.


  “I guess I just have to protect those children, huh?”


  Misty pulled a gorgeous staff out of nowhere and waved it lightly. Then a strong wind blew around her, causing Heim’s army to notice Misty.


  “What is it, that woman?”


  “Hehehe! First come, first served!”


  The Heim soldiers shouted in an obvious manner, and with eyes like hyenas, they looked at Misty accusingly.


  But Misty, on the other hand, is probably used to the male gaze and didn’t pay any attention to them.


  “Who is that woman…? Hurry up, everyone! We have to get her out of there!”


  Lloyd, the leader of Ishtalika’s army that continues to retreat, notices Misty and increases the speed of his horse.


  “He is the marshal Lloyd, isn’t he? Well, I’ll have to help him out.”


  The dusty battlefield was filled with a gentle breeze, but only Misty’s surroundings were calm. It was as if she was hosting a tea party, giving everyone the illusion of elegance and euphony.


  However, there are always tactless people, and the soldiers of Heim, lured by Misty’s glamour, push out their vulgar desires.


  “Ora! I’ll take that body of──!?”


  Without being able to satisfy his desire, the feeling of fingertip movement disappeared from the muscular arm that he had raised.


  The Heim soldier’s fingertips crumbled into shiny sand… that looked like glass.


  It was a chain of events that gradually led to the elbow.


  And then… to the shoulder.


  “Hyii──! Don’t come! Don’t come any closer!”


  “I won’t come near you. I’m not interested.”


  It is difficult to describe the end of the soldiers of Heim.


  Frightened, his entire body turned to sand, and he disappeared, driven by the winds that kept blowing around him.


  The sight of the sand flying away is breathtaking, like snow reflecting the light in the middle of winter.


  “Hurry up and go.”


  Lloyd nodded quickly, though he had not yet decided whether she was a friend or foe.


  “Hurry up. We’re going to run to the battleship.”


  “L-Lloyd-sama! Are you sure?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t know, but… I felt a compassionate love from that woman, just like that of my late mother.”


  Did the war cause him to lose his mind?


  With all due respect, the royal knights had this sense of crisis toward Lloyd. But Lloyd’s eyes remained as heroic and stern as ever.


   


  …..Afterward, they then…


  In a great hurry, they stepped into the port town of Roundheart, and with the King of Swords rampaging by their side, they boarded the battleship where their allies were waiting for them.


  Then they retreated to Leviathan with the two rescued members of Archduke Augusto’s family.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Having nearly died, Lloyd’s body was near its limit as he hurried his horse along.


  But without a moment’s rest, he headed for the wheelhouse with full stride.


  With several royal knights in tow, he hurried to confirm the information.


  “Marshal Lloyd has returned to the ship.”


  The first thing that caught Lloyd’s attention was the sight of Lily. She was standing by the window with her hand over her mouth, but when she heard Lloyd’s voice, she approached him with a panicked look on her face.


  “Lloyd-sama! Thank goodness… you survived…!”


  “I survived because I was saved. Then, I would like to ask you how you are doing here. The woman I met on the way here is one thing… but the knight who’s running amok over there is another…?”


  Lloyd said, pointing in the direction of the port town of Roundheart.


  “As it turns out, I don’t think I understand it either.”


  “…Mmm?”


  “I don’t know how to say this, but I’ll try to explain it in short…”


  Lily told what happened afterward when a giant Kraken appeared.


  “A man with silver hair suddenly appeared and sank the Kraken, then ran out into the port town. I really don’t know what happened.”


  “I see. I get it. But it is something I don’t fully understand.”


  Lily let out a dry smile at Lloyd’s answer.


  “By the way… how about the red fox…”


  “I’ve heard from Majolica-dono that she has been defeated.”


  “That means we won!”


  The whole crew, as well as Lily, were delighted when they were told that the red fox, which was their main concern, had been solved.


  However, Lily was not fully overjoyed.


  If that is the case, why is he not here?


  “Where is Ain-sama?”


  She asked Lloyd in a more firm voice than before, as if she was trying to get him to answer. This made Lloyd bitter, and he looked as if he was about to cry, and his eyes were downcast.


  The royal knights also turned their heads in unison.


  “I don’t understand. All I heard is that he is alive.”


  “…Lloyd-sama!”


  Lily approached Lloyd, put her hand on his shoulder, and shook his body.


  It was extremely disrespectful considering her position, but there was no one to blame Lily now.


  “Ara, you look so scared!”


  Then, Misty came in with a self-assured look on her face.


  “You seem to be concerned about a lot of things, but you’re injured, too, aren’t you? Come on, let’s calm down.”


  Misty’s words were like a drug.


  When they sink into the marrow of one’s brain──they make you feel like you have to obey her voice.


  “D-don’t touch me so suddenly! Who are you anyway?”


  “My name is Misty. Nice to meet you.”


  “Oh, yes, how polite of you──That’s not it!”


  No matter how politely she greeted her, Lily’s doubts were by no means resolved.


  But Misty turned around and called out to the crew without worrying about Lily.


  “The crown prince has given his orders. As soon as the knights are on board, leave Heim quickly and retreat to the royal capital, Kingsland, at full speed. Now, proceed.”


  “Yes!”


  “Understood.”


  After giving the order by herself, Misty turned around and looked at Lloyd and the others.


  It was strange that the crew listened to her so obediently…


  “What did you order them to do without permission…? Ain-sama has not returned yet! Besides, you have no right to give us orders! Why do you keep silent, too, Lloyd-sama? No matter what Ain-sama ordered Majolica-san to do, it’s not a reason to leave Ain-sama behind, is it?”


  She asked him sternly, which was unusual for her.


  “Ain-kun is in a situation that you can no longer handle. That’s why he sent you away from Heim’s royal capital.”


  “H-huh…? We can’t handle it…?”


  “And, as Marco told him over there, Ain-kun is alive.”


  Hearing that he is alive again, Lily’s piercing tone changes.


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about. ──Also, I’m not so naive as to believe the words of a total stranger.”


  But Lily’s eyebrows are furrowed in alarm, and she doesn’t seem to be letting up in the slightest.


  Lloyd, on the other hand, was surprisingly calm.


  The fact that everyone was listening to a strange woman’s orders was unusual, and it suddenly reminded him of an old memory.


  It was the time of the Sea Dragon incident, as he recalled.


  “That day, Ain-sama restrained me and all the other knights when he tried to leave the castle. It is gentle compared to that, but I sense something similar in your voice.”


  “…Fufu.”


  “In addition, I believe I have seen you in an old book.”


  “I’m glad you’re getting things done so quickly. Now then, would you lend me a quiet room?”


  “Lily. Let’s move. It seems this lady will be giving us a briefing.”


  “Even Lloyd-sama…! Geez! I don’t care anymore!”


  Frustrated, Lily, walking with a large gait, opened the door to the wheelhouse and led the way for the two.


  It was here that she noticed the Leviathan had sailed away.


  “Is the silver-haired man who was with you not coming?”


  “The silver-haired man… Do you mean Ramza? He will come later, so don’t worry about him.”


  To Lily’s simple question, Misty answered simply with a kindly expression.


  “Even if you say he will come back later, once the battleships are in total retreat…”


  “It’ll be fine. He will either swim or catch a fish and get on it, so I’ve heard.”


  Lily and Lloyd were taken aback but hastily regained their composure and led Misty to another room.


  “By the way, Lloyd-sama, I’m surprised you survived. Didn’t you encounter Edward as you were retreating?”


  “I did.”


  “Huh? I-I’m really amazed you survived…!?”


  “…I told you, I survived because I was saved.”


  Lloyd recalled this and told Lily.


  When in desperate need of help, who came to the rescue?


   


  Chapter 7 – Unwanted End of War


  It was almost dinner time, the busiest time of the day in the royal capital.


  Leviathan had returned home only on short notice, but when it arrived at the port, many residents of the royal capital, plus the castle officials, were already on their way to the port.


  Lloyd was struck by the hopeful expressions on everyone’s faces without exception.


  In contrast to the bright evening scenery, the knights’ expressions were very grim.


  “Step back! There are wounded people here. We’ll talk later!”


  The knights moved from the Leviathan to a small boat to the harbor.


  This is because, just as when Ain departed, it was difficult to accommodate Leviathan in the port of the royal capital.


  After getting off the small boat, Lily had the way cleared in haste and hurriedly moved the wounded to the carriage that had been prepared for them.


  Especially the two most important ones were Chris and Dill.


  So, in order to prevent any unrest from spreading among the people of the royal capital, the matter was carried out in a concealed manner.


  “──Your Excellency the Marshal! Welcome back!”


  “Ooooh, our heroes are back──but, His Excellency the Marshal, with only one eye…?”


  The people of the royal capital who were teasingly congratulating Lloyd were now feeling a little depressed.


  Still, Lloyd flashed a smile and hurriedly got into the carriage with Misty.


  After seeing the two who were still not waking up, Misty said.


  “It looks like the blonde girl is going to wake up soon.”


  That was good news.


  But from Lloyd’s point of view, Dill was equally important.


  “What about Dill… my son?”


  “──All I can say is that it depends on his own vitality.”


  He had assumed the worst possible answer, but there was still hope left. That alone was a relief to Lloyd.


  “Lloyd-sama! There are plenty of facilities at the castle! We can definitely manage!”


  “…Sorry. That’s right.”


  With the help of Lily, Lloyd slapped his cheek hard.


  When he hit his cheek so vigorously that it made a handprint, he declared with eyes full of power.


  “First of all, I have to report to His Majesty.”


   


  ◇◇◇


   


  There was an atmosphere in the castle that had never been felt before. The atmosphere of the castle was unprecedented.


  If the castle were to be compared to a human being, it would be a place of emotional instability.


  In the midst of all this, a carriage──the first one to arrive at the entrance of the castle arrived and hurriedly dismounted the injured man.


  When Lily saw the knight who greeted her, she said.


  “Hurry up! Be very careful!”


  “──Yes, ma’am!”


  “Understood!”


  Lily then told the knights and servants of the castle who came to meet them to take care of the injured, especially Chris and Dill, and told them to be careful.


  Lloyd and Misty also got off the carriage and looked at the castle spread out before them.


  Upon seeing this, Martha, a petite servant, approaches Lloyd.


  “…You.”


  “…Yeah.”


  Martha could sense the disquiet.


  She looked at the back of Dill, who had just been carried away, and kept her mouth shut.


  She also noticed that Lloyd’s appearance was different from usual. This was because Lloyd now had one eye.


  In the next moment, she hugged Lloyd tightly and trembled for a little while.


  “His Majesty is waiting for you. So hurry up.”


  “I understand. Martha, please stay with Dill. Sorry, I can’t stay with you.”


  Martha wondered exactly as she had imagined Dill’s condition. She looked shocked at Lloyd’s words and backed away from him.


  “I, too, must do what must be done.”


   


  Once inside the castle, Lloyd walked on the soft carpet after a long time.


  Accompanied by Lily as he led Misty, Lloyd soon arrived at the audience chamber.


  By the time they arrived here, they had not been told that Sylvird was in the audience chamber. But he was sure that His Majesty was here.


  “I’m back. Your Majesty.”


  Lloyd said in front of the door.


  There was a presence from inside, but no answer came in. So Lloyd knocked a few times and then put his hand on the door.


  The heavy wood creaks as it opens slowly from side to side, revealing the figure of a man inside.


  Sitting on a throne, Sylvird, with an overwhelming presence, was looking down.


  A short distance away, Laralua and Krone are standing. Katima was quietly waiting on the other side.


  “Come closer.”


  Lloyd stepped into the room, moving ahead before the two.


  “I have to ask.”


  “──Yes.”


  “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you? The crown prince in this place… Ain!　The reason why my grandson is not here!”


  It was only here that Sylvird, speaking sadly with a high spirit, raised his head.


  “You, you’ve lost one eye…!”


  Hearing Sylvird’s words, both Laralua and Krone’s faces turned sorrowful.


  They put their hands over their mouths and felt the misery of it.


  On the other hand, Lloyd put all his strength into his body at Sylvird’s words, and then he went forward with his big legs and kneeled down on the floor.


  “Your Majesty. The matter of my eyes is a trivial matter. I would like to make a report about Ain-sama first.”


  “I don’t want to hear anything. I do not want to hear anything!”


  Although he said he had to ask, Sylvird’s attitude changed drastically.


  Sylvird looked grave at Lloyd’s injury but shrank back without making eye contact. To this, Laralua and Krone also have sad expressions on their faces.


  …And then.


  The audience room was filled with a sad atmosphere, and Misty opened her mouth in a voice that made everyone gasp.


  “Someone with my son’s blood in his veins should not behave in such a manner.”


  Having been watching from outside the audience chamber, Misty finally steps inside.


  A strange sense of intimidation ripples through the air as her staff hits the floor.


  “Come now, my child, my blood. Raise your face and listen to my voice.”


  It must be done. Sylvird felt a mysterious compulsion and obeyed. He looked up to see a woman in a black robe.


  “You are…”


  Sylvird was not the only one who wondered who she was. Laralua and Krone were also wondering who she really was.


  In contrast to them, Katima said.


  “Why is the Elder Lich here…?”


  Katima’s surprise was evident to all.


  It was too easy for Katima, who had read Wilfried’s book, to understand Misty’s appearance. In addition to her appearance, as described in the book, she has a mysterious compulsion.


  The most convincing proof of this was the magnificent staff in her hand.


  “The Elder Lich…? No, you don’t mean──!”


  Sylvird realized.


  Someone who has the blood of my son, Sylvird realized what she had just said.


  “I will tell you about the current situation of the crown prince Ain. I have already told the marshal and a girl named Lily, but I will tell everyone here about it again.”


  “──A-Ain has lost his life, has he not?”


  “He is alive. He takes strong roots in the city of Heim, absorbs the existence of the surroundings, and continues to live and grow.


  “I don’t understand… What does that mean…?”


  “He defeated the red fox chief. But in the end, he was defeated by the power of the Demon King that resides within him.”


  Even though everyone is flustered by the word “Demon King,” Sylvird speaks up without concern.


  “You mean like the Demon King Arche?”


  “Yes. So, Ain-kun, with his last ounce of strength, summoned me, Ramza, and Marco, using the Familiar skill that he got from Marco’s magic stone.”


  Sylvird seemed to be only growing puzzled.


  However, after listening to their conversation, Laralua speaks up for the first time.


  “I beg your pardon for the rudeness of interrupting. Your Majesty, and…..”


  “It’s Misty.”


  “I beg your pardon. Misty-sama. I apologize, but Krone and I are unable to keep up with your conversation. But Katima seemed to know about it.”


  Neither did Katima hear it from someone else. She simply predicted it.


  “I wish to ask you about the term “Demon King” and the true meaning of the phrase ‘my son’s blood.'”


  The women of the Ishtalika royal family were strong.


  As if embodying these words, Laralua asked Misty resolutely.


  Krone nodded quietly next to Laralua, and her expression tightened as well as Laralua’s.


  “King of this world, may I explain everything myself?”


  Sylvird nodded quickly. Now that this had happened, he couldn’t hide the secret he had shared with Ain.


   


  The facts that Misty told them startled Laralua and the others.


  Lloyd and Lily had already heard that Ain had become the Demon King and the truth about the Ishtalika royal family. The fact that Demon Lord Arche was the founder of Ishtalika.


  “My name is Misty von Ishtalika. My husband is Ramza von Ishtalika. And our only son’s name is Gail.”
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  Everyone was astonished and exclaimed.


  After listening to the explanation, Laralua was silent for a while and tried to glare at Sylvird for not telling her these facts. However, in light of her feelings and the content of his story, Laralua almost restrained herself from doing so.


  “Even for me, after hearing this story, I am convinced of Ain-sama’s rapid growth. It is understandable that his sword skills, as well as his physical strength, have changed since he evolved into the Demon King.”


  “That’s right… I agreed. Oh, by the way, neither I nor Lloyd-sama have any animosity toward Ain-sama just because he is the Demon King!”


  Laralua, who was reassured by their words, opened her mouth.


  “Misty-sama is His Majesty Gail’s mother, is that right?”


  “Yes, that is true.”


  Understanding the situation, Laralua sighs, straightens her posture, and moves forward.


  She moved ahead of Sylvird and stepped right next to Misty, but then she immediately kneeled down.


  “I have been rude to you. Please forgive me.”


  It is unusual for the current queen to bow.


  Yet, considering that she was dealing with the former king and queen, it was not out of place for Queen Laralua to bow to them.


  Especially when it is said that she is the mother of the first king, Gail, it is unthinkable for the people of Ishtalika not to bow down to her.


  “Your Majesty. I think you should bow too.”


  “Mm… C-certainly, that’s right.”


  “Don’t worry about it. It would be a problem if you were too rude, but I won’t ask you to bow.”


  As Laralua bowed her head, Katima and Krone were also bowing near the throne.


  “Is it really okay to trust me so straightforwardly?”


  It was a natural question. When she wondered why Laralua and the others believed her story so obediently, she asked them about it without concern.


  “There is no doubt about it. All the information I have so far is from the crown prince, whom I trust. In addition, I have the word of the chief of the elves in Sith Mill. The tombstone in the Demon King’s castle is also inscribed that the first king was the son of Misty-sama and Ramza-sama.”


  The family relations and origins of the first king Gail have already been investigated.


  Especially Ain and Sylvird, there was no need to get any new corroboration here because of the story of the chief of the elves.


  “Perhaps it’s time to get down to business. I came here to do something about Ain-kun’s current situation.”


  “──Can you stop Ain’s uncontrollable behavior?”


  “Yes. Yes, I can stop him from going out of control.”


  Then Laralua and Katima also bowed their heads and offered their thanks for Misty’s words.


  But only one person──Krone, did not bow her head and just stared at Misty. She did not open her mouth, but she looked at Misty with a strong gaze. 


  “I was just wondering, Your Majesty. Where is Olivia-sama?”


  When Lloyd notices that Olivia is not here, he asks Sylvird about it.


  “Olivia has been ill since around noon and has been in bed. Martha told me that she suddenly fainted and hasn’t woken up since.”


  “W──Was she suffering because of some kind of anxiety…?”


  As the two were conversing, Misty spoke in a lighthearted tone.


  “I wonder if it is taking root.”


  She spoke ominously. The word “taking root” means life and death for dryads like Ain and Olivia.


  “If it’s taking root… no way, is it because of Logas-dono!?”


  Misty immediately denies it.


  “No, it’s not.”


  “If so, I don’t know either. Then who in the world is it…?”


  “There are so many mysteries about the nature of dryads that there are many things I don’t understand, but I’m sure it’s none other than Ain-kun. When he was a baby, Ain must have been breastfed. This may have been the reason he took root without knowing it.”


  Hearing these words, they all felt persuaded.


  Olivia has always directed her love toward Ain, including recently kissing him on the forehead as he headed off to war. If this is the case, it would not be surprising if Olivia’s love for Ain had taken root in her unconsciousness.


  In the first place, Ain was born using the dryad’s characteristics.


  Therefore, it was inferred that Olivia’s current situation was also affected by Ain’s outburst.


  “So, Olivia is in danger as long as Ain’s outburst is not stopped?”


  “…Yes, that’s right. If we can stop Ain-kun’s outburst, her physical symptoms should subside.”


  Again.


  Krone feels uncomfortable. It was as if Misty was hiding something from everyone.


  “Lloyd! Contact Ist immediately! We must call Oz back!”


  “Y…Yes! But why is Professor Oz in Ist? He was injured when he and Warren-dono were attacked and should still be in the hospital.”


  “No! He woke up yesterday, said he had work to do, and went back to Ist!”


  “What a good fellow he is… He is as dependable as ever. I’m sorry to have him return here, but it’s a big deal for Ain-sama. I will ask him to come to the royal capital at once.”


  Krone, who was beside Laralua, asked her permission before speaking.


  “Misty-sama. Please stay at the castle for a while.”


  “Who are you?”


  “I apologize for the late introduction. My name is Krone, and I’m the crown prince’s personal attendant.”


  “…So you are…”


  It would be impolite to say that it was like a gaze that was assessing someone’s character, but it was a similar gaze.


  With that look in her eyes, Krone was resolute and not intimidated.


  Although she couldn’t help wondering why she could look at her that way, she was searching for the truth behind Misty’s words, thinking it was for Ain’s sake.


   


  ◇◇◇


   


  Krone was walking in the castle at night.


  She was alone, and her quiet gait gave no hint of the impatience that had arisen in her heart.


  “…..Ain.”


  She didn’t know what to do now or how to get him back to normal. Misty mentioned that she was here to help him, but somehow Krone didn’t trust her.


  She could not give a clear answer when asked why, but she thought Misty was intentionally hiding something from her.


  “…..Something that she carefully chose her words for.”


  While the others didn’t care, it caught her attention.


  Should she ask directly or not──? Lost in thought, she walked past Warren’s room.


  “Ara.”


  Then, from behind her.


  Misty came out of Warren’s room and called to Krone’s back.


  “Good evening, Krone-san.”


  Immediately after she showed a friendly attitude, another person, Ramza, came out of the room.


  When he arrived at the castle, Krone had not heard about it. 


  “What’s the matter, Misty──Ah… so that’s how it is.”


  “You wait there. I want to talk to her.”


  Krone wondered what she was suddenly going to talk about, turned around, and took a short, deep breath.


  “He is my husband.”


  “I know who he is. I believe he is the Dullahan──”


  “Ramza.”


  “…It is the first time we have met. My name is Krone August.”


  After exchanging a light greeting, Ramza leans his back against the wall, and Misty comes up to Krone’s side.


  “Is there something you wanted to see in Warren-sama’s room?”


  “Yes. He and the girl, now called Beria. They have taken care of my son, too, and I was especially concerned about Warren’s health. I’ve been supplying his magic stone with my magic power, so I’m sure he’ll wake up soon.”


  That’s good news.


  Then Misty laughed in front of Krone, who was patting her chest in relief.


  “You were very impressive in the audience chamber.”


  “I was impressive?”


  Krone looked at her own attire. She is dressed as usual today, and even her makeup is flawless.


  At least, it was not her appearance that was impressive.


  “If you don’t mind me asking, could you tell me what caught your eye about me?”


  Misty says to Krone as if testing her.


  “The only person who felt strongly uncomfortable with my words was Krone-san. And now you are wondering whether or not to ask me about it.”


  “──!?”


  “I know you care about him. I can tell without even asking you.”


  If she can see through it, there is no need to worry about it.


  “Misty-sama deliberately did not catch the true meaning of His Majesty’s words when he asked you and acted as if you were misinterpreting them. If you don’t call this uncomfortable, what would you call it?”


  Krone, who had stopped mending in earnest, approached Misty without hesitation.


  “Is there a price you can offer me for teaching you?”


  Misty refused to answer.


  “Whatever you want.”


  “Well, what if I ask you to give me your life?”


  “In that case, you must promise me that you will save Ain.”


  “Will you give it to me if I promise?”


  “If it is my life, I will give it to you. As long as you guarantee Ain’s safety first.”


  Even Misty, who has lived a long time, was surprised to see Krone answer so nonchalantly.


  There was no sense of joke at all. Her expression was full of determination as if she was really going to offer her life.


  Ramza, who leaned his back against the wall, also looked surprised and looked at Krone.


  “──I’d like to promise you, but I can’t right now.”


  After all, she was hiding something.


  “Misty-sama said you came here to stop Ain’s outburst. But you said you could not guarantee Ain’s safety.”


  There is only one answer that can be drawn from this.


  “From the very beginning, you didn’t intend to return Ain to normal, did you?”


  “…..”


  “Do you intend to stop the outburst, in other words, kill Ain…? If you do that, even Olivia-sama will…!”


  Her voice trembled, and her lips quivered.


  But she acted stoutly and managed to hold back the tears that welled up in her eyes.


  She was afraid to ask for an answer. But it was even scarier to run away without asking.


  “If things continue as they are, I’ll have no choice but to do so.”


  Misty’s voice trembled slightly. Her reluctance was palpable.


  “It is impossible for us to save Ain-kun because we are not strong enough.”


  “Instead, we’re willing to risk everything, Misty and I, if we fall together. But, well, I can’t promise you that, either.”


  For example, there is the idea of releasing the main weapon of the battleship…


  The problem was the flying distance and the fact that it was still not powerful enough in the first place.


  “I thought about using Arche’s magic stone as a weapon in the fight.”


  “But it’s probably not enough. The magic power in the stone is enormous, but Ain is a much more powerful Demon King than that.”


  “No way…..”


  If so, is there nothing left to do but to give up?


  Krone was about to falter. Her vision was going black, and she felt like she was going to fall to her knees.


  But she endured. She wiped the tears from her eyes and looked up.


  This surprised both Misty and Ramza.


  Then Misty secretly muttered, “As I thought, you are──.”


  “I’ll think about it.”


  Krone turned away and ran out.


  “Oh, wait a minute!”


  “There might be something I can do! For him to risk his life in a foreign land, I can’t just give up here!”


  She followed her back with her eyes.


  Eventually, they looked at each other and mourned themselves sorrowfully.


  “You were testing her?”


  “No, I had to depend on her. The fact that we are not enough is not a lie.”


  “There’s no way we could have relied on her. To fulfill Ain’s last wish, we must fight for it together, even if it means risking our lives!”


  “I know. I know.”


  Misty puts her hand on her chest and looks down. Then, seeing his wife, Ramza approaches her and hugs her shoulder.


  “Maybe if Arche had been here, it would have been a different story.”


  It is wishful thinking, and resurrection is an impossible dream, yet it is still a dream. The word “miracle” came to mind and did not leave for a while.


   


  

  


   


  Not even the knights were told that the great tree that suddenly appeared in the royal capital of Heim was Ain.


  However, many of the knights had expected it. They did not know the reason why it was so, but they could have guessed it because Ain’s race was a dryad.


  Especially, in this case, many knights remember the battle near Heim.


  Besides, the fact that the battle was over and Ain was not in sight was a confirmation of this.


  For this reason, Sylvird also decided that it would be impossible to keep everything a secret, so he refrained from declaring Ain’s situation and instead worked to gather information.


  They couldn’t just leave everything to Misty and the others and keep their mouths shut.


   


  ──But there was a flurry of people coming in and out of the castle, and after hours, no breakthrough was in sight!


  Not a single one, not a single piece of it, seemed to come to mind.


  As the clock ticked little by little, a very impatient Martha paid a visit to Krone.


  As soon as she arrived at Krone’s office, she looked at her and said,


  “Krone-sama. Please go to sleep now.”


  She had not been sleeping well recently, and her body was close to its limits. Her eyelids are heavy, and if she is not careful, she will likely collapse.


  “I’ll think about it just a little longer.”


  She says and returns her gaze to the book she has been reading. When she looked up for a moment, she saw the redness around Martha’s eyes, and her heart naturally beat fast.


  Martha is desperate because her son, Dill, is on the verge of life and death.


  “…..Then why don’t you at least go to Olivia-sama’s room and have a talk with her while you take a break?”


  “──Is Olivia-sama awake?”


  “Yes. She woke up just a few minutes ago. After hearing about the situation of Ain-sama from His Majesty, she seemed to be calmer than expected and was eating a little bit. Perhaps she expected this due to her own health condition.”


  “Is that… so?”


  Krone replied heavily and stood up from her chair.


  “I will go and say a few words to her.”


  “Very well. I will be in the treatment center if you need me.”


  It was outrageous to call her in this situation. Martha may have been summoned because Olivia had woken up, but it was not her place to take time away from her to be with Dill.


   


  Krone then left the room and rushed up the stairs. Her accustomed gait turned unexpectedly toward Ain’s room.


  She felt a different kind of sadness about this, but she changed her mind by shaking her face vigorously from side to side and standing in front of Olivia’s room.


  ──Knock, knock.


  She knocks lightly and immediately receives Olivia’s reply allowing her to enter the room.


  “I’ve come to hear that Olivia-sama has awakened──Katima-sama?”


  “Nyahaha! I was first-nya!”


  “Fufu, Krone-san, you are here too.”


  After Olivia raised her body on the bed, Katima sat on a chair beside her.
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  After stepping closer to them, Krone stood next to the bed.


  …..After all, she still looked a little pale.


  “Arara, Krone-san, you are ruining your pretty face. Now, let’s see you smile like you always do.”


  “…..Olivia-sama.”


  “I’m fine. Don’t worry.”


  Where do these confident words and beliefs come from?


  Is it from a sense of energy or concern for herself? Either way, when faced with the strength of her heart, it was not the time for her to be the only one feeling discouraged.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Is it okay to keep quiet?


  Misty didn’t want to tell Sylvird because she knew how hard it was on him. If so, telling Olivia should be the same thing.


  She should just keep her mouth shut and do her best.


  “Come here, Krone-san.”


  Even though she had thought so, the moment she was embraced by Olivia’s slender arms. The strong threads of tension that covered her entire body were broken, and tears were running down her cheeks.


  “Ain is… Ain is going to die.”


  The words finally leaked out.


  Olivia and Katima say as if they have no choice.


  “My sister and I know about it too. We wanted to do something about it, so we were talking about it together.”


  “Y-you knew about this?”


  “Of course I knew-nya! Who do you think I am-nya?”


  “Anee-sama. You didn’t understand it at first either, did you? It was only when I pointed out to you that you felt something was wrong, and you realized it.”


  “No need to get into details-nya!”


  Suddenly, Krone had a smile on her face.


  Even as she spills tears, the smile on her face is full of her usual charm.


  “What did you hear, Krone-nya?”


  “W-what I heard is that even with the power of those two, it’s not enough!”


  “Just as I imagined-nya. No matter how legendary the power of the Elder Lich and Dullahan may be, they would not have had any difficulty if they could have saved the Demon King who had gone out of control-nya. And they could have saved the Demon Lord Arche, too-nya.”


  It’s a complete return to the starting point, but then Olivia says.


  “Krone-san, what did those two say about how we can save Ain?”


  “…They said it would be difficult even if they used the Demon Lord Arche’s stone as a weapon.”


  And Misty said, ‘If things continue as they are, we’ll have no choice but to do so.’ On the other hand, it might be a different story if there was another thing.


  “──I was talking to my sister just now, but maybe it’s just a matter of how you use it.”


  “What does that… mean? Olivia-sama.”


  “If we can’t use it as a weapon, then let’s use it as an arm.” [T/n: The first weapon the author wrote with 武器 and the second one is 兵器.]


  “Well, it means we should use the magic stone cannon to release it-nya.”


  Unlike simply exploding the magic power of a magic stone, when released by a magic stone cannon, its power jumps several times.


  It is not clear how Misty will use the magic stone of Arche, but the technology that Ishtalika has accumulated in its long history is immeasurable.


  A ray of light begins to appear, but Krone is soon looking down.


  “…Even I can understand. There is no magic tool that can control that much magic stone. We may be able to use Leviathan’s cannons, but we can’t do anything about the control.”


  She kept her voice steady, which could have made her tremble if she was not careful.


  Looking at her hand, she was clenching her fist tightly.


  Watching Krone like this, Olivia said in a calm voice.


  “No, there is.”


  Katima continued.


  “I was talking to Olivia, and she reminded me of a control device that can do that-nya.”


  “Yes. As you understand it, Krone-san, the output of the Demon Lord Arche’s magic stone is enormous. However, Ishtalika also has only one magic tool that can withstand it.”


  No appropriate words came to mind, even if she wanted to respond.


  After blinking repeatedly, Krone was surprised to hear the words.


  “We will use the one in the Tower of Wisdom.”


  She had never thought that was possible.


  “I had forgotten about it for a while-nya. In the first place, it would never have occurred to a normal person to use that magic tool-nya…”


  “That’s right… I heard that even in its long history, it has never been taken out of use.”


  “O-Olivia-sama! Katima-sama! Please tell me about it…! What is in the Tower of Wisdom?”


  “Don’t worry; I’ll tell you, just take a look at this first-nya.”


  Katima took out an old folded notepad from the pocket of her lab coat. Without a moment’s delay, Krone opened it and saw the Tower of Wisdom drawn on it.


  It appears to be a blueprint of the underground liquefied magic stone pool area…


  “──Use the controller for the liquefied magic stone pool-nya.”


  That thing is so powerful that it controls all of the liquefied magic stone that has melted an enormous amount of it, and its ability is a magic tool that is unmatched even in the vastness of Ishtalika.


  With that, even the Demon Lord Arche’s magic stone should be usable.


  “There is a counterpart to the magic tool on the rooftop of the Tower of Wisdom, so all you need to do is to take these two.”


  “Yes. It is as my dear sister said──Cough… cough…”


  “Olivia-sama!”


  “Calm down-nya. Olivia is just not in her best condition yet-nya.”


  Olivia coughed as she spoke the important information. Her eyes went blank. Her head shook from side to side.


  “Just rest a little longer-nya. Then, leave the rest to me-nya.”


  “Anee-sama… but…”


  “Just don’t worry about it-nya.”


  Olivia was probably frustrated, but she eventually fell unconscious.


  She was still not fully recovered.


  “…..”


  Besides her, Krone’s expression is dull.


  What happened to the light that was just starting to shine?


  “Please tell me. What will happen to Ist, which is still in the process of reconstruction, if we remove the control unit?”


  “As expected of the crown prince’s assistant-nya. As you can imagine-nya, all the devices that depend on the Tower of Wisdom will cease to work, and the pipes that run through the town will become nothing more than a piece of steel-nya.”


  Obviously, this is not a decision that can be made only by those present.


  “Fortunately, no one lives in the town during the reconstruction process, so there should be no trouble in that sense.”


  The problem was what would happen after that. If the Tower of Wisdom no longer stands after the reconstruction is completed, it would be enormous damage.


  But the priority has not changed.


  “I understand. I will go to Ist as soon as possible.”


  There was no hesitation.


  “We have no time for a meeting. We don’t have even a second to spare right now.”


  Even if they set up a meeting, they would not spare a control device for Ain’s sake. But they would spare no time to set up that meeting.


  “Aren’t you afraid of being punished-nya?”


  “That’s fine; I’m not afraid. …..For me, nothing in the world scares me more than losing Ain.”


  Katima was speechless as she looked Krone in the eye and said that.


  From Krone’s point of view, it is enough if she can save her loved ones, even if she has to throw away her own life.


  Katima also made up her mind in the face of the emotion that was painfully conveyed to her.


  “Now, Krone. I need a technician to remove the magic tool in the Tower of Wisdom. But there are only a few people in Ishtalika who can remove it.”


  Krone thought that if she acted alone, she wouldn’t cause anyone any trouble.


  “Don’t look so sad-nya. There is no need to give up-nya.”


  The story does not end here.


  Unlike before, Katima, whose expression has changed to that of sincerity, shakes her whiskers.


  And then, looking straight at Krone.


  “I issue a royal decree to Krone. ──You have to deal with me-nya.”


  And then it continued.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  At night.


  Stealthily. Never to be found. After secretly preparing herself, Krone went to the back of the castle and left the castle, taking advantage of the patrolling knights.


  “Oh, you’re here-nya.”


  After meeting up with Katima, who had been outside the castle, the two of them set off for the White Rose station.


  “Are you sure you want to go?”


  “Good or bad, everything is by order of my royal decree-nya.”


  The royal decree that had just been issued was simple.


  
    	To serve Katima.


    	Do everything in secret.

  


  …..That’s all.


  “There are not many engineers who can remove the magic tools from the Tower of Wisdom-nya. But I can do it. That said, I don’t think my father would allow me to go into this situation-nya… Moreover, there is not much time left for Ain-nya.”


  That is why she made the royal decree.


  In order to achieve the objective, Katima wants her to assist her in moving in secret. Moreover, Katima also had another purpose.


  “I’m going to confirm it again-nya! Once everything is settled, I will go to the Tower of Wisdom to retrieve the magic tools for healing, which I hear are there.”


  “For Guard Dill’s sake, right?”


  “…..Nyahahahaha.”


  Katima’s other goal is to get the magic tool to save Dill.


  The Tower of Wisdom is a place where the most advanced technology in Ishtalika is gathered, so the treatment is different. Although all the magicians that specialize in healing magic had been called to gather at the castle for Dill’s treatment, there were no expectations for the effectiveness of the treatment.


  “Even this one would be hard to find without me-nya.”


  If she relied on other engineers──it might have been possible to manage.


  However, like Ain, Dill was still in an urgent situation and can neither afford the time to make the request nor the time to wait.


  “It’s too late to use healing magic to save that idiotic man-nya. I want to use the magic tools over there to cure him somehow-nya.”


  Katima probably likes Dill more than Krone thinks.


  It would be tactless to ask here.


  “I know it’s a little late for this, but shouldn’t we have asked for Lloyd-sama’s help?”


  “Certainly, it may still be dangerous, but I know that if I tell Lloyd, he’ll stop me-nya. As for Martha, if she heard that I, the princess, was going to a dangerous place, she would surely have stopped me.”


  Even if her son’s life was at stake.


  “Krone, you don’t have to worry-nya. I’m responsible for everything that happens on Ist-nya.”


  “…..No, I’m just as guilty for not stopping you.”


  “Huh! What are you talking about-nya? Are you going against the word of royalty-nya?”


  All this was done so that Krone would not have to bear the blame.


  Katima was prepared to do so, even at the cost of losing her royalty.


  “For now, we must hurry-nya!”


  There is a possibility that they might be found, and the sooner, the better to get to the White Rose Station.


  The two of them tried to run secretly along the deserted street.


  However.


  “Where are you two going?”


  On the wall behind the castle.


  Sitting there, there was a blonde-haired elf with her hair swept by the sea breeze.
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  “C-Chris! Why are you here-nya?”


  “I woke up just a few minutes ago. I heard a lot of stories and thought that now was the time for Katima-sama to take action, so I waited here.”


  Such imagination. But it was no surprise if it was Chris.


  “Chris-san. Are you all right?”


  “No, it hurts a lot. I want to go back to bed and sleep right now, but I will endure.”


  Her eyes were red and swollen as she answered. But she probably was not crying because of the pain.


  She must have been heartbroken to hear about Ain’s situation.


  “I’m not in a position for this-nya! Listen, Chris! I’ve issued a royal decree to Krone, and we are on our way to Ist!”


  “…..It’s just as Katima-sama said.”


  “Mm! To use the Demon Lord Arche’s magic stone as a weapon! To take the magic tool for control in the Tower of Wisdom!”


  If she told her, Chris would definitely stop her.


  Katima thought so, but…


  “I knew it. I had thought it was for Ain-sama’s sake.”


  Katima was taken aback by what Chris, who had jumped down the wall, said next.


  “Please take me with you. Otherwise, I will hold you both here.”


  Chris looked beautiful in the moonlight.


  That day in the audience chamber.


  The human-like beauty that Ain described as the moon goddess has become even more dignified here.


  The strength in her unwavering eyes turned to Katima.


  “Are you asking me to take the wounded with me-nya?”


  “It is true that I am injured, but I am still stronger than the two of you.”


  “That’s not the point-nya… But if we don’t take you with us, you will restrain us, won’t you?-nya.”


  “Yes. Even if you use a royal decree, I will restrain you.”


  Chris wanted to help Ain even if she had to drop everything.


  It is also an expression of this feeling that she doesn’t stop Katima here.


  “──Both of you, hurry up-nya.”


  As a result, Katima made up her mind.


  There was no time to hesitate. Every second mattered.


  Katima ran away, and the two followed her.


  “Katima-sama! Do you also operate the royal water train by royal decree?”


  “Of course-nya! Chris, do you think there’s any other way-nya?”


  “Ah, no!”


  “That’s what this is about-nya! Our plan is to run with the intention of using it up and return to the royal capital right away-nya!”


  Katima continued.


  “Nyahahaha… We’re really tough girls, aren’t we-nya?”


  The three of them were running around the royal capital in the middle of the night.


  Although they didn’t say it in words, they felt a certain dependability in each other.


   


  Chapter 8 – The Lord of the Skyscraper Falling Prostrate to the Ancient King


  A royal decree was truly a useful thing, especially in cases like this. In a blink of an eye, the train was ready to depart, and it wasn’t long before it left the royal capital.


  Then, someone approached the window of the seat where Krone was sitting.


  “Misty-sama?”


  Seeing Misty standing beyond the glass, Krone opened the window.


  “I thought it would be best if I entrusted it to you.”


  With that, Misty handed Krone a leather bag that fit in the palm of her hand.


  When Krone went to check the contents, Misty said.


  “Don’t open it. It’s like a good luck charm.”


  “Good luck charm…”


  “Yes, it’s a good luck charm. ──I’m sure the boy would be very happy if it were entrusted to you.”


  The last part of her voice was not heard. However, Krone received it and carefully stowed it away in her pocket.


  It was a feeling that was somehow difficult to put into words. But for some reason, she believed Misty’s words about it being a good-luck charm from the bottom of her heart.


  “You didn’t come here to stop us, did you?”


  “Fufu… I don’t know what you girls are trying to do. But I do know that you are doing your best for the ones you love. What do you think? Should I go with you?”


  In her heart, she wanted to answer, “Yes.”


  But she couldn’t.


  “I want Misty-sama and the others to stay in the royal capital in case Ain’s condition suddenly changes.”


  “…..I see.”


  She expressed her wish so that they would be able to move immediately.


  “Alright. Then Ramza and I will wait here. If anything happens to Ain-kun, we’ll be there to stop him right away.”


  The steam whistle sounded. Unlike normal times, it was loud.


  ” Now… go ahead.”


  In response to Misty’s voice, Krone closed the window.


  In just a few seconds, the royal water train accelerated, and in no time at all, it left the royal capital, passed through the outer walls of the royal capital, and started on its way to the magic city of Ist.


  The train carried everyone’s thoughts and feelings to save a boy named Ain.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The ruined Ist was as sad as the last time they were here. 


  They never thought they would come to Ist twice in such a short period.


  As soon as they arrived, Krone and Chris looked up at the brightening sky and thought to themselves.


  After getting off the royal water train, they looked up at the Tower of Wisdom.


  Chris, in particular, found it a memorable place and could still vividly recall the day she and Ain had snuck in there.


  “What are you doing standing around-nya? Hurry up-nya!”


  “Ah… yes!”


  This was not the time to dwell on memories.


  The three of them ran toward the tower that loomed ahead of them.


  The magical contamination had already been decontaminated, so there was nothing to be afraid of. The fact that there was no one to be seen working on it must be a result of this.


   


  It was not long after that that Chris’s foot suddenly stopped.


  “Chris-nya! We have to hurry──”


  “Wait, please. There is something wrong.”


  Chris stopped, listened carefully, closed her eyes, and concentrated.


  The two people standing beside her could not see what was going on, but eventually, they saw her eyes widen in surprise and prepared themselves.


  “Something is coming! Let’s run!”


  “W-where do you mean we should run away to-nya?”


  “It doesn’t matter where we go! We’re leaving this area!”


  Then, the anomaly she had feared appeared.


  From the shadows of buildings. From the raised ground. They noticed a terrifying number of monsters in the sky as well.


  All of them were watching the three of them.


  …..Where should they run to?


  When they were looking for a way to escape, Katima said.


  “…We have no choice-nya! We must hurry and escape to the Tower of Wisdom-nya”!


  “Katima-sama! But there are still monsters──!”


  “There’s still a safeguard in the basement there-nya! What’s more practical than protecting Krone and me and going back to the water train-nya?”


  Was that really the only way left?


  During an extraordinary situation and with little time left. Krone broke Chris’s hesitation.


  “Let’s go. Chris-san!”


  What was this calmness in the face of the many monsters that were closing in? But upon closer inspection, her lips were slightly trembling.


  Even Krone was scared. Of course, she was afraid of escaping back to the royal capital without being able to do anything.


  “~~I won’t care if you get hurt, okay?”


  Chris made up her mind and cut down one of the approaching monsters.


  Before the next attack could reach them, she looked up at the Tower of Wisdom and said.


  “Go run! I’ll do my best to prevent the monsters!”


  The monsters attacked the three of them as they ran off at once.


  Some of them looked like insects, some like reptiles. Katima wondered as she ran that monsters that looked like beasts had also appeared.


  These were all monsters that normally would not have appeared in this area.


  Was it possible that they had been affected by the magical pollution, sensing the presence of nourishment, and had gathered?


  But she couldn’t find the answer, so she focused all her attention on her legs to break through this situation.


  Out of breath. Her lungs screamed.


  But.


  “Fuh… hah!”


  Encouraged by the voice of Chris’s struggle, which could be heard from time to time, she ran desperately with Krone.


  “Ugh…!”


  “Chris! What’s wrong-nya!”


  “I-I’m fine…! It’s just a little wound! The two of you, don’t worry about it; just run!”


  ──The monsters’ momentum had not stopped, and their numbers were increasing.


  The entrance to the Wisdom Tower was gradually approaching.


   


  Stepping onto the grounds of the Tower of Wisdom, a small doorway came into view──.


  “Hurry!”


  Chris’s frantic voice was heard, and the two of them entered the door first.


  Chris then entered and closed the door, activating a mechanism similar to the door to the castle’s treasury, creating a separate space from the outside.


  “Hah… hah… ahahaha… We somehow managed…!”


  Her clothes drenched in blood, Chris took off her jacket and unbuttoned her shirt to expose her soft skin before the two could voice their concern.


  She rewrapped the bandage, which was still sore, even tighter.


  “Let me take care of it.”


  “Eh, but it’s okay, you know?”


  “It’s okay; I’ll rewrap it properly.”


  Krone’s first aid treatment was spectacular. Even Chris, a knight, has basic first aid, but Krone’s was well done, even from her point of view, and the adjusted bandage felt right.


  “Here, use this one, too-nya.”


  This time, Katima handed her a small magic stone.


  “I know it well, the Heal Bird’s magic stone.”


  It did not heal the wound, but it did take the pain away from Chris’s body. Chris thanked her, adjusted her clothes, and diligently buttoned her jacket.


  “There is no way a monster can get in here-nya. Well, I think they could get into the collapsed part above-nya, but they can’t get into the basement, so we can rest assured of that-nya.”


  Having regained her composure, Krone recalled.


  “…Is the water train safe?”


  “Don’t worry-nya. I’ve thrown an emergency flare, which should be enough to call for a rescue-nya.”


  The two relieved themselves at Katima’s snorting.


  Katima then started to walk slowly.


  The area was familiar to Chris as well. It was a scene similar to the one she and Ain had experienced when they entered the building with Graf’s help, mixed in with the August Trading Company’s deliveries.


  The steel mesh floor and iron stairs echoed with the sound of footsteps.


  It was a higher floor than when she and Ain had come here before, but looking down, a liquefied magic stone pool was sitting on the floor.


  “I’ll lead the way.”


  Chris walked in front of them to the lower level.


  Unlike that day, there was no need to be stealthy today. But because of the wounds on her body, her steps were naturally heavy.


  “Chris-san. Please don’t force yourself…”


  “A-ahaha… please let me push myself, at least for today. It’s for the sake of Ain-sama, after all.”


  “Good grief-nya. For now, just push yourself as hard as you can without collapsing-nya.”


  “Is that what Katima-sama, who had been planning to force herself so hard, would say?”


  “I am fine-nya. There can be no mistake in the plans of a genius Caith Sith like me-nya!”


  As usual, it was a theory that didn’t make sense, but it was a useful theory for now as much as it was laughable.


  “What should Krone-san and I be doing?”


  “Krone will be helping me, and Chris will be keeping an eye on the perimeter, I guess-nya. It would only take an hour to remove it, and it’s not that big-nya. As soon as we remove the control unit in the basement, we will go to the rooftop to remove the pair of units on the roof-nya.”


  “I will protect you both when we go to the upper floors, but we must do our best to avoid detection by the monsters.”


  “Mmm! That’s the only problem-nya!”


  The two nodded and tightened their grip on the situation.


  If it weren’t for the monsters, they would have easily made it to the rooftop, but they can’t blame anyone for that.


   


  ──Thus.


  After descending the many layers of stairs in the underground space, they finally stood in front of the liquefied magic stone pool.


  “Come to think of it, didn’t Ain use Ocean Currents here to stop the movement?”


  “I remember that too. I remember that Ain-sama and I had a reckless act together.”


  “…..A-ahem! We will talk about it again sometime! Let’s remove the control magic tool first!”


  “Right-nya. Now then… Ah, there it is-nya.”


  It was at the top of the stairs, placed at the edge of the pool, under the pipe leading to the upper floor.


  At first glance, it looks like a jewel and is the size that Chris would be able to carry in both hands.


  It was floating between the pipes.


  “I didn’t know there was such a thing. When I came here with Ain-sama, I was too busy to look for it, so I guess that’s why I didn’t notice it.”


  “Fufufufu, you could say that’s the heart of the Tower of Wisdom.”


  With light footsteps, they climbed up to the edge of the liquefied magic stone pool by using the stairs.


  Katima stood in front of the control magic tool and…


  “It’s delicate work from here on-nya.”


  Before long, the relaxed look had disappeared from her face, and she had a hard expression on her face.


  “Basically, I don’t want you to talk to me unless I talk to you first-nya.”


  “Katima-sama. Katima-sama. Even if you say such a thing now, Krone-san and I are still puzzled…”


  “Y-yes… I did not know that. Is there a danger in that?”


  “No, it’s no big deal-nya.”


  They were relieved to hear that answer.


  “At best, the power of the solidified liquefied magic stone will go out of control… nya-nya-nya! That means we’re going to ascend to heaven too-nya!”


  She stretches her whiskers, shakes them, and says in a voice that is losing its power.


  It’s obviously dangerous, so they wished she would have told them first.


  Krone and Chris wanted to blame Katima, but it was too late, and they were sure that Katima had deliberately concealed it from them until they came here.


  Otherwise, they would have opposed it for sure.


  Then Katima looked at them.


  “If you want to stop, now is the time-nya.”


  She was worried about them now.


  “Actually-nya, I was going to ask you two to wait outside-nya. But the appearance of the monsters changed my plans-nya.”


  Even in the face of her last-minute princessiness. The two did not cowed even in the face of the last-minute risk to their lives.


  “I will go take a quick look around.”


  “Understood. I will stay with Katima-sama, so please call me if you need me.”


  “Nya, nya-nya-nya! Aren’t you two scared-nya?”


  “Now, now… What are you talking about?”


  “Fufu, indeed.”


  ──Don’t underestimate these two.


  They have no hesitation in risking their lives for Ain’s sake. Rather, they were afraid of not being able to do anything about it.


  “Good grief-nya… really-nya.”


  Looking half stunned and half encouraged, Katima took out a tool from inside her lab coat.


  “Fufufufu, I was the one who issued the royal decree-nya, but after all, I’ve decided that the three of us will be punished together when we get back to the royal capital-nya.”


  She made a light remark to relieve the slight remaining tension and elicited a laugh.


  After that, Katima grabbed a tool and started working, her hands filled with strength and without hesitation.


   


  

  


   


  After a dozen minutes had passed, Katima said she was taking a short break and sat down on the floor.


  She had Krone wipe the sweat from her forehead and rested her body with a pleasant expression on her face.


  “If only Professor Oz were here, it would have been much easier-nya… But, nevertheless, I am reluctant to involve him in something so dangerous.”


  “…Katima-sama? Why are you suddenly talking about Professor Oz?”


  “Mm, have you not heard of it, Chris-nya? Professor Oz was discharged right after the war and left the capital to go to Ist-nya.”


  “──I didn’t know that.”


   “Thinking back, I used to be indebted to this Ist-nya. At first, I was surprised to hear about the research on artificial demon king, but now I think it was an interesting story-nya.”


  “That’s right, wasn’t it…? It was really nostalgic──”


  It was only by chance that she remembered. Chris remembered that she had heard the term artificial demon king only recently.


  “It was… nostalgic…”


  She mumbled in a raspy voice as she looked at the solidified, liquefied magic stone.


  “I knew it… Edward! You are the artificial demon king who was being studied in the magic city of Ist…!”


  At that time, she said this herself.


  “That man is useful, too. I was ready to kill him when that man did not cross the sea with me, but with research results of this magnitude, I have to forgive him.”


  And that was Edward’s reply.


  “As I thought, you had friends in Ishtalika too!”


  “I would say that he was not my friend. He is not working with me; he is working for his own purposes. …I don’t know what his purpose is, though. Now, now, calm down; I’m not going to run away.”


  He had this exchange with Lloyd.


  It made Chris wonder why, now that she was wondering.


  Was it because he mentioned the word, artificial demon king? Or was it because she heard that Oz was coming to Ist?


  Chris asked Katima in a terribly calm voice.


  “Um… where is Professor Oz? Considering the devastation here in Ist, it is likely that monsters have attacked him.”


  “T-that’s right-nya! It’s dangerous if you ask me-nya!”


  Chris said a few words of concern, but she had a feeling there was no chance. She had noticed something else, something strange.


  Hopefully, she would find out now.


  With this thought in mind, she thought of the swarm of monsters that had just appeared.


  …..Even that, if it was a setup.


  “Chris-san? What’s the matter?”


  “N-no, I’m just a little concerned about something…”


  The first thing that comes to mind is the fact that the two of you have been working together for a long time.


  She got chills thinking about it.


  If something were to happen, not only would it be impossible to stop Ain-sama’s outburst, but she and the two others here would be unable to get away with it.


  “Let’s push on, shall we-nya?”


  Katima said dependably and started to work on it immediately.


   


  As time passed, the jewel-like body was removed.


  After it was carefully removed and placed on the floor, Katima’s brow furrowed.


  It seems the removal was completed safely, but why?


  “The Tower of Wisdom went out of control the other day-nya, but it was probably intentional.”


  She pointed to the main body of the control unit.


  “During the last removal process, I felt something strange-nya. The tubes that should have been connected to each other were not connected-nya, and there were signs that they had been reassembled in a strange way-nya.”


  “…Is it the red fox?”


  “Hmm. I agree with Krone-nya.”


  Once again, the exchange with Edward snatches Chris’ thoughts.


  “I’ll go to the rooftop by myself.”


  There are several inexplicable points.


  The trigger was the exchange with Edward, in which Chris became concerned about various things, including the artificial demon king, but now, if the outburst of the Tower of Wisdom was also suspected as such, the probability of Chris’s prediction becomes more credible.


  “How do I remove the device on the roof?”


  “…..It’s enough to cut the moorings that connect to the tower-nya. But I think it is better to take a look at it-nya.”


  “Because it’s dangerous?”


  “Yes-nya. The monsters out there are just a trap to set us up-nya.”


  “I was actually thinking that too. But, Katima-sama, do you think there is any chance for a turnaround after seeing how things are going?”


  “Mmm…”


  “I don’t think so. There is no other way left to save Ain-sama, and no matter what it takes, we must also remove the device on the rooftop and return to the royal capital.”


  “…Chris-san.”


  “It’s okay! I’ll be right back!”


  Chris turned her back to them and walked out with enthusiasm.


  And then, slap! She smacked her cheeks and changed her expression.


  “Professor Oz──what is his purpose here?”


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The elevator was not working, and Chris just ran up the stairs.


  Along the way, she came to the staircase where Viscount Sage had attacked her with a wyvern and found herself smiling at the restored wall and reminiscing about that time.


  Soon after, she was chilled to see the hole in the floor that had collapsed in the aftermath of the recent outburst, a hole that allowed her to look down to the floor below.


  “Soon….. I’m almost there.”


  She ran up the stairs for a few more minutes, dragging her leaden legs. The last staircase leading to the rooftop was reached, and she adjusted her breathing.


  …..Good, let’s go.


  She put her hand on the magic stone dedicated to Ain and remembered his voice.


  Beyond the collapsed door, she stepped under the brightening sky that stretched across the rooftop.


  A strong wind near the sky ruffled her hair.


  Near the large hole that released waves during the recent outburst, she caught sight of what appeared to be a device still attached to one of the remaining pillars, and as she stepped forward, she was greeted by a voice.


  “──Can I help you?”


  It was Oz’s voice.


  He was standing a short distance away, smiling, his white lab coat billowing in the air.


  “Are you feeling better now?”


  “Thanks to His Majesty’s help, I am feeling better soon. His Majesty’s words were also kind enough to help me with my treatment.”


  “…I am glad to hear that.”


  Chris pulled out her rapier and pointed it at Oz.


  “Why are you pointing your weapon at me?”


  “You should know why.”


  “…..”


  “I was convinced just a moment ago by Katima-sama’s words.”


  “I don’t understand. Can you tell me? There seems to be some misunderstanding. I am sure you will understand if I tell you.”


  The fact that he didn’t show the slightest expression on his face made it all eerier.


  It was unusual for a knight like Chris to be holding a weapon in her hand and to be asking back.


  “It was strange when I thought about it. We hadn’t been told about the ship that Warren-sama would be on. But according to the knight, it was Warren-sama who called you, wasn’t it?”


  “Yes. I received a request for assistance from the Prime Minister and went to that ship in secret.”


  “──Soon after the tower collapsed?”


  Oz’s cheeks twitched for a moment at the implication.


  “You see, you had some purpose, and Ain-sama was in the way. To put it another way, you were afraid of Ain-sama’s power. That’s why you made the Tower of Wisdom go out of control artificially, and let Ain-sama leave the royal capital.”


  Oz was speechless and fell silent.


  “You know very well about Ain-sama’s power, don’t you, Professor Oz?”


  “That’s….. Yes. He told me about it when he visited Ist before.”


  “If you knew that Ain-sama helped the orphans, you could have expected that Ain-sama himself would visit the decontamination site. This is how you got Ain-sama away from the royal capital. …I can think of several reasons why you would target Warren-sama, but I haven’t confirmed them yet.”


  Chris took a breath as she said this.


  Soon after, she realized that her whole body was covered with a strong sense of tension. The other party is Oz, who is a researcher, but it was natural to think of him as a red fox.


  “After that, it’s Edward’s words.”


  “…..!?”


  “He was upset, wasn’t he? But when Edward slipped up, he wasn’t offended. I heard that he once wanted to kill you. …He told me that you helped him in the recent war, and he only thanked you for that.”


  “…..”


  There was no break in Chris’s logic, but it was a little short of ruling out Oz as a red fox.


  Considering the fact that he was here and had not been harmed in any way by the monster’s attack, there was no mistake, and, of course, it was almost a certainty…


  “Speaking of which.”


  She decided to ask a leading question, just in case.


  “The black stone you gave to Shannon and Edward, what was it made from?”


  After saying this, she waited for a reply.


  “Hah….. That’s why I gave up on it.”


  It was just Chris’ trick. Not that Oz had not expected that.


  But Oz realized that there was no point pretending any longer, and he opened his mouth.


  “That person had a lot of pride. The chief was a stubborn person who only wanted to take revenge for the wrongs done to that person hundreds of years ago. There is no advantage in working together on a regular basis.”


  “…What are you talking about?”


  “Oh no, don’t worry about it. And about that black stone, unfortunately, I don’t know the raw material either. …Hmm? This is a bit misleading, isn’t it? The raw material itself is no different from what I found, but I don’t know what kind of monster material it is. The peculiar properties were so brilliant that I feel like I’m using it as I please.”


  He spoke eloquently and repositioned his glasses.


  He tossed off his drab white coat and unbuttoned one or two buttons that held his stark white shirt in place.


  “Oz… what is your purpose here?”


  He was delighted by the question.


  He was as happy as a child who had been given a toy.


  His face lit up with joy.


   


  “I want to know the end of evolution!”


   


  

  


   


  “I want to know the end of evolution!”


   


  Chris was silent, not knowing what it meant.


  “Monsters, different races──and the Demon King! Where is the end point of any living being that is affected by the concept of evolution? This is all I want to know!”


  “…If that’s the case, why did you go after Warren-sama?”


  “Because he was in my way, of course! I only found out at the end that he was actually a red fox! He was only an obstacle until then! It was obvious to me that his presence would hinder the evolution of His Royal Highness the Crown Prince, so…”


  “…You! For such a purpose!”


  “Such a purpose, you say? Don’t be foolish. There is no other material for research like that crown prince! His qualifications surpass even Demon Lord Arche’s! Look at His Highness the Crown Prince, who has taken root in the Royal Capital of Heim! No other being is as divine and inspiring to study!”


  Oz continued proudly.


  “I remember meeting His Highness the Crown Prince and immediately being smitten with him. That’s also why I gave him the precious magic stone of my tribe, you know. Oops, that reminds me, I had put a certain trick on that magic stone──”


  According to him, there was a hidden trick that released dense miasma at the signal of Oz.


  The density of the miasma was equivalent to the miasma that Layfon was releasing in Birdland, and it should have knocked the castle into a whirlpool of chaos in no time.


  “It should have been kept by the first princess, but I wonder if it was destroyed. Well, it is a trivial matter now that the plan is going well.”


  Having listened to the story being told indifferently, Chris became even more agitated.


  “…..I won’t forgive you. Do you know how many people have died because of the war you caused? And because of that, even Ain-sama is──”


  “What are you saying? It was our chief who caused it.”


  Oz laughed at the misguided remark.


  “She was driven by revenge. I’m not sure what she wants revenge for and why, but it must be for something in Ishtalika. I wasn’t involved in the war itself, so I don’t really know.”


  Oz strongly denied that he was the source of the problem.


  His face was in an even better mood than before, and his eloquence was only increasing.


  He looked up at the sky with a gesture of his hand.


  “I just took advantage of it! For some reason, it was very, very convenient that the chief was also targeting the crown prince! That’s why I contacted the man after a long time and lent him my power! So that His Royal Highness the Crown Prince could show his true power!”


  Ain would go after Shannon.


  If only he could be influenced by her and go off the rails like the Demon King Arche. This was all that Oz himself had in mind.


  Oz only used the war and everything that followed to his advantage. For that reason alone, he gave Edward the black stone, the result of his research, and intensified the war.


  Then, the blonde elf coldly said.


  “──Oz. You have hurt all of us greatly.”


  In the space of a breath, she disappears and appears behind him.


  But the lord of the skyscraper smiled at her.


  “My heart aches for the noble sacrifice, but that is all.”


  He still smiled unconcernedly.


  “Oz, you are insane…!”


  It’s only one researcher. He’s not an enemy that Chris should worry about.


  So he must have come here with an idea. Chris was concerned; nevertheless, she thrust her rapier into Oz’s back──that was her intention.


  Strangely enough, just before she did so, her limbs stopped moving.


  “This tower was built about two hundred years ago. A researcher who was considered a rare genius at the time was responsible for most of the development.”


  As Chris listened to his voice, she noticed that her feet and hands were covered in white ice.


  No way, magic?


  It would be astonishing if he could have released this much magic in an instant.


  “I guess I don’t need to tell you, but it’s me.”


  As Oz finished, there were familiar black stones embedded in the backs of his left and right hands.


  What was different from Edward’s was the purity of the blackness.


  In comparison, it is a jet-black colored diamond stone.


  “───!?”


  “This is the finished product. The only one that is not a failure that I gave to the two people who crossed the sea. I want to use it to further refine His Highness the Crown Prince.”


  The freezing ice invaded her body.


  She could not push her body forward. This made Chris click her tongue, and she hastily retreated, using wind magic to break the ice covering her limbs.


  Her white, fine-textured skin was infested with frostbite, and she felt a dull ache.


  “I assure you. It is impossible for you to defeat me in this tower.”


  “…..I’ll only know if I try it.”


  Oz heard the strength in her voice, put his hands over his eyes, looked up to the sky, and laughed high in the air.


  “Ahahahahahaha! It’s impossible! There is no way that your rapier can reach me unless you are a match for the monsters of ancient times!”


  “Oz! No matter how much enhanced magic you can use──!”


  “Magic? I’m afraid you are mistaken.”


  “Nonsense! If it’s not magic, then what is it?”


  “──There’s only one such thing.”


  He lovingly strokes the back of his hand and moves his lips.


  The voice from his mouth was saying, “It’s a skill,” certainly carried on the wind.


  Comprehension could not catch up.


  But there it was, a wind of scales created in the empty air.


  Chris’s body was suddenly struck with numbness, and when she saw the scales fall into her palm, she was surprised.


  “Why are raven-butterfly scales…?”


  “This proves that it is not magic but skill.”


  Next, several roots of dryad trees emerged from the large hole where the tree had collapsed and attacked Chris, trying to bind her.


  Chris avoided them and ran up the tree’s roots, slicing through them with her rapier.


  “…..You must be lying.”


  Oz was using both hands to imitate a cannonball and was storing flames at the tips of his fingers.


  The flame was faintly tinged with purple. It looked much like the breath of a powerful wyvern.


  Chris, who had fought it before, realized this and doubted her own eyes.


  It would be foolish to take it straight on.


  Pushing her body with wind magic, she just barely managed to avoid the breath that was released into the air, but… it grazed a little bit of her soft skin.


  “Cooling it is the best way to treat burns, you know.”


  The same cold air as before comes around Chris when he speaks of the obvious information.


  Soon, a blade of ice surrounded Chris.


  …..Is it similar to Ain-sama’s ice dragon? While the ice blades attack all at once, she swings her rapier while thinking about this.


  “Ah…. kuh…!”


  Not being able to avoid, and not being able to handle, a single blade pierced through her thigh.


  She managed to escape into the air and landed on her feet, remembering Oz’s words, “It’s a skill.”


  “By the looks of it, you finally understand.”


  Although she didn’t know what was going on, what Oz was using was certainly not magic. All were skills possessed by monsters and different races.


  Even just the situation left her full of wounds.


  Chris wiped the sweat from her neck and tried to understand as she caught her breath.


  “The material of this stone had two characteristics. One is to increase the hidden power, and the other is to absorb it. It acts as if it were holding in magic power and consuming it. I was curious to know what kind of magic material it was, but I gave priority to my research.”


  “No way, Oz… you’re…”


  “Fufu… you won’t understand the sophistication of my skills anyway, so let me tell you this much. I have arrived at this area through my research.”


  “Impossible!”


  “How can you be so sure? Even your beloved crown prince can do it. …But, my research results don’t require a magic stone. It could be bones, body hair, or anything else. As long as I understand the nature of that monster, etc., then I can use my skills by adjusting them based on that.”


  Oz goes on to say that he is a superior version of Ain.


  Certainly, if he could get monsters’ skills without needing a magic stone, he would be upwardly compatible.


  Seeing Chris unable to retort, he became even more emphatic.


  “The data of monsters accumulated over hundreds of years, I have more than a thousand skills that I can use. What do you think? Is that not enough to be afraid of?”


  “…..Over a thousand?”


  “Oh, that look on your face! It’s hilarious! Fufu, the fact that you were trying to calm down in the face of such a great research result was indeed unsettling to me!” 


  Chris was surprised at first, but her spirit was not yet broken.


  “You, a mere researcher, have gained so much power; it’s like giving a serious weapon to a child.”


  “Haha… I have nothing to say in return. But you will bow down before pure strength. I even have the power of the King of the Frostfields. I told you, didn’t I? As long as you cannot defeat the ancient monsters, you will not be able to defeat me.”


  It was regrettable that her wounds had not healed completely.


  Oz, at least, was inferior to Edward in melee combat.


  With Chris, whose divine speed was a step ahead of Lloyd’s, in normal times, even Oz was now not inferior to her.


  “I have named the results of this research.”


  With a clang. His footsteps echoed on the rooftop.


  The name of the research result is──.


   


  “──’Almighty.'”


   


  The name was neither false nor exaggerated. If Oz had prepared the data and materials of the monster, he could use the monster’s skills, so there was nothing wrong with that.


  “The current issue is that it consumes a lot of magic power. Therefore, they are useless if I am not in the Tower of Wisdom.”


  He was definitely convinced of victory.


  He seemed to know every detail of Chris’ exhaustion and knew that all that remained was her energy.


  “I will return to get the power of the crown prince who has run amok.”


  He mouthed softly, freezing Chris’s exhausted limbs.


  This time, he also layered the roots of the dryad tree, thoroughly depriving Chris of her physical freedom.


  “I hope, too, to see the end of evolution.”


  “I won’t let you… do that!”


  “What can you do now? How can you win a victory with your wounded body against me, the one who has gained almighty power?”


  “…..”


  “Everything is going according to my plan. There is nothing more you can do.”


  Oz gripped the ice blade in his hand and closed the distance step by step.


  “Remember the research on the artificial demon king? That was to promote the evolution of the subject by pouring the magic power of the magic stone into the core. I can only think that if I were to pour it in now….. and in this place, I would succeed.”


  “Oz… that is absolutely not…!”


  “Absolutely, what? This is not about what you allow or don’t allow.”


  He stood in front of the restrained Chris.


  He chuckled at the sight of her limbs, red with frostbite. He smiled at her face as she writhed but was still devastated by the fact that she could not escape with what strength she had left.


  “As soon as I have extracted the crown prince’s magic stone, I will bring it to this tower. Connect the appropriate different race cores to the chain, and use my power to channel the magic into it.”


  He looked at the piece of control equipment that Chris had come to retrieve and spoke.


  This was the very reason for the tower’s existence.


  This is the true purpose that Oz has been hiding up to this point.


  “I plan to use it to control the crown prince’s magic stone.”


  This was due to research that qs outside the bounds of common sense.


  “The magic stones will work as they did in life when the magic is channeled through them as long as there is a core connected to them that does not reject them. The problem is that there is nobody──however.”


  He looked proud.


  “By injecting a sufficient amount of magic into the magic stone and the core, a phenomenon similar to criticality will occur. The excess magic power that fills the core will begin to form a semi-permanent body, which can resume life activities just like a human being.”


  He said.


  “My research on the artificial demon king came to a sad end when the core could not withstand the magic power of the magic stone. However, if only I had my power now, I would be able to manage it well enough. …That is even if it is against the power of His Royal Highness the Crown Prince. Once this happens, all that remains is to look forward to the end of evolution.”


  He spoke happily, aiming the ice blade at her ample bosom.


  “Christina-dono. I will channel all the power of your magic stone into the crown prince’s magic stone.”


  So, without regret, cease your life activities, he said.


  The ice blade was close to Chris’s soft skin.


  She closed her eyes, but there was no sign that her body was going to be penetrated anytime soon.


  …..Why?


  When she fearfully tried to open her eyes.


  “Let go of Chris-san!”


   


  

  


   


  “Let go of Chris-san!”


  Krone’s voice was heard from the stairway leading downstairs.


  “Oh… what an unusual visitor.”


  Krone was hiding, but her body was trembling. She couldn’t fight; perhaps she should have stayed hidden.


  But she couldn’t do that in front of Chris, who was in desperate need of help.


  “Go away… Oz!”


  Suddenly, a leather bag was thrown between them.


  It had been given to Misty as a good luck charm, and as soon as it reached Oz’s face, it radiated purple magic that frightened him.


  “What… this magic power, no way…!?”


  “Chris-san!”


  Krone rushed to her.


  Meanwhile, Oz was still trying to pierce Chris’s chest.


  “There’s no doubt about the weight pressing down on my body──I don’t have a choice…!”


  He changed his aim and kicked Chris’s body in the leg.


  Behind him was a large hole.


  The large hole destroyed by a waving motion was piped to the liquefied magic stone pool at the lowest level.


  “Rot away at the bottom of the tower!”


  Having just been released from the restraints, Chris had no strength left, not even the strength to put her hand on the edge of the hole.


  Her body floated in the air, falling against the force of gravity.


  “No… Chris-san!”


  Krone rushed over, leaned over the edge, and grabbed her hand.


  …But Krone’s strength is not enough to support her.


  “Ah… Kuuhh…!”


  “Let go of my hand! If this continues, Krone-san will too!”


  “I don’t want to! Together… we’re going to save Ain!”


  Her hand was shaking. This would only last for a little bit longer.


  Chris wondered if she could somehow get her hands off Krone, but Krone’s desperation got the better of the fully wounded Chris.


  Even so, there was no sign that she could be saved, and on the contrary, Oz was closing in on her.


  “If that’s the case, why don’t you go with her?”


  Oz flashed the ice blade at Krone’s back with a sideways cleave. He then kicked her in the leg and threw both of their bodies into a large hole.


  Then, Chris threw her rapier at the last moment.


  “Aaaaaaaaaaah! M-my arm…!?”


  After all, Oz was not used to fighting.


  The thrown rapier severed one of his arms, and the arm flew through the air and fell into the big hole.


  At this point, Oz panicked from the pain and kicked the leather bag at his feet.


  It reached the two in the middle of their fall, and their hands naturally clasped the leather bag in each other.


  …..It was not enough to protect.


  Even Krone, who had come to her rescue, was facing death because she was not strong enough.


  Chris tears up and turns her face away from Krone. But Krone hugged Chris and treated the frostbite on Chris’s hand.


  “…..I’ve come along with you due to a reckless request to Katima-sama, but I wasn’t good enough, wasn’t I?”


  The wound on Krone’s back was hidden from Chris. It hurt, and the blood loss was drowning her vision.


  But stubbornly, she turned her usual smile to Chris.


  There was no meaning anymore.


  They’re just going to die if they keep falling to the lowest floor.


   


  “──You’ll be fine.”


   


  They thought they heard a voice from somewhere. It was not Chris’s voice, and it was not Krone’s voice either.


  The two of them quietly looked around, but all they could see was an expanse of metal pipes.


  There was no way they could have heard voices…


  “Chris-san? …Chris-san!”


  Chris’s eyelids were heavy, and her eyes closed as she reached her limit.


  Strength drained from her entire body, and fresh blood danced from the open wound.


  Seeing this, Krone hugged Chris’ body tightly to stop the blood as much as possible.
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  “…..Please.”


  Help me. Anyone is fine. As long as you can help us, it doesn’t matter who you are, Krone thought.


   


  “──Yeah.”


   


  The only sound that pierced her ears was the wind noise, but she could hear the voice clearly.


  It was a gentle girl’s voice.


  “Who speaks to us…?”


  The pain and blood loss that did not subside caused Krone to faint as well. Her eyelids were heavy, and her eyes were starting to close, just like Chris’s earlier.


  Krone was thinking about Chris, whom she had embraced, right up until the moment she let go of her consciousness.


  She didn’t notice the light emanating from the leather bag in her hand that overlapped with Chris’s, nor did she notice that before she knew it, her fall had slowed to a gentle levitation.


   


  “──I will help you.”


   


  A voice echoed from within the leather bag.


  Krone was also unconscious when she heard the voice and could not witness the area’s transformation.


  The Tower of Wisdom, the sky of the magic city of Ist. Everything was dyed like a purple crystal.


  The liquefied magic stone pool at the lowest floor emitted a wave of magic power, and a dazzling light enveloped the two. The light gently surfaced on the rooftop, and a veil of warm wind covered the two unconscious people.


  “Wha──Why is the tower’s magic power…!?”


  Staring at the wave of magic power leaking from the large hole, Oz, whose face was stained with surprise, panicked.


  The two returned, floating in the air, the wounds on their bodies completely healed.


  “Ridiculous… no way!”


  Purple electricity flew around the area.


  The magic power was so thick that it seemed like it would drown you.


  …It violently shook the Tower of Wisdom and awakened Oz’s old memories.


  A long time ago, a certain girl revealed her majesty in the Demon King’s castle.


  Impossible! For her to be resurrected──!”


  No, it was possible.


  At the end of Oz’s severed arm, a black stone on the back of his hand came off and floated in the air.


  It absorbed the magic drifting from the leather bag, and one half of the control unit placed on the roof controlled it.


  ──Didn’t he say it himself?


  The black stone was to use the power of this tower to control Ain’s magic stone.


  “No matter what I have prepared, without the core, there is no way it can be resurrected──Huh! I don’t believe that my finished product, that material, was the core of a monster! Interesting….. Really interesting!”


  The leather bag was ripped open by a wave of magic power while he was muttering, and the magic stone contained inside was revealed.


  “With this, isn’t it time to re-research? If it is possible to substitute not the core of the different races but the core of a specific monster, then… kuuhh… I’m curious. I can’t help but be curious!”


  The magic power flowed into the black stone floating in the air. And the device that controlled it. If that black stone was the core of some living thing, one should not forget the magic stone that appeared from the leather bag.


  According to Oz’s theory, the conditions necessary for the body’s composition have been met.


  But it was also unexpected.


  Oz did not know what kind of material the black stone was made of, let alone what part it was made of.


  Therefore, this was a miracle of coincidental conditions.


  “…..”


  Frightened yet drowned in the desire for knowledge, Oz made a commotion in the vicinity.


  In the wave of magic power, the body of a small girl was being created in front of the two bodies.


  All the energy from the liquefied magic stone pool was absorbed into the girl’s body, but that was not due to the black stone. It was a means to compensate for the missing magic power.


  Of course, in proportion, the magic power of the Tower of Wisdom approached depletion.


  At the same time, a vessel of flesh was created and──.


  The girl finally opened her eyes.


  “…..?”


  The core of Oz, the magic stone, beat loudly.


  The knees naturally collapsed, and he found himself in a prostrate posture. The mere meeting of eyes made his breathing erratic, and he was at a loss for words.


  But the girl turned her face away from Oz.


  “…..Beautiful people shouldn’t die.”


  The girl raised her arms, moved the two bodies without touching them, and laid them on the floor.


  As the wave of magic subsided, the girl revealed her figure. She was slightly taller than Katima but petite enough, with a slender body. Her gothic dress covered her entire body, and her lustrous silver hair, reminiscent of silken threads, reached down to her waist.


  Her face was fragile, and she exuded a dainty charm that made one want to protect her.


  However, the pressure that pressed in was truly that of a demon king.


   


  “──Yeah. I’m resurrected.”


   


  The sky, which had been almost white, turned uniformly purple, and even the sky far away was eroding.


  Faced with the high energy that surged in front of him despite his voice, Oz took a stance to intercept.


  “Demon Lord──Arche!”


  However, the vast amount of magic power that should have remained in the Tower of Wisdom had already been absorbed by her body, leaving merely a small amount left.


  This was just enough to allow Oz to fight for only a few minutes.


  “It doesn’t matter… I am as good as you are now.”


  As long as the power that he named Almighty was there.


  Even if one black stone was missing…


  “That power! That magic power! I’ll take it all!”


  With all of the data accumulated, he unleashed his skills. It was an attack that was different from any of the ones he had unleashed on Chris, an attack that used all of his magic power.


  The spectacle created by the skills of numerous monsters was breathtaking.


  But that was all.


   


  “Are you stronger than Gail?”


   


  He never thought that all of that would dissipate into a cloud in a mere instant.


  But Arche wasn’t acting in any particular way.


  Just a looming threat──or perhaps not a threat to her, but all she did in the face of all those skills was simply to breathe.


  “J-just with a breath, my power… Almighty! This is ridiculous! All my hundreds of years are inferior to a mere breath? Am I dreaming…?”


  “…Mm, do you like dreams…?”


  Arche stretched out one arm and formed a fist.


  Then Oz’s neck was tightened by a hand made of magic power, and his body was lifted into the air.


  “Kahah… W-what…?”


  “If you like dreams, I’ll show you. …I’m very good at it.”


  His vision became hazy. 


  Instead, numerous eyes were gleaming as they looked at him. He also heard a lot of laughter, young and old, male and female, coming from all directions, up and down, left and right.


  The eeriness that sent a chill down his spine was hard to describe, and he could do nothing but be frightened.


  ──And finally.


  “Hah… hah? Why is there a blade on my chest…? It’s strange. Why am I piercing myself….?”


  With a blade of ice, he unconsciously pierced his body. The blood rushing from his chest and mouth startled him back to clear consciousness.


  “It’s like waking up after a scary dream.”


  “Stop… stop…it…!”


  “A nightmare is a dream, too, you know. Don’t worry; it’s just a dream.”


  A clear consciousness sinks in. And also, the same as before.


  “Stoooooooopppppp!”


  His last voice echoed up to the sky, but only the sound was sad and silent as he penetrated the body once more with his own.


  What Oz saw in his final moments, only he knows. It was a nightmare so bad that he ended himself in before the irresistible horror, and this was all that was left of him.


  “…..Unknown place.”


  While looking at the two collapsed people, Arche also looked around the area.


  There had been no structures as massive as this when she was alive. The view was spectacular, but it was disheartening to stand alone in a strange place.


  But then, the sound of panicked footsteps could be heard.


  “Hah… hah…! Both of you! Are you safe──Nya-nya-nya!?”


  Katima was surprised at the devastation on the rooftop and was surprised again when she saw Arche.


  Standing in front of Oz, who appeared to have cut himself, Arche was probably not the enemy. It was especially so when she thought of her anecdotes and the truth.


  The problem was probably Krone and Chris, who were lying on the ground.


  Meanwhile, Arche saw Katima rushing towards them, got an idea, and opened her mouth.


  “Where is this place?”


  She said in a wistful voice like a lost child, startling Katima, who let her white robe blow in the wind.


   


  Chapter 9 – With The Royalty


  It was late afternoon in the royal capital of Kingsland.


  The large fleet of Ishtalika gathered at the harbor was a spectacular sight, but it was all enveloped with a sense of tension.


  The reason for this was a threat that approached the capital.


  “When the largest of the ships came this way, it must have taken root here because it seemed to be the most nourishing.”


  The tree roots were growing in places on the sea heading toward Heim and were getting closer.


  “So far, from that far away country to here…”


  Lloyd’s eyes widened in surprise as he stood on the deck of the Leviathan and began to give instructions to the various battleships.


  “All of you, fire at once! That thing is….. a threat unleashed by the abominable Heim!”


  His chest ached.


  He was the one who had mentioned Ain as a threat unleashed by Heim. But it had to be stopped.


  “It’s okay. Even if you attack all at once, it’s only a scratch to the current Ain-kun.”


  “So it is impossible to stop the tree roots?”


  “No, Ramza and I are here to stop them.”


  The two of them were the most dependable of all. There was no need to be afraid because, according to her, the progress of the tree roots would surely be stopped.


  But she also added that time was running out. For in order to stop Ain’s outburst, they did not want to give him even an additional second of time to grow further.


  …..If this doesn’t work, things are going to get worse.


  …..Even we won’t be able to stop Ain-kun’s outburst.


  If they were going to move, they must do it now, as soon as they stop the progress of the tree roots, or they won’t make it in time.


  It was difficult to wait for Katima and the others who headed for Ist.


  Realizing this, Misty’s hand trembled as she gripped her staff.


  “──Misty-sama!”


  Lloyd suddenly raised a loud voice.


  Ahead of them, the tree roots had grown to enormous proportions and were about to engulf all the battleships, raging to sink them.


  ──Misty readied her staff, and Ramza tried to reap it with his greatsword.


   


  Then something unexpected happened before them.


  The sky, the sea.


  The world shook, and with a thud, a girl landed on Leviathan.


  “I’ll do it.”


  Both Misty and Ramza recognized that voice. Even in their lifetime, they could not have heard that voice without going back to before the outburst.


  As soon as the voice owner raised one hand, she said.


  “Just sleep a little longer. We’ll be right there to help you.”


  After the gentle voice, a beam of purple light rained down from the sky.


  It was a torrent of power that surpassed everything, a force that could not be matched even by the main weapons of a ship dedicated to the royal family.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  White Knight Castle, in the audience chamber.


  Before being severely chastised by Sylvird, Katima, who had returned earlier, was asked to explain what had happened at the Tower of Wisdom.


  She had just told them what had happened and that the condition of the two people who had not yet woken up was stable.


  Then he heard from the people who had returned from the battleship, and he was surprised to hear from them. It was Misty who told them that they should go immediately to stop Ain’s outburst.


  “Don’t punish these children. I’m the one who asked for all this.”


  “I don’t understand. Why would Misty-sama ask them to do this?”


  “Because I thought there was a chance that Arche could be revived. It was unlikely, but I thought it might be… I also knew that the researcher was a red fox.”


  She looked at Katima.


  Unbelievable. Neither of them had expected it, even Misty.


  It was obvious that it was all to protect Katima and the others, but even Sylvird could not disagree with the words of the first king Gail’s mother, and stopped pursuing the matter.


  “Now I am no longer surprised by anything you say.”


  There had been so much going on lately, that it was not surprising to hear that Oz had been a red fox.


  “Don’t worry about the two injured ones either. The elf girl who was seriously wounded has the blood of Gail and Raviola, so she should wake up soon.”


  “Nya… Nya-nya-nya…?”


  Then Katima tilted her head.


  “Misty-sama’s words sounded like Chris was royalty.”


  “Ara, you’re so clever. You’re right.”


  “──Nyaaaaaaaa!”


  Only Sylvird was aware of the fact that the Wernsteins were descended from the first king.


  Lloyd, who had returned from the battleship, had never heard of it, nor had Laralua, who was not present at the event.


  It was impossible not to be shocked by the information that was suddenly given to them.


  “I would have told you, but as you know, I don’t have time. You can ask your father about it later when everyone is present.”


  “Nya… understood-nya…”


  Unlike Misty, who easily let the shocking fact go, Sylvird was holding his head up, wishing she hadn’t suddenly disclosed this information.


  Although it was something that had to be told to everyone sooner or later…


  “I’ll tell you when all is said and done, Katima.”


  Sylvird couldn’t afford it.


  “And you too, Lloyd. Needless to say, you must tell no one else.”


  “…..Understood!”


  Standing nearby, Arche, who had a loose demeanor for a demon lord, opened her mouth.


  “Hey, Ramza-oniichan. Did you really swim?”


  Arche suddenly opened her mouth and asked in a distracted tone.


  “Yes, I did. I stabbed a big fish with my illusory hand on the way and made it do what I told it to do.”


  “You are a fiend.”


  “You really do terrible things, don’t you, darling?”


  “…You’re so unreasonable.”


  The atmosphere of the three people from the demon lord’s camp was very calm. They may be celebrating their first reunion in a long time, but there was no sign of nervousness from them. Even Sylvird and the others, who were watching this scene, gradually calmed down.


  “Your Majesty, Arche, may I ask you a question?”


  “Hmm. I don’t like to be called Your Majesty.”


  “Then, let me call you Arche-sama. I can’t be sure. In the past, Arche-sama was feared as the Succubus of Jealousy.”


  “…..Hmm.”


  “I want you to tell me how you are able to maintain your normality now.”


  As the king, as the one who stands at the top of the country. He couldn’t say that he was afraid to ask or that he had no fear of asking.


  But, believing in the reports of Ain so far and the fact that she had protected the royal capital just a few minutes ago, he said it as a final confirmation.


  “…It’s simple.”


  With an enthusiastic voice, Arche went to the face of Sylvird, turned her back, and unbuttoned her dress.


  “Look, it’s all thanks to this.”


  The exposed backside of Arche showed a deep, yet large, cut mark. This surprised Misty and Ramza, who looked at it with serious eyes.


  “It’s a scar from when Gail killed me.”


  Having died once, she said, there was no trace of the throbbing dark emotions she had harbored at the time.


  “He was kind to me to the end. He only cut between the core and the magic stone so as to not destroy my magic stone.”


  Just how much of a story was there? Only the parties concerned, Arche and Gail, knew it.


  Sylvird was now struck by the fragile smile of the girl in front of him. He also sensed that she was a king just like him.


   


  “──So this time, I’m going to stop him.”


   


  As she spoke at the end, Arche’s expression was fearless.


  As her purple eyes shone, the power gushing through her body overwhelmed those around her.


  Even Ramza, who claimed to be the world’s strongest warrior, gasped at the sight of her and noticed the strong determination and feelings she held.


  “Even though that woman made me go berserk, I know it was my fault that I caused the Great War. I know it’s not something I can apologize for, but…”


  Arche, speaking in a hawkish manner, said in a sincere tone.


  “When it’s all over, I’ll take whatever punishment I can get and make amends as best I can.”


  So please wait until then. She says this and hides the scar on her back.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Krone was the first to wake up.


  It was evening when she woke up, and the castle was in a flurry of activity.


  She did not know because she was unconscious, but it seemed that she had survived. She was happy to hear that Chris had also survived, but she did not understand the situation.


  The person who taught Krone a lot was Misty, who had stopped by her room before her departure.


  “I wonder if I could talk to you for a little while?”


  “No problem──Misty-sama? You are very close…”


  Misty sat down next to Krone, who was sitting up on the bed.


  “I can see you better this way.”


  “…I understand. So how are Katima-sama and Chris-san doing?”


  “The Caith Sith girl is in the basement in her lab. The elf is in her room. As long as she’s resting properly, she’ll wake up soon, don’t worry.”


  “That’s glad to hear…”


  She was relieved, but not for long. She remembered what Misty had told her.


  “Is it true that the Wernsteins have inherited the blood of the first king?”


  “Yes, it is true.”


  She preferred the simplicity of her reply, which was easy to understand.


  Krone exhaled and looked up at the ceiling.


  The secret of the Ishtalika royal family, the resurrection of the Demon Lord Arche, and the blood of Wernstein. Too many things happened one after another.


  “I was surprised, but strangely enough, I also felt at home. I don’t really know why, but I thought it would be a good thing.”


  Although she really didn’t know why it seemed to her that this was the case. But among all of them, Krone seemed to be the one that thought of Ain the most.


  “I’d like to ask you one more question. Has the situation changed?”


  This was the matter that Misty had mentioned: “if things continue as they are.”


  The purpose of going to Ist was to stop Ain’s outburst and to remove the control device in order to strengthen the magic stone cannon, which would become a force to be reckoned with.


  However, the situation changed with the resurrection of Arche.


  “──We were lucky that Arche came back. Thanks to her, we have another option.”


  “That’s──!”


  “Needless to say, having Arche herself here will help us a lot.”


  Krone, who was filled with hope and joy, had a look of strength in her eyes.


  “Fufu, you really like Ain-kun, don’t you?”


  She smiled at Krone.


  “No, I don’t.”


  “A-arara…?”


  This time Misty looked puzzled, and in contrast, Krone’s mind was at ease.


  “I love Ain. I can’t express it with the word ‘like,’ I can only see Ain.”


  She said this to Misty.


  The feelings that she herself had been fostering and nurturing.


  To the first king’s mother, strongly.


  “──After all, maybe you are like that.”


  Krone didn’t understand the meaning of her words.


  As Krone was pondering, Misty fished in the pocket of her robe. She pulled out another leather pouch.


  “It’s a new good luck charm. I got this from Ain-kun’s room before I came here──Oops, it’s nothing.”


  “I heard you say, Ain’s room.”


  “No, it’s nothing. Nothing to worry about.”


  She would not answer anyway.


  Krone gave up and looked at the leather pouch, a new good-luck charm.


  The one she had received before going to Ist was Arche’s magic stone, and in light of this, was the one in this leather pouch also a magic stone?


  “It’s strange. How was I not affected by Arche-sama’s magic stone when I held it in my hand?”


  “I made this leather pouch myself, and I used magic on it. That is the reason why it was safe in your hands.”


  Usually, a powerful magic stone requires an appropriate seal or pedestal.


  “If it was made by Misty-sama, that’s what it must have been.”


  “That’s right. Now, Krone-san. Close your eyes.”


  She was probably going to take out the magic stone from the leather pouch and do something with it.


  Krone looked anxious, but Misty said.


  “I just want to check something. Close your eyes, cup your hands, and hold it there for a moment.”


  Although she was curious about what Misty wanted to check, she didn’t want to upset her mood before she went to help Ain afterward. Besides, she didn’t think it would harm her now. So, Krone obeyed the instruction obediently.


  “Stay still.”


  Although Krone, with her eyes closed, could not see it, what was taken out of the leather pouch was, as expected, a magic stone.


  Misty placed it in Krone’s cupped hands and looked at it.


  The orange sunlight shining through the window reflected on the pale blue magic stone.


  “It looks like a magic stone, but how did it end up in my hand?”


  “A secret. Never open your eyes.”


  Misty carefully studied Krone’s face and palm.


  Occasionally, she wrinkled her brow and looked thoughtful, but Krone, whose eyes were tightly closed, could not tell.


  “How are you feeling?”


  “I’m just wondering what kind of magic stone you put on me.”


  “Is that all? No discomfort, no heaviness?”


  “…Not a bit.”


  She didn’t know the true meaning of the question, but Krone answered seriously.


  “Thank you. You can open your eyes now.”


  Misty’s last words were heavy, but in addition to her big smile, her voice could not have been in a better mood.


  She continued, putting back the object from the palm of Krone’s hand in the leather pouch and tucking it away in her pocket.


  “This is a magic stone that you should have. But don’t take it out without permission. It is only a good luck charm, so keep it in your pocket.”


  “W-wait! What do you mean?”


  “Fufu, that’s a secret too.”


  Misty stood up after saying that and headed for the door.


  She put her hand on it in a graceful gesture without looking back and left the room without responding to Krone’s voice reaching her back.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting.”


  She spoke to Ramza, who was outside the room.


  “I had her put a magic stone in her hand that I didn’t use magic on, but what the heck. Krone-san didn’t seem the least bit uncomfortable.”


  “──I see.”


  Misty heard Ramza’s voice and nodded back without saying anything.


   


  Epilogue


  They were in the corner of a harbor in the royal capital, sitting on a wooden box that had been placed there. It was a quiet place where the warm sea breeze and the hustle and bustle of the main street could reach them only slightly.


  Krone was looking at Ain’s profile, and her cheeks were tearing up with happiness.


  “I’m pretty sure it’s Katima-san’s fault…”


  He said this while eating some bread he had stopped at a stall on the way and bought.


  Seeing his slightly dissatisfied face, Krone said helplessly.


  “Even Ain was playing pranks with her, wasn’t he? I, Martha-san, have heard about it from her, you know.”


  “──Change the subject, but this bread is delicious.”


  “Yes, I think so too. So, Ain was in cahoots with Katima-sama, too, right?”


  “It seems I can’t fool you… We were indeed working together, but it’s like I was caught up in a cunning trap or… how should I put it…”


  Unable to give up, Ain crossed his legs on top of the wooden box.


  The fact was that the two of them were sitting on the same wooden box, and even light movement caused their bodies to rub against each other.


  The two hips are so close together that they are almost in contact with each other, and their faces are clearly visible to each other.


  …Resting his cheek in one hand, Ain looked out at the sea in the distance and closed his mouth in resignation.


  “Fufu. You’re sulking.”


  Amused by this, Krone shook both legs dangling from the edge of the wooden box.


  She lowered her posture with her upper body in a crooked position, then looked up at Ain’s profile and smiled cheerfully.


  “Hey, hey.”.


  “…..Hmmm, what?”


  “Don’t worry; I’ll make sure to say that it’s not Ain’s fault.”


  “──Are you sure!?”


  Turning to the side, Ain looked at Krone as she said.


  “I’m sorry I made fun of you. I’m sorry I made fun of you. I was actually watching the situation, so I knew Ain was just caught up in the middle of it. I’ll let you off the hook for getting on board as a result.”


  “H-huh…? So there was no need to escape from the castle like this…?”


  “Right. You didn’t have to take my hand as we passed each other and ran away together.”


  Krone wanted this kind of time because they had both been busy and working hard lately. So she had escaped from the castle with him, who seemed to be in dire straits, and had fled to the harbor.


  Of course, the schedule had already been confirmed.


  She knew that they were both free in the afternoon, so she kept her mouth shut in a spur-of-the-moment decision.


  “I was wondering why you decided to run with me, Krone?”


  “Even if you ask me… I only ran with Ain because you suddenly grabbed my hand, you know.”


  “I don’t understand it myself, but it’s good to have it occasionally. We haven’t had a chance to relax together lately, and I think it was just as well.”


  The casual words make her so happy that her cheeks almost blush. But it helped that Ain brought his gaze back to the sea.


  “──Geez.”


  His profile was slightly blushing.


  Either they are not being honest with each other, or they are just a novice. …Either way, it was still a mutually desired situation.


  “What shall we do this afternoon?”


  “Eh?”


  “I’m starting to feel like we don’t have to go home until nightfall.”


  After repeatedly blinking, she controlled her body, which was almost trembling with joy.


  Krone put his hand on Ain’s knee and leaned forward.


  “There is a store I wanted to go to with you…!”


  “Alright. Let’s go there then.”


  Ain stood up and extended his hand to Krone. That appearance was just like inviting people to dance at a party.


  Krone took his hand, but she could not just walk around the castle town like this, so she let go of his hand and smiled bitterly as if she was sorry to leave his hand.


  But Ain quickly takes her hand back.


  “I think we’ll be fine until just before we hit the street.”


  “…..”


  “Krone?”


  “No, it’s nothing. I’m just so happy; I guess I got a little spaced out.”


  She said lightly, in her usual tone of voice, which made him turn away.


  Krone loved that little attention and leaned into his shoulder.


   


  ──The two of them then.


  They proceeded on their feet as slowly as possible.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  When she woke up.


  This was Krone’s office, and it was dark in the middle of the night.


  Why am I here…? She rubbed her sleepy eyes and recalled what had happened after she returned from the Tower of Wisdom. As she remembered, she had woken up, listened to the conversation, and sent Misty and the others off.


  But it would be foolish to leave everything to Misty and the others and do nothing.


  There were still many people coming and going in and out of the castle, and Krone must have been working on her investigation.


  But, despite this, Krone was still lying on the desk in her office.


  She had fallen asleep for a little while because she had pushed herself too hard even though she had not fully recovered her strength yet.


  “So that was….. a dream.”


  She thought it was the day when she and Ain had gone to the castle town together.


  Tears were about to spill from her eyelids because she dreamt of a time when she was happy, unlike now.


  But she wiped them away strongly and slapped her cheeks.


  “…..This isn’t the time for this.”


  Then she looked at the clock and nodded.


  She changed her mind, got up from her seat, and headed outside with heavier than usual steps.


  ──Even though Krone had only been awake for a short time, she walked resolutely through the castle.


  First, she went to visit Katima and to check on the condition of Chris, who had not yet awakened.


  After finishing her visit, she strode around the castle, busily dealing with those who came to her in rapid succession.


  “Crown prince’s assistant-dono! I have the documents you requested!”


  “Excuse me for disturbing you! The researcher whom you asked for is at the gate. What should we do about it?”


  The volume of work was out of the ordinary.


  But she was not rushed at all; she was relaxed. She responded to those who visited her without stopping her steps.


  She must work harder. Her feet eventually stopped in a hall near the entrance to the castle.


  Then all the busy people, moving about, immediately turned their attention to her.


  Even though she was doing nothing, their eyes were drawn to the way she stood there.


  “On behalf of His Excellency the Prime Minister, I will take care of the necessary office.”


  Dignified and undaunted.


  She announced while attracting everyone’s attention, looking over each and every one of their faces. In response, everyone, without exception, tried to kneel down.


  It was also unconsciously,


   


  …..A couple of a man and a woman were watching the scene from the stairwell on the upper floor.


  “It’s strange.”


  The man who said this was Sylvird.


  Laralua, who was standing next to him, looked at Krone and was surprised. It was strange, and for a moment, it looked as if she was about to kneel down.


  “Now Krone looks a lot like Ain that night.”


  It was the night of his first party in Ishtalika.


  That was the night Ain had protected Krone and made the nobles recognize him.


  “Everyone wanted to kneel like they did that day.”


  “Yes. Just as you did just now.”


  “That’s right. I almost kneeled down as if it were natural to do so, unconsciously.”


  But Krone and Ain were definitely different.


  It could be that Ain’s speech that night was very similar to the words of the first king, Gail.


  There was also the indescribable dignity that he himself exuded. It can still be said that these were the very high spirits of a king.


  A similar atmosphere was also in the air in Krone, but in her case, it was──.


  “It is as if she were a queen guarding the absence of a king.”


  The majestic figure is just like that.


  Dignified and purified.


   


  “──Ladies and gentlemen, please lend me your strength.”


   


  Krone’s integrity, imbued with compassion, was full of receptivity that attracted everyone.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Some time had passed since the Sea Dragon ship Leviathan left the port of the royal capital of Ishtalika.


  Standing on the deck, three people were looking intently in the direction of the approaching Heim.


  “It’s amazing. That thing.”


  Yes, Arche muttered.


  “That thing over there is an amazing monster. If someone told me that was God, I might be convinced.”


  Despite her dazed look, her demeanor was serious. The eyes have regained their luster, and the power they wear is that of an awakened demon king.


  But even such an Arche can feel it.


  The strength of the existence on the far side and the fear of reaching here.


  “I think I’ve already been targeted. Like a hungry beast licking its tongue, its roots are growing toward me.”


  “Which means you’re a treat.”


  “I don’t feel bad… about it.”


  She shouldn’t have been pleased, but she was flattered to be called a feast of strength.


  “Good grief, your effortless reply is still the same as ever.”


  “…Mmh! If you say that, Onii-chan remains reasonable, and Onee-chan remains mean!”


  “Ara. What do you mean?”


  “Well, you were mean to that girl, weren’t you?”


  “That wouldn’t have been mean if you knew her.”


  Arche’s expression hardened for the first time when the conversation came to a close.


  She closed her lips and opened her eyes, which had been half-open. She then put all her strength to the test, and a starry purple glow spread out around her.


  “We’d better hurry, or it’s going to be dangerous. …Otherwise, in a few more hours, I think it will evolve into something we can’t compete with, even if we were all grouped together.”


  Now Arche is said to have the strength of the Succubus of Jealousy.


  Is that still not good enough?


  Stunned, Ramza and Misty widened their eyes and exclaimed. No longer willing to spare a second, the two hurried to set sail.


   


  ──Soon, in the wheelhouse of the Leviathan, which had arrived off the port town of Roundheart, Arche informed Lloyd.


  “Anchor a short distance from the port town. Otherwise, this ship will be destroyed.”


  With Lloyd looking puzzled, Misty opened her mouth.


  “It seems that Ain-kun’s power has increased more than we had imagined.”


  “That’s what it is. I’ve been feeling like they’ve been staring at me for the last couple of minutes, too.”


  “Hmm, I mean that. ──But, Onii-chan, Onee-chan. Do you have a plan?”


  “Nope. To put it bluntly, the best thing to do is to attack with all your might. If it gets too tight, I’ll pull back and chew on a magic stone to recover.”


  “Onii-chan… you are too appropriate.”


  “If you want to complain, then why don’t you devise your own strategy? But look at it this way. What is the best strategy to attack that ridiculously large tree?”


  “We carry weapons! I’ve heard that modern weaponry is amazing!”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. Weapons that can’t even match our own attacks are worthless.”


  Ramza’s words made Arche’s face turn sour.


  She put her hand on the windowpane, and her breath tinted it slightly white.


  The view of the Kingdom of Heim from the sea was eerily silent, but it had such a strong presence that none of these things are of any concern…


  Only the Gluttonous World Tree asserted its presence.


  “Onee-chan, it’s a great light.”


  There was an unnatural starry sky above the royal capital of Heim.


  It looked like a multi-layered Milky Way, and the stars were too brilliant. The reason why everyone could see Heim even though it was night was because of this excessively bright starry sky.


  “…What is that light?”


  After finishing his instructions, Lloyd naturally opened his mouth and let out a few words.


  Ramza answered.


  “That’s a crystal of ridiculously condensed magic power. If you get close to it, it will take you to the other side without you having time to think about it.”


  “It’s a magnificent thing, isn’t it? The world tree is indeed the existence that the elves worship as a god. Moreover, its existence has been elevated to the level of a demon king.”


  It was not a real starry sky.


  The tree was a mass of power that grew like a fruit on the branches of a giant tree.


  Blue, green, purple, and white, it lit up in the twinkling of an eye as if to enchant the viewer.


  It was fantastic in one word, but its contents were more terrifying than any weapon.


  “Arche. Can’t you and the same rampaging demon king get along with each other?”


  “If I approach it unarmed, I’m likely to be sucked out in an instant. Do you think we can get along?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t think it’s a good idea to give up before you even try.”


  “Yes, yes, both of you. It’s time to end this atmosphere. Let’s get this right.”


  This was where Misty shares her wisdom.


  “I’m going to rely on the dormant nature of the plant. It’s a defensive instinct to maintain life in poor and unfavorable conditions. For the time being, we will use it to stop Ain-kun’s movement.”


  Creating a poor environment for the tree may be a challenge, but it has to be done.


  “Misty will work on the roots, and Arche and I will work on the main body. That’s it.”


  “So that’s it.”


  “I’m sorry to interrupt, but can I ask you something?”


  Lloyd said.


  “What would we do if it didn’t have the instinct of dormancy?”


  He wondered if the creature known as the World Tree, the Demon King, could be put in the category of common sense.


  “I’ll think about it there. For now, just hope it doesn’t come to that.”


  If it doesn’t, there was really nothing left but brute force.


  And that was very difficult.


  Just as Misty let such a hopeless thing slip out of her mouth, the hull shook violently. It was because it made contact with a tree root.


  “This is the limit of what we can do here. We’re going to have to borrow a small boat.”


  “And when we get off the boat, you’ll have to get a little further away. Otherwise, I can’t guarantee your safety.”


  “Hmm! I’ll do my best!”


  There was no other way now but to rely on these three people. Having seen them off, Lloyd continued to bow his head until the end, until he could no longer see them.


   


  They moved into a small boat and continued on their way through the sea.


  “──It’s nostalgic.”


  Nostalgia floated in Ramza’s cool profile.


  “Darling?”


  “Don’t you remember the old days? The days when Misty saved me, and then we met Arche and traveled to many different places.”


  “Hmm… together, we fought many, many battles.”


  It was before the old royal capital was created.


  The story before the Demon Lord’s territory was born.


  “Yeah. I’m proud to be able to fight again with the three of us like this.”


  Dullahan’s Ramza, the Elder Lich’s Misty.


  And then the Demon Lord of Dreams, Arche.


  They are the most powerful people ever seen in the history of Ishtalika.


  “Let’s go. To end the last root of evil we have left behind.”


  “…..I will fight with all my might.”


  Hearing their voices, Ramza did not look back.


   


  “It’s been a long time since we’ve fought together. Let’s do it with style.”


   


  He looked up at the towering Gluttonous World Tree.


   


  
    [image: ]
  


  


   


  Afterword


  This is Yuki Ryo, the author of the book. Thank you very much for your patience with Volume 8. How was this story? I hope you enjoyed it!


  Well, Ain’s “boyhood” was supposed to end with volume 8 and enter his “adolescence,” but because this volume 8 was unexpectedly larger than expected, volume 9 will be the last of his “boyhood…”


  Ain, who has turned into the Gluttonous World Tree, and the three strongest people headed for him to stop him.


  A girl who still thinks of Ain makes a move amidst the fierce demon king vs. demon king battle that begins.


  ──And the quintessential story of his admiration for the first king.


  We are truly sorry for keeping you waiting for the culmination of the final chapter of “Boyhood…”


  We are in the process of revising the web version and working on it so that you can enjoy the differences and additions that only a book can offer. We hope you will continue to follow Ain’s story.


   


  Last but not least, Volume 8 was made into a book with the support of many people.


  I would like to express my heartfelt thanks to Naruse-sensei for the illustrations and everyone else involved in the publication, as well as to all the readers who have picked up this book.


  ──When the hydrangea blooms, I hope to see you in Volume 9, which concludes Ain’s “boyhood.”
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