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  Prologue


  Where am I? Ain thought to himself, as soon as he regained clear consciousness.


  He tried to move his body, but he could not move. It was as if he was bound by something, and he did not know whether his eyes were open or closed.


  In addition, he could not tell if his surroundings were warm or cold.


  But he did know some things.


  Fortunately, his memory was clear, and he was able to recall what had happened.


   


  ──Certainly.


  At the Heim Kingdom castle, he defeated Shannon, the chief of the red foxes, and ended a long relationship with them.


  After that, the slightest gap that arose in his mind caused Ain to run amok like the Demon Lord Arche. He also remembered that before he let go of his consciousness, he asked the three for their cooperation, using the “Familiar” skill he had inherited from Marco.


  Then was this the afterlife?


  Ramza of Dullahan and Misty of the Elder Lich. If the three people, including Marco, had stopped Ain, who had gone out of control, it would be fitting to say that this pitch-darkness was the afterlife, but he didn’t understand the situation.


  “…..Well done, me.”


  He did his best. The great ambition of defeating the red fox, which even His Majesty the First could not fulfill, was fulfilled at the risk of his life.


  The future of Ishtalika would also be fine. Since he had cut the connection with the red fox, he could say that at least one of the worries of a great evil attacking in the future──had been eliminated.


  So, it’s a happy ending.


  There is no need to try any harder.


  It’s so common for heroes to die in the end, isn’t it?


  Ain thought to himself, ridiculing himself.


  But──he couldn’t help but feel a little disturbed.


  “…..”


  This was the end, the whole thing; everything was over.


  The story had progressed to the last page, and all that remained was to wait for the book to be closed.


  That’s it.


  “…..”


  Was it a coincidence that he regained consciousness in this way, or was it the price for his hard work?


  “…..”


  His eyelids began to feel heavy. Whether they were closed or open, he did not know, but his consciousness was fading away as if he were asleep.


  The end was approaching.


  The end of his existence, the consciousness of Ain.


  Could it end?


  Immediately after asking himself this question, the scene of Ishtalika appeared in his mind. Memories, recollections. The smiling faces of his family and everyone else were vividly burned into his mind, that he could not get rid of them.


  “Don’t be stupid. It shouldn’t be over──”


  He was determined.


  At the same time as the consciousness that had been fading away returned, the world began to change color.


   


  ──Even though it was tinted, it was better than not seeing anything at all.


  The world was a dimly lit space with a warm, damp, and heavy atmosphere. When he looked closely, he could see that it looked like a stone prison, and it was familiar.


  “This is──the Demon King’s castle…”


  This was the cursed room on the way to the tomb of the first king, Gail.


  When he took his first step, he could feel the slight gravel staining the cobblestone pavement on the soles of his shoes.


  Then, from the corner of the room.


  “It’s so unsightly.”


  A voice was heard.


  Looking at the corner, Ain approached and saw a girl squatting on her knees.


  Her face was hidden from view because she was looking down, but there was no way she could have forgotten it.


  Standing in front of her, Ain opened his mouth unhesitatingly.


  “Why did you show up in front of me──Shannon?”


  “…..I wanted to disappear, but I couldn’t because of you.”


  “That doesn’t explain it.”


  “I’m not explaining anything. You didn’t eat my magic stone.”


  It was certainly true. Not that Ain did so consciously, but he couldn’t even recall the sound of digestion.


  “…..Why did you target Ishtalika? Why did you target His Majesty Gail? And the same goes for me. For what purpose did you use Heim?”


  “Of course, it was because I wanted to take everything from you.”


  “You say that like it’s a matter of course. Although we have known each other before, we have only met once at that party.”


  Shannon chuckled when she was told this.


  “You just don’t know it.”


  “What the hell is that──?”


  “I’ve wanted to bring you down for a long time. No matter how many years, decades, or centuries passed, I always wanted to make you suffer the same thing I did. That’s all there is to it.”


  “As I said! What are you talking about?”


  “Annoying. I don’t care anymore about the dryads who didn’t help me.”


  Shannon shut her mouth again.


  No matter how many times Ain tried to move her knees and put his hands on her shoulders, no matter how he shook her thin body, she remained face down and would not look up.


   


  How long did Ain keep this up? His attempts to get information out of her eventually came to an end.


  A heat wave that could not be ignored reached him from the door, and he was caught off guard by it.


  In the instant that he took his eyes off the door, Shannon was gone. Ain rushed out the door and headed outside to check the situation. The corridors of the Demon King’s castle continued as Ain had known it, but crimson lights were pouring in from the windows along the walls.


  “What is going on?”


  With a question mark in his mind, he rushed out of the Demon King’s castle.


  What spread out beyond was the view of the former royal capital, which was engulfed in a raging fire.


  “It won’t be long before all of you are finished.”


  A man with dark hair, much like Ain’s, stood at the end of Ain’s line of sight.


  Unlike Ain, he had long hair that reached down to his waist, a face about five years older than Ain’s, and was somewhat taller.


  This was the first time he had seen the man, but his voice sounded familiar.


  (It was the voice that echoed in my head.)


  When he fought with Grint and took Shannon’s life, the same voice echoed in Ain’s mind.


  “There is no other way now but to be one with me.”


  “…..I finally understand. No wonder I suddenly heard a voice I didn’t recognize.”


  “It is as I expected from the being who gave birth to me. Thank you for understanding so quickly.”


  “It doesn’t make me happy to hear your compliments.”


  “Please don’t be sad. It is because I love you.”


  “I’m surprised. I thought you didn’t like me for interrupting you.”


  Although they were supposed to have met for the first time, they were like friends who had been together for many years.


  They shared their intentions without saying much.


  “Surely you kept me away from the time when I would become one with you. You must hate me very much because you even summoned the three of them to clean up the mess. But I still love you.”


  “Oh, why?”


  “Because I was born from you. How can I love you and hate you at the same time?”


  “Because I hate you, of course.”


  “──Fufu, kuku….. hahahahaha! I’m so happy! I can’t believe you think that much of me!”


  The owner of the voice trembled with delight, and then.


  Unlike before, he blurred his voice with a slightly depressed tone.


  “I’m sorry. I think they’re here.”


  The man turned his back and began to walk away.


  “I’ll be back after I deal with the three of them outside. Even your stubborn refusal to become one with me will be too much for you to resist as I grow even more mature.”


  “W-wait!”


  “Take your time. I will be right back.”


  In the end, only the voice echoed, and the figure disappeared like a mist.


   


  “I’m──”


  Is there really nothing I can do? He asked himself and thought to himself.


  Once again, only the sensation of fading consciousness rushed through his body.


  But he did not give up.


  He clenched his fists tightly with both hands, determined not to let go of his consciousness.


   


  Ain remained alone in the burning landscape, searching for what he could do to help.


   


  Chapter 1 – To the Battlefield


  On the deck of the Leviathan, the sea dragon ship anchored off the coast of the Kingdom of Heim.


  Even though he had lost one eye, Marshal Lloyd was looking at the great tree towering in the distance with his piercing gaze.


   


  ──The Gluttonous World Tree.


   


  The tree, named so by Crown Prince Ain himself, was located in the royal capital of Heim, piercing the sky, and shimmering crystals in its branches sway in the night wind.


  The majesty of the tree could be seen from the distant sea.


  “It’s just like…”


  It’s just like a party going to defeat the Demon King.


  Lloyd muttered while shifting his gaze and looking at the three who had just landed in the port town of Roundheart.


  Well, there is no point in just staring at them.


  “Attention, everyone.”


  Lloyd clapped his hands to attract the attention of the knights and crew.


  “We are now returning to Ishtalika.”


  Everyone was puzzled.


  They had thought they had been prepared for any eventuality, but they had never thought that Lloyd would give the order to retreat.


  “I, too, feel a sense of failure. However, we will inevitably be a liability in this situation. We must never forget that our will and good name are worthless here. All we can do now is to wait for the three of them to report back to us!”


  Everyone gasped at the sight of Lloyd’s stout, regretful, painstakingly enduring face.


  “We will therefore do what we can. We must not allow any harm to come to the people of Ishtalika!”


  Lloyd’s words were muddled, but it was Ain who had the potential to cause that harm.


  Even just recently, it was still fresh in their minds that Ain, in the midst of his rampage, extended his tree roots off the coast of the capital of Ishtalika.


  Everyone was painfully aware of Ain’s love for Ishtalika.


  That’s why they must prevent any chance of his making a move on Ishtalika with their own hands.


  “All hands, take your positions in accordance with the words of the Marshal’s orders.”


  The captain, who had been watching the situation, said.


  Then all the knights and everyone else started to move at once.


  “Hurry up!”


  “Don’t dawdle!”


  They were in a hurry to do what they could.


   


  ──Soon, as Leviathan began to advance toward Ishtalika.


  “Please, may the fortunes of war be with them.”


  Lloyd wished the three of them well.


  “Ain-sama, we are waiting for the day when you will be our king.”


  A future someday, a future that was not far away.


  He wished for the return of the hero, who was said to be the second coming of the first king.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Elder Lich Misty.


  Dullahan Ramza.


  And the Dream Demon Lord──Arche.


  The three of them landed in the port town of Roundheart after disembarking from the sea dragon ship Leviathan.


  The cobblestone pavements were hard to walk on because the Gluttonous World Tree roots were crawling everywhere, and the houses that were not hit by Princess Olivia’s main weapon were also constricted by the tree roots. If there was a village in the forest, for example, and several hundred years had passed since the inhabitants disappeared, it would be just like this.


  “Onee-chan!”


  Arche opened her mouth. The gothic dress she wore was a piece of clothing that was inappropriate for this place.


  “What were you going to use my magic stone for?”


  “Do you mean what I would have done if Arche hadn’t been resurrected?”


  Misty answered, but she, too, had good looks that didn’t suit the occasion.


  “I don’t really enjoy listening to this.”


  It was Ramza who interrupted her with a word, and he, who had remained fearless here, said with a calm expression on his face.


  “It might bother me later if I don’t ask you, so tell me.”


  “Ramza and I were going to scratch the big tree and throw Arche’s magic stone into it.”


  “Ugh….. I-I feel like I could blow something up…”


  “Because it was the only way. Ramza and I were both willing to risk everything to stop Ain, but to be honest, it was more than just the two of us could do.”


  “…..Even with that man there?”


  “Yes. Even with that loyal knight there.”


  “Onee-chan, Onii-chan. …..Where is Marco?”


  When asked, the two couldn’t answer and laughed.


  “Perhaps we will see him soon,” said Ramza.


  “Let’s get back to the story.”


  Misty cleared her throat and straightened her posture.


  “We must now stop Ain-kun──No, the Gluttonous World Tree.”


  “And without a plan.”


  “I know it. That kind of thing is called brute force. ──But the Gluttonous World Tree is another great name, isn’t it? Were you the one who named it, Onee-chan?”


  “Ain-kun named it himself before he lost consciousness.”


  I see. Arche nodded. And Misty continued.


  “If you two can look at it and come up with a plan, I wouldn’t mind waiting here for a little while, you know?”


  Ramza and Arche both looked at the great tree towering over Heim at the same time and smiled bitterly.


  “I guess all the tricks don’t make sense after all.”


  “I know. I know that in this kind of situation, the best way is through brute force.”


  “But don’t forget to work together. Avoid both reckless and wasteful attacks. If you can’t stop Ain-kun, be prepared to self-destruct.”


  “I understand.”


  The silver-haired demon lord stopped and looked down next to the sword king, who nodded in agreement.


  “……”


  “Arche too. Are you ready?”


   


  Reflecting on her past, she clutched the hem of her dress with both hands and shook her fists. But when she looked up next, her eyes were not the same as before.


  “I will definitely save that boy.”


  Her usual sleepy eyes were gone, and her clear eyes were filled with determination.


  Her voice was also full of a high spirit that neither of them had ever heard before.


  The two were a little taken aback, but when they looked at each other, they nodded firmly at each other, and, with Ramza’s murmur of “Let’s go,” the three of them quietly began to walk away.


   


  “──But still…”


  Ramza suddenly opened his mouth.


  “I don’t feel any sign of magic power being supplied to Misty and me.”


  The two were summoned by the ‘Familiar’ skills, so this was a question that had to be asked.


  “That’s right. I got a lot of it right after I was summoned, but I haven’t had any supply since then.”


  “Mmm….. what do you mean?”


  “According to the original Marco’s skill, the summoner keeps supplying magic power to the summoned familiars. But now we don’t have that supply.”


  “It’s probably because it thinks we’re the enemy.”


  “I thought the same thing. But I have been collecting magic stones in anticipation of that. Don’t worry; we can recover our magic power if the need arises.”


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  At the same time, in the royal city of Ishtalika.


  A lone Caith Sith was walking along the corridors of the royal castle. She is the first princess in a white robe──Katima.


  “It’s about time-nya.”


  She guessed by looking at her wristwatch that it was around the time when three people got off from the Leviathan headed for Heim, and Lloyd gave the order for their return.


  It’s all right. There would be no one to interfere with this.


  As long as Lloyd could manage it, the only one who could break through the barriers of the underground laboratory was Chris, and even that Chris was sleeping now.


  As she passed through the corridor and onto the path leading to the treatment center, she was greeted by a group of knights on guard.


  “Why are you here, Katima-sama?”


  “Have you come for Guard Dill-dono?”


  Katima nodded at their words.


  “I have some business with Varra, too-nya.”


  “Understood. If you are looking for Varra-dono, I think she is in the back of the room.”


  “Hoho! Thank you for telling me-nya!”


  “But, Katima-sama. Shouldn’t you be staying in your room?”


  “Mmm, why is that-nya?”


  “I heard that His Majesty was very upset about you going to the Ist without permission.”


  “Mm! He indeed got ridiculously angry with me-nya, but there were a lot of things that happened-nya. Besides, thanks to Misty-sama’s protection, it was practically a non-issue-nya.”


  Not only because it was for Ain’s sake but also because, coincidentally, it played a role in the resurrection of the Demon Lord Arche, and Sylvird, who believes in reward and punishment, could not say anything strong about it.


  “And so, I’m sorry to interrupt you-nya.”


  As one would expect, even Katima suppressed her usual energy and stepped into the place where the wounded were.


  But the wounded inside were happy to see Katima.


  Although she was the one who made the castle bustling with activity in various ways, she was very friendly to the knights and servants. The current members of the royal family were all like that, but Katima was especially close to them and was very popular.


  “Nya….. I went to the trouble of entering quietly, but if you guys are all noisy, my concern will be ruined-nya!”


  “Hahaha! There’s no point in being so down and out!”


  “Yes! Injuries are inevitable. Rather, I would only be proud if I were injured for Ishtalika’s sake!”


  “Well, I’m counting on you-nya… But make sure you make enough noise to keep the wounds from opening-nya!”


  After passing through the rows of beds where the knights were lying down, she headed to the back room.


  With a light knock, Varra, who was inside, opened the door and urged her to enter, perhaps because she had heard and understood the bustle of the knights.


  “Have I done something wrong-nya?”


  “Not at all. If the presence of Katima-sama has helped the injured regain some of their strength, then as a healer, I welcome it.”


  “…..I am glad to hear that-nya.”


  Varra then pointed to a chair by the desk in the back.


  “Please take a seat by the bed where Guard Dill is resting.”


  The bed of Dill, who was in more danger than anyone else, was by Varra’s desk.


  “Have you been with the seriously wounded when they were fighting over there-nya?”


  “Yes….. I marched with His Royal Highness the Crown Prince, and when we arrived in Birdland, there were many wounded people there.”


  “But none of them were as wounded as Dill is now, I guess-nya.”


  “──Yes.”


  “I knew it, so you don’t have to look sad. Ahem. I’ll just look at his sleeping face-nya.” 


  At first glance, Katima walked with her usual cheerful appearance.


  But, her footsteps were heavy.


  “So, how was it-nya?”


  It was a question without a subject, but Varra understood what it meant.


  “You mean the healing magic tool you brought with you from Ist?”


  “Mmm! By the look of it… ah, this is it, right-nya?”


  “Yes. This is a small magic tool similar to a magic stone furnace that is connected with tubes on that side. The other magic tools would have required a lot of work, but I was able to cover the work with just that.”


  Oh, just enough to cover the work.


  Katima sighed loudly.


  “Even the magic tool that I took from Ist isn’t doing so well-nya.”


  “That’s…..”


  “I know-nya. I also thought it was just one of the possibilities.”


  Having said that, she doesn’t seem to be giving up. Varra peeked out from next to her and saw Katima’s face, dignified, ready for anything.


  “Is the other knight okay now-nya?”


  “Y-yes! The other healers have done enough!”


  “Mm-hmm. Then can I request you regardless!”


  “Request… you say?”


  “Yes, that’s right-nya. I ask Varra to bring Dill’s bed to me.”


  The sudden request left Varra in a daze.


  But Katima only laughed and didn’t make a clear point. She got up from her chair and walked toward the door.


  “I want you to carry Dill to my basement lab.”


  There was a strength in her voice now that made it impossible to ignore.


  “Is there a new way to treat him?”


  “There is….. Hmm, there is-nya. But it’s a little too much work for one person, so I’m going to need Varra’s help-nya.


  The basement laboratory of Katima was a place where many expensive magic tools were lined up.


  There must be another magic tool brought in from Ist. A pleased look appeared on Varra’s cheeks as she thought so.


  “Yes! We will bring him right away!”


  She followed Katima’s instructions without any doubts.


   


  

  


   


  Dill was still hovering between life and death, and the prospects for his recovery remained slim. His parents believed in his recovery, but as a matter of fact, Katima did not.


  She was convinced that if nothing was done, Dill would definitely pass away in the near future.


  “Hmm-hmm. You’re sleeping well-nya.”


  Despite this certainty, Katima’s face was not sorrowful when she arrived at the laboratory’s door. She smiled when she saw Dill on the gurney and reached out to touch him.


  “Tomorrow, the users of healing magic will come. With the new treatment methods that Katima-sama knows, things will surely turn out well.”


  “Hmm-nya… I’m sorry-nya, but at this point, healing magic is just a comforting thought-nya.”


  “Then you have a more effective means?”


  “I think so-nya. I heard from Arche-sama on the water train… so it might be effective-nya.”


  “You heard about it, you say?”


  Katima did not answer and shook her whiskers.


  “Good heavens. After all the danger I went through-nya, I’m not going to accept it unless he gets better, right-nya? When he is healed, my talisman will be waiting for him again-nya.”


  Before going to Ist, Katima asked Krone for a deal. The reason was that she wanted to save Ain and, at the same time, save Dill as well.


  So she ran around the Tower of Wisdom and returned to the royal capital with a magic tool that could be used to heal Dill.


  “Now, let’s get started, shall we-nya?”


  “Understood! Is there anything I can do to help?”


  “Mmm! I need you to take care of the injuries I’m going to get after this-nya!”


  “I-injuries…? Please wait! What are you going to do?”


  But Katima was unwilling to answer.


  She quickly pushed the gurney to the back of the lab and stopped it in front of a large, bed-like magic tool with numerous tubes strung together.


  Startled and waiting for a response, Varra was soon moving forward on her feet.


  A physical wall appeared between them.


  “What are you doing?”


  It was a transparent wall, similar to glass.


  “It was a barrier I had prepared just in case-nya. I was going to use it in case the experiment failed and I was in trouble-nya.”


  “Then what did you──!”


  “Don’t worry-nya. It will open in a few minutes-nya.”


  Varra continuously pounded hard on the barrier, but there was no sign that it would open. Besides, Varra’s voice could not be heard. All that could be heard was the sound of the barrier being slammed.


  Katima heard the sound and pulled out a small black stone from the pocket of her lab coat.


  “Thanks to Oz, we can try this method-nya.”


  This was the stone that was left in Oz’s hand.


  Before leaving the Tower of Wisdom, the stone was removed from his hand.


  “Nya! Nya! Nya! …..Wait, did I also have a talent for swordsmanship-nya?”


  Then, she held up Chris’s rapier, which she had secretly borrowed.


  From the outside, it was a strange dance, and the way she swung around made one question her sanity, but she just seemed to be enjoying herself, and there was a definite strength in her eyes.


  “…..Okay, let’s do this-nya.”


  The black stone was placed next to the empty magic stone on the desk right next to it, and the bandage covering Dill’s body was cut open with the rapier.


  Facing the deep scar that remained, she kept her eyes down and bit her lip.


  With renewed determination, Katima took a syringe from her pocket and injected it into Dill’s neck. Then, after a dozen seconds of silence──.
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  “──Katima… sama…?”


  Dill woke up and weakly opened his mouth.


  Seeing this, Katima brushes a lock of hair off her forehead with the tip of her hand.


  “There’s a lot to talk about-nya. But Dill doesn’t have much time left-nya.”


  The injection used earlier was a drug used to force him to wake up, and it was also burdensome to his body. 


  “If we don’t do something, Dill will die soon-nya.”


  “…..”


  “But there is one way to save your life-nya. It might have a great effect on Dill’s body-nya. But will──Dill still want to live-nya?”


  Before her pair of eyes, Dill understood that he had fallen and could not stay by his lord’s side.


  The reason for Ain’s absence here can be easily guessed by him, who had been loyal to him more than anyone else.


  “…..My loyalty… has not… died yet.”


  He was about to cry out in frustration. But he suppressed his emotions and clung to Katima’s words.


  The hand that was about to reach out to Katima without any strength was supported by her.


  “I understand-nya. …I have made up my mind too-nya…”


  Determination. Before he could ask the true meaning of those words, Dill lost consciousness.


  Katima confirmed this and forcefully pushed the empty magic stone into his wound. After that, she inserted the tubes extending from the magic tool into Dill’s entire body and finally inserted one tube into the empty magic stone.


  “The research process of the artificial demon king has shown that when the core is linked to the magic stone, it will connect with the surrounding organs and begin to build a new body. However, the problem here is that──”


  As a human, Dill does not have a core.


  Even if the core was destroyed, the magic stone will continue to live on its own, so it was easy to prepare an empty magic stone. However, if the magic stone was destroyed, the core would also die.


  At the same time, however, Katima had also thought of a way to break through this situation. As in the case of Arche’s resurrection, the black stone would serve as the core.


  “The necessary circulation is carried out by this magic tool──It seems-nya. Sadly, I’m not as organized as I should be, so I’m just imitating the Oz device I saw once-nya. It seems that this is necessary in order to rebuild Dill’s body around the magic stone-nya.”


  If possible, she wanted to hear for herself what Oz had told Chris in their fight when he was still alive.


  The only thing Katima understood now was what she heard again. As she had told Varra earlier, she had only heard it on the water train back to the royal capital.


  Katima relied on her past experience and knowledge to make it closer to Oz’s theory.


  “At least he doesn’t look like a half-monster, so that’s a relief-nya.”


  Whether this black stone was a finished product as Oz claimed, or because of the way it was applied to the subject remained to be seen. However, Katima’s research indicated that it was completely different from the one embedded in the half-monster.


  ──Rather, the unsettling factor would be the lack of magic stones in humans.


  The theory that Oz had thought through was not intended for a pure human being, so it was not realistic to apply it to Dill.


  “Katima-sama! Don’t do that!”


  Varra’s voice, which should have been inaudible a moment ago, was heard.


  The next thing she knew, the barrier had been broken by the knight. It seemed that Varra had called for them, but the cracked hole was still too small for anyone to enter.


  “The study also recorded that it almost failed when the subject’s characteristics differed!”


  “Nyahahaha, I know that-nya.”


  “There have been no experiments between humans and other races! It’s only between monsters! Guard Dill is an ordinary human being…! The purpose of the artificially implanted empty magic stone is different in the first place!”


  “…I know that too-nya.”


  “Then please don’t do it! If you fail, there is the risk of being physically harmed!”


  Having learned a lot since coming to the castle, Varra was also studying the research on the artificial demon king. She understood at a glance what Katima was trying to do.


  That was why she stopped her. She knew that there was no chance of success.


  ──But.


  “…Oh, it hurts more than I thought it would-nya… Nyahahahaha…”


  Without stopping, Katima thrust the rapier against her own magic stone.


  The blood and magic flowed out without stopping, and she hastily connected the tube to the wound.


  …It’s okay now. I can lose my mind without a care. That’s what she thought.


  And then, her body collapsed on top of Dill, who lay on the gurney, with a smile.


   


  “──I didn’t mean to dismiss you as a helper.”


   


  Katima let go of her consciousness, murmuring in a ladylike manner like a princess.


   


  Chapter 2 – Risking One’s Life


  It was while the three were on their way to the royal capital that the Gluttonous World Tree began to move. The tree roots that crawled across the cobblestones and bound the houses undulated in unison and attacked the three of them from all directions.


  Misty was about to raise her staff.


  “I need to make a test cut.”


  Ramza put his hand on her shoulder and said, showing a cool profile.


  Misty let out a short sigh, but instead of objecting to her husband’s voice, she replied, “Okay,” and took a step back.


  Even as she did this, the numerous tree roots loomed closer.


  Dullahan’s greatsword was waiting to intercept them.


  “I knew it was coming, but it’s nothing like the tree roots I know.”


  Although the moving tree roots were not ordinary tree roots, what was noteworthy about them was their hardness. While the blade did not penetrate easily, it was tougher than the bones of any of the monsters he had defeated in the past.


  “It is natural. It’s not an ordinary plant, after all.”


  “Yeah. Thanks to that, I could see that it was very hard.”


  He could imagine that the trunk was also more solid than it looked. He knew from experience that it was more solid than rare metals and large solid rocks.


  Even so, it’s not as if it could be his obstacle.


   


  ──His swordsmanship was above Ain’s.


   


  He was proud to be the sword king, and his brilliance was the best in the long history.


  Even the two people by his side boast divine speed that he cannot see through if he was not careful.


  “How was it?”


  “…..Not as bad as I had imagined before we landed.”


  Therefore, even if it was an awakened demon king, if it was a terminal power, it was not even close to being an obstacle.


  The tree roots that were coming towards them were all cut off without exception and lay on the ground. After being cut, the tree roots, which had been wriggling for a little while, eventually shriveled up.


  The tree was attacked a second time and then a third time, but the result remained the same.


  A momentary whirlwind swept through the area, and the tree’s roots fell to the ground, exposing the sharp cuts.


  “May I join you?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Hmm. Then me too.”


  The end of the unceasing rush of tree roots was no different. Where Ramza did not fight, his two companions were no less skilled.


  The Elder Lich, who has mastered the essence of great magic, turned the tree roots into the sand, and the Succubus of Jealousy only exhaled a huff──and sent them into a sleep that would not awaken them.


  But even then, the surging waves of tree roots continued to strike.


   


  The three of them started running at once, increasing their speed toward the royal capital of Heim.


  The roots, crawling on the ground in pursuit, soon began to slow down. Ramza turned around and saw that the reddish-purple magic was clinging to them like a chain.


  “Is that your doing, Arche?”


  “Hmm! Even if we beat it anyway, it will come back again, so I decided to let it fall down slowly!”


  “…..You’re attacking in such bad taste!”


  “Ugghh──! Th-this is what you call efficiency!”


  While joking around, Ramza was firmly grateful.


  It is indeed that thanks to Arche, no more tree roots were chasing them, and it was very easy to run compared to before.


  The royal capital and the towering big trees were getting closer and closer as they looked at their surroundings.


  The stage for the decisive battle was almost there.


  “──”


  But Ramza, who was running in the lead, suddenly stopped.


  The place was right in front of the royal capital of Heim. The city was now so devastated that there was not a shadow to be seen, but not long ago, it was a place where the city walls were built. The gate was almost intact.


   


  A loyal knight was standing alone there.


  “It has been a long time, sir.”


  “We passed each other only yesterday, didn’t we?”


  “I meant that we exchanged words like this.”


  “If you ask me, that’s true──Marco.”


  Marco’s body stood out even at night.


  The reason was that the blood vessels-like tubes running throughout his body emit a faint glow whenever they pulsate.


  The color was much darker than when Ain went one-on-one with Marco. This proves that Marco was in his prime or even more powerful.


  “I believe I notified you of the completion of the mission through Ain.”


  “I have received it. I thank you for your concern for my loyalty.”


  Marco replied, putting his hands on his chest and bending deeply at the waist.


  “I have a new mission for you, Marco, Deputy Commander of the Black Knights. Join us and wield your sword to stop Ain’s rampage.”


  “──”


  “What’s wrong? Why don’t you answer me?”


  Marco repeatedly extended his fingers as if clinging to the hand that Ramza held out to him.


  But in the end, he shook his head from side to side as if he was blown away.


  “Commander. I am afraid I have already received a new mission.”


  He pulled a huge sword out of the void.


  “…..As I thought, this is how it’s going to end up.” Ramza muttered sadly inwardly and brought out his sword as well, holding it up with one hand.


  “If you cannot follow your commander’s orders, then it means that your loyalty has died.”


  “Nonsense. My loyalty is not dead. That is why I take up my sword.”


  Behind the abstract words dwells a loyalty stronger than before.


  The opponent was Ain.


  Before he could rejoice in his reunion with Arche, who appeared in front of him, he tried to show his loyalty to her.


  “Arche-sama. I will never be ungrateful to you.”


  “Hmm… I know. Marco is kind, after all.”


  “…..Please forgive me. You know, after that battle, the one I truly served was──”


  “Don’t say it. Enough.”


  Ramza interrupted his words to protect Arche.


  “We are going to stop Ain. If you stand in our way, I will show you no mercy. I will eliminate you by force.”


  “Then I will only be loyal to my lord for his happiness. For that reason, I have no objection to fighting against the Commander.”


  “I never thought a man like you would mistake the definition of happiness.”


  “No. I have never mistaken Ain-sama’s happiness. If I had to say so, I would understand it more correctly than the Commander who thinks he can stop the rampage.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  Ramza didn’t want to be drained by such a meaningless battle. He wanted to go to Ain immediately.


  Ramza is inwardly frustrated by the situation.


  “I will answer as many times as I have to. I will fight for my lord, even if it is against the Commander.”


  Ramza’s eyebrows furrowed when he saw Marco’s body as he said this.


  While Marco exuded a dense magical power throughout his body, he appeared to be clothed in too much magic power. In other words, it could be described as a waste of magic power.


  While watching this.


  “──!”


  Suddenly, a flash of inspiration flashed through Ramza’s mind.


  “Haha! You really are a pain in the ass!”


  He suddenly disappeared──only to appear in front of Marco the next moment, swinging his sword.


  “Darling!”


  “Onii-chan!”


  “You two go ahead! I’ll soon catch up with you!”


  Marco turned his sword to the side and, without the slightest movement, received it effortlessly.


  “…..As expected of the Commander. My arm went numb.”


  “You say that, yet you didn’t even move an inch.”


  Strong, fast, and skillful


  From this moment onward, a sword fight, in which everything that anyone who handled a sword would surely yearn for was condensed, would be held.


  The battle unfolded in front of the gates of the royal capital of Heim.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Misty and Arche parted ways with Ramza and hurried into the royal capital.


  Most of the city was already a pile of rubble, and King Garland’s prized Heim Castle was crumbling.


  All that remained were a few private homes, but even these were covered with roots and ivy created by Ain, and the whole area was now the territory of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  Compared to the port town of Roundheart, the area looked even more weathered.


  “The evil presence for that boy was quickly sucked to death.”


  Looking at the side of the passageway, several skeletonized bodies were lying on the ground.


  It is obvious that they were former Heim soldiers, judging from the Heim armor scattered nearby.


  “What about when Arche was out of control? Were you conscious?”


  “I was for a little while.”


  Misty looked at Arche with surprise.


  “I wonder if you couldn’t resist.”


  “I couldn’t.”


  “Then how did you feel?”


  “…..I think it’s mean to ask such a difficult question at a time like this.”


  Mmm, Arche groaned and thought about it. Misty laughed, looking around warily, and waited for Arche’s answer.


  “Maybe it’s an evolved version of the day I had a bad night’s sleep.”


  “Yes?”


  “Irritable, kind of sore all over, not feeling refreshed. I lay in bed and couldn’t fall asleep. The sheets, the feeling of my legs rubbing against each other, everything irritated me and made me want to cut myself to pieces. I want to click my tongue at a strand of hair on the pillow and burn the ill-fitting blankets.”


  She continued to reply to Misty, who listened attentively.


  “I felt like every living thing I saw was a vermin, and the only time I felt better was when I took a bath. I think I felt like that when I went on the rampage.”


  Misty could only guess that Arche was conflicted, as she heard for the first time her own expression of her feelings at the time.


  “What part of this is an evolution of sleep deprivation?”


  “T-that’s why I said it’s hard!”


  Misty smiled at Arche’s frustration.


  “I mean, we have to help Ain-kun as soon as possible.”


  “…..Hmm! That’s what I meant!”


  When Misty finished exchanging words, she pointed her staff at the Gluttonous World Tree──At Ain, which was rooted in the center of Augusto’s mansion.


  Next to her, Arche also changed her mind, and her body was covered with purplish-blue magic.


  “Where should I attack from?”


  “Anywhere you like, you can start from. You have to attack everything anyway.”


  As the two were conversing, all of a sudden.


  “──Arche!”


  “Hmm! I know!”


  The battle was about to begin.


   


  

  


   


  The two women were standing on the deserted streets of the royal capital when a number of ivies crawled up to them from the shadows of their blind spot.


  “───! ───…”


  Without looking back, Misty transformed the ivy into glittering sand, just as she had done with the Heim soldiers.


  Arche moved next.


  She exhaled with a huff… and delivered the purplish-blue magic into the air to the ivy to dry it out.


  At first, it would be a small test. The two breathed a sigh of relief and remained vigilant, but as if mocking them, crystals attached to the branches spread out in the sky fell to the ground.


  There were as many as stars, and dozens of them fell around the two of them──.


  “Ahaha── aha… ha..?”


  “──Fu… ha… ehe… hehe…”


  Strange laughter gathered the ivy and roots around them.


  As soon as they seemed to wriggle around the crystals, a new creature appeared from within.


  “What is that?”


  “It’s certainly not a friendly one.”


  It was about the height of a typical two-story house.


  It looks like a single rose, with shark-like fangs on every petal and a hideous tongue extending from its columnar head.


  The mucus dripping from the tongue easily dissolved the cobblestones.


  The two women were struck with a chill at the strange sight and appearance. What was even more problematic was that dozens of these creatures had sprung up around them.


  “I wonder if they are strong.”


  Those dozens of creatures turned their bodies as they all slurped at Arche.


  They were not pleasant creatures to watch.


  “Considering the crystals from which they originated, of course, they are not weak by any means. The most troublesome thing is not the strength of the individuals, but the sheer number of them.”


  “I understand that. But why are they all looking at me?”


  “…Ah, could it be…”


  Misty clapped her hands.


  “Maybe it’s because I was summoned by Ain-kun, but Arche wasn’t through Ain-kun.”


  “I-I don’t get it! Is that why they’re eyeing me…? How dare they come around and make such a little girl their consolation prize…!”


  Then Arche stepped forward, ahead of Misty.


  “Wait! Arche!”


  “…..It’s okay. I’ll do it myself.”


  Without answering Misty’s call, she quietly but intimidatingly approached the rose monster.


  Her long silver hair spread out as if she had been bathed in the wind.


  Arche slowly opens her hands from side to side and opens her mouth to look at the main body of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  “All who are awake sleep equally.”


  The air rumbled dryly, and the ground and houses cracked slightly around the spot where Arche stood.


  “And so.”


  Even Misty, standing behind her, felt suffocated and weighed down and was unconsciously brought to her knees.


  What was she going to do? Misty stared at Arche, who stood in her distorted vision with a closed mouth.


  Thus, the Demon Lord who ran amok five hundred years ago.


  The same viciousness as at the time of the great war that will go down in history.


   


  “──This is just a dream. Just a little scary.”


   


  Hahahaha, ahahahahaha, fufu… fufu… hihihihihi… ufufufu…


  Several voices of all kinds, young and old, male and female, belonging to neither Arche nor the rose monsters, echoed throughout the royal capital. They were voices that reverberated, penetrated strongly into the ears, and entwined throughout the body.


  The voices made the objects lie on their sides.


  The houses that had not collapsed, collapsed all at once, and the rose-like creature also slammed the parts of the flower that had become its face onto the cobblestone pavement all at once.


  It repeated its convulsions for a few moments, but shortly after, it stopped moving.


  For a moment.


  All in an instant, creatures and buildings alike.


  They all fell asleep at the sound of the Demon Lord Arche’s voice.


  “Look, they fell asleep.”


  The dignified demeanor she had displayed earlier changed drastically, and with a blank expression on her face, Arche firmly grasped her hand.


  It’s not easy to be on the receiving end of something like that without explanation.


  “What the heck is that? It’s dangerous, you know!”


  “Pi….. piiii!?”


  Sweat was beading on Misty’s forehead as she watched from behind. The body’s weight was so heavy that she had to get down on one knee and let the staff support her body.


  “D-don’t get mad at me… I did my best, you know.”


  Misty was stunned and held her head in her hands as Arche looked downcast. The Demon Lord was a very special person, after all.


  If anything, it was very encouraging in itself because, in this way, she had shown the power to influence the entire royal capital.


  “Let’s talk about it after we get back.”


  “That’s good. Don’t get angry──”


  “I won’t get angry until we do something about Ain-kun.”


  “──Harsh.”


  Now, let the chase begin. While Misty got fired up regardless of Arche, there was a new movement from the Gluttonous World Tree.


  Many, many crystals of magic power came pouring down.


  This time, not only that but several thick roots and vines appeared from the ground and took up positions at a distance from Misty and the others.


  Apparently, they considered Misty to be an enemy as well.


  …The two of them shared the awareness that this was where the real work began.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Inside the royal capital, Arche and Misty were fighting desperately, and the same was true for the two outside the city gates.


  Ramza and Marco had crossed swords many times, but nothing seemed to be settled.


  Ramza’s dominance continued, but there was a reason why the battle was still unsettled.


  Ramza’s sword cut Marco again and again, inflicting wounds on his body. But in a little while, the wounds would soon heal.


  The shimmering light that poured down from the great tree melted into Marco’s body with its magic power. It never ceased, even though he was wounded again and again.


  Whenever they exchanged swords, the same scene would appear over and over again.


  “It seems you’re not running out of magic.”


  “Well, well. Isn’t it the same for the Commander?”


  “Unfortunately, Misty and I are different. When it comes to Arche, she’s incarnated.”


  “Hmm. It’s just as I predicted.”


  Although it was hard to tell from the faceless Marco’s facial expression, his voice conveyed a sense of satisfaction.


  “If I were to decide on the battle, the only way to win is to kill with one blow, where the supply of magic power is not enough to keep up. However, even if it were me, I can’t do that to you, Marco, who boasts more power than you have in your prime.”


  “It’s because the Commander has added an extra touch to it.”


  “Don’t be modest. If you don’t count me, there is no one better with a sword than you, Marco.”


  “I am honored to hear you say so. …No, no, I am sorry to Ain-sama. Just summoning me consumes a lot of magic power, and yet he has protected me from the Commander’s attacks time and time again.”


  Marco began to speak deliberately.


  On the other hand, Ramza scratched his head and opened his mouth.


  “You have a bit of a roundabout way of being loyal, don’t you? Marco.”


  “There is nothing roundabout about it. I told you from the very beginning!”


  Marco’s body glowed, and he ran forward with his great sword ready.


  He confronted Ramza’s sword head-on with all the strength he could muster.


  “I only wish for the happiness of my lord! I wish only for Ain-sama’s happiness!”


  Marco’s blow at this moment was filled with a power that the original Marco could not muster. All of this resulted from the enormous amount of magic power that Ain kept supplying him.


  “It’s a very unreasonable power! Strength beyond limits, yet no obstacle but yourself!”


  “You speak of something quite strange. The Commander’s power is even more unreasonable!”


  The battle continued.


  Even though the barren land was transforming further, the two did not stop.


  Even in a swordfight, which normally would have resulted in a loss of magic power, Marco used all the magic power supplied to his body and simply immersed himself in the battle.


  In contrast, Ramza still had room to spare.


  The difference in power between the two was such that even without the supply of magic power, the advantage remained the same.


  “Hah… hah… hah…!”


  “…..You’re strong. Marco.”


  The dust rose, the earth gouged out, and the surroundings, more gruesome than during the war.


  Both sides lacked a decisive move, and the game was in a stupefying stalemate. No matter how much they could heal their physical injuries, they were exhausted.


  Not because of magic, but because of pure physical strength.


  “It’s a feeling that’s hard to describe. Even though the opponent is in tatters, I have yet to strike a decisive blow. I have never experienced anything like this.”


  No, it was only Marco who was exhausted.


  Ramza still has room to spare.


  “As expected of the Commander. I never thought I would be made to feel the difference in strength so keenly.”


  “I, too, am painfully aware of my lack of strength.”


  However, the speed of the supply of magic power to Marco had slowed down.


  Overwhelmingly compared to just a few minutes ago, or even a dozen minutes ago.


  After a few more minutes of crossing swords, the change was even more pronounced. The recovery of wounds was delayed, and the number of scratches on his armor gradually increased. Seeing this, Ramza called out to Marco.


  “Have you had enough?”


  “…..”


  “I already know what you’re going to do.”


  “Look what you’re saying. Do you think I’m going to back down? ──However…”


  At last, Marco thrust his sword into the ground and released his fighting stance.


  “It is probably because I was not worthy. It seems that I received too much power from Ain-sama. If you take into account the battles in the royal capital, he is supplying me with too much magic power.”


  “Ah… so that’s what it is, after all.”


  “This is the end of my role. The next step is to leave the rest to the three of you.”


  “I thought you were planning to do that. But I never thought that it would really wear out Ain like this.”


  “I have told you so that there would be no misunderstanding. That I only wish for Ain-sama’s happiness.”


  “I have often been told that my problem is that I don’t understand well enough.”


  “I am sorry. I will keep that in mind.”


  There was already no will to fight between them, and Ramza’s feet turned toward the inside of the royal capital. Then, a new tree root arose in the wilderness that stretched from the port town of Roundheart to here.


  “I will be by your side later.”


  Marco turned his back to Ramza and readied his sword.


  “It seems you’ve been identified as an enemy, too.”


  “However, we were able to waste more magic power than we had planned.”


  ──Ain, which had turned into the Gluttonous World Tree, was truly a powerhouse.


  That was why Marco chose that method. He came up with the idea of wasting magic power that way before he was recognized as the enemy.


  “I’ll be waiting for you inside. Hurry up and clean up and join us.”


  “Yes── I have indeed received the order.”


  Now, after letting out a single breath.


  Ramza stepped into the royal capital and slapped his cheeks hard to brace himself.


   


  

  


   


  “Arche. Have you noticed?”


  “Noticed what?”


  The ivy and tree roots were coming at them from the front, back, left, and right. The two were deftly conversing while avoiding them.


  “The opponent’s momentum is subsiding.”


  “I’m so busy attacking that I don’t know what’s going on!”


  “Just take a good look at it.”


  Then everything that had been spreading around them was cut down.


  “──You’re right. This is our best chance.”


  “Darling! What happened to Marco──”


  “I’ll explain later! All you need to know is that he’s on our side!”


  When Ramza rushed to the scene, Arche was glad to hear that. Perhaps she felt that Marco had already abandoned her, so she expressed a deep sense of relief.


  Ramza tightened up the tension in Arche’s heart.


  “Now is the very last minute! If we don’t hurry, there will be nothing to stop it!”


  Misty unleashed her magic, Ramza fought back with sword fights, and Arche attacked with the power of Succubus of Jealousy.


  Unlike when it was just the two of them, Ramza’s presence made them all ready to go at once. The three of them were beginning to show signs of fatigue, but the same was true for the Gluttonous World Tree, whose momentum was subsiding.


  “What are we going to do after we put Ain… into a dormant state!”


  “We’ll have to figure that out later! All we can do now is let him sleep at whatever stage we can manage!”


  “I see. I don’t like it when it’s so easy to understand!”


  The three of them began to fight together, and as they gained momentum.


  “──Ehihihi…!”


  “Ahaha. Fufufu.”


  The rose creatures sprang up from the front.


  The Gluttonous World Tree itself was protected by an even greater number of fangs.


  “Stay back!”


  The one who was best suited for these creatures was Ramza.


  His sword was sharp enough to cut down a sea dragon in two.


  With a single flash of the side cleave, they were cut down in a flash.


  “The two of you continue to attack with all your might! I’ll work on Ain-kun’s roots and force him into a dormant state!”


  “Onee-chan! What if I kill him by really trying?”


  “Don’t worry, even if you do it with the intention of killing him, you won’t be able to kill him anymore!”


  Hearing this, Ramza immediately started running toward the trunk.


  “──Darling!”


  “──Onii-chan!”


  The distance between Ramza and the trunk was getting closer, and both of them called Ramza in a strong tone.


  Then.


  “──Take a good look, Ain. This is the full force of the one who taught you swordsmanship.”


  With the momentum of running, Ramza dropped deeply to his waist and took a large swing with his greatsword.


  Every time the jet-black great sword moved, the air cracked, distorting space as if the great sword had a gravitational pull.


  “Aaahhhh!”


  At this time, the surrounding air was drawn toward the World Tree──or more precisely, toward Ramza’s great sword, creating a gust of wind all around. It was so strong that waves were crashing violently in the direction of the royal capital to the port town of Roundheart. Mouch darker than black, a flash that seemed to devour the light went into the Gluttonous World Tree.


  “Gii, gigigigigigigi──Aaaaaaaaa!”


  A mournful voice echoed around the area, making even the three of them want to cover their ears.


  The owner of the mournful voice was the Gluttonous World Tree.


  The deep cracks created in its trunk were proof of its destructive power.


  But the joy was short-lived. When they saw what appeared in the crack, they were all horrified.


  “…That is the disaster that is created when the Gluttonous World Tree is allowed to grow to its full maturity.”


  “Oh, it would have made a ridiculously powerful demon king who could destroy this continent in an instant!”


  Inside, several huge eyes were wriggling around, and a black, sloshing liquid was filling the surrounding area, leaking out of the trunk through a crack, the sight like falling tears.


  For a moment, only a split second, their eyes met, but Arche couldn’t stop her body from shaking, and she gritted her teeth in awe as the awe struck her entire body.


  “It scares me, but…”


  Thinking that she could not let something like this go, she put all her strength into her body with a single thought.


  “You’re something that shouldn’t be allowed to come out. So….. go already!”


  Turning both hands, Arche hurls a torrent of power into the Gluttonous World Tree.


  “Stop, already──!”


  It was a full-bodied wave of even stronger and more concentrated magic than the first blow she unleashed after coming to the royal capital of Heim.


  It was shot like a spear into the scar, and just after it landed, there was silence for a moment.


  ──There, Arche’s magic exploded from the inside of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  “Misty!”


  Ramza called out to Misty as he cut through the ivy and roots that continued to gather around them, making sure not to miss the opportunity.


  Misty held her staff in both hands and held it horizontally in front of her face──.


  “I’ll seal the entire tree!”


  Elder Lich Misty. The magic she unleashed was powerful.


  As the ground and the earth crystallized around the staff, the tree roots that had been raging on the surface stopped moving as if asleep, and at the same time, the ivy and rose creatures died out.


  The crystallization reached the base of the great tree. It transformed the trunk like a polished crystal from below, but its speed was unexpectedly slowed.


  The crystallized ground cracked, and the great tree shook.


  Yes, it did not reach the point of sealing.


  “Not yet…..?”


  “Once more! I’ll make an opening! The three of us can handle it!”


  But the magic from earlier couldn’t be used over and over again.


  Misty’s brain was almost filled with thoughts of failure as she wondered if they could buy enough time for her to release it again.


   


  “──No, it’s the four of us.”


  After fighting separately with Ramza, Marco finally joined up with them.


  Seeing this, Arche opened her mouth without thinking.


  “…..I have something to say to you later, Marco, for worrying me so much.”


  “I’m sorry. Arche-sama. I will speak to you as soon as things settle down, so please forgive me for this moment.”


  The arrival of Marco, a force to be reckoned with, did not make the situation any easier──.


  As soon as they joined forces, the situation around the area underwent a further transformation.


   


  The sky trembled, and a purple electric storm of magic power roared around the Gluttonous World Tree.


  The earth cracked, and warm breath came from it.


  The ivy creeping out from the broken ground was thicker than the main street of Ishtalika, and its visible length alone was several times that of a sea dragon. The thorns covering its surface were longer than the entire length of a battleship, and at the tip of the ivy was a mouth just like that of a rose monster.


  They surround the royal capital in layers.


  Roots of jet-black trees filled the earth all around.


  “It seems that the Gluttonous World Tree has come to decide the battle, too.”


  Ramza said calmly, but sweat was running down his neck.


  Having spent too much time in the battle, the Gluttonous World Tree had grown even more.


  The newly emerged ivy was robust, probably due to the fact that it was covered with the unique magic power of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  Neither Ramza, who had boasted of his absolute compatibility with it, nor Marco, who also wields a sword, could now pass through it.


  “Zeaaaah!”


  Ramza cleaves his great sword horizontally.


  But it was unable to cut through, and only a drop of jade liquid dripped from the surface wound. Ramza shouts in surprise.


  “This is indeed a strange plant! I’ve never heard of a plant with bones!”


  He could see the core of the ivy.


  What was inside was not the tissue that makes up a plant but something rugged like the spine that supports the back of a giant monster. If it were just bones, he would have no trouble. The problem was that this was produced by the power of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  Because of this, it was impossible to cut them off as easily as before.


  “Commander!”


  “──Oh, thank you!”


  When Marco’s sword was struck again, one of the vines was finally cut down.


  But it was only one ivy.


  New ivy would soon break through the earth, and if you count the number of ivy that have appeared so far, it’s enormous.


  Back and forth, up and down, left and right.


  It was no longer necessary to discuss where the attack was coming from.


  “You should think that each one is much stronger than that sea serpent.”


  “Sea serpents──if you are referring to the sea dragons, that’s information I didn’t want to know!”


  The sea dragon was known as a national disaster or calamity in modern-day Ishtalika.


  Even though the sea dragons that appear every hundred to two hundred years were the kings of the sea that have taken many lives throughout history, all of the ivy that broke the earth and appeared here was more robust than that.


  “──It’s the worst.”


  Misty muttered, looking in the direction of the port town of Roundheart.


  “What on earth is going on!”


  “If we don’t do something quickly, the attack’s aftermath will reach Ishtalika!”


  “Oh──this is a damn busy time!”


  “Understood! Misty-sama! Leave the vanguard to us!”


  “Yeah! Misty, just think about casting your magic!”


  Ramza cut open a large flower at the tip of the newly attacked ivy. The flowers that fell to the ground instantly withered away, releasing a dense miasma that made even the two of them raise their eyebrows.


  “Aim for the face!”


  “Yes! Apparently, that makes it easier!”


  The process is clearly faster than attacking a solid bone fortress.


  As with many creatures, it seemed that aiming for the head was effective. Then the story changed.


  They avoided and sometimes used their swords to deflect attacks.


  The tip of the sword aims at the large mouth of the blossoming tip of the ivy.


  “But it doesn’t work that way…..”


  The magic crystals that have grown on the branches of the towering Gluttonous World Tree exploded as they rained down on the tree. Several glints of light intricately intersected in midair and pierced Ramza and Marco’s armor.


  “Guohh….. If it has grown so much….. By the magic we just saw…..”


  “Bear with it──! It’s stronger than it was a few minutes ago!”


  “Both of you!”


  Misty, who had been formulating her magic, gave out a sad voice.


  She was about to run to them.


  “Stay away from us! This is the job of the vanguard!”


  Ramza said in a strong tone and made her stay.


  “But──!”


  “Keep working on your magic! There is another job for Misty!”


  “Y-you mean besides casting magic?”


  “Yeah! You know what I’m talking about! You can’t use the same power of magic as before against an opponent that’s been strengthened this much!”


  “Then──”


  “Just back off! Don’t waste time until we set the stage!”


  Time is wasted by exchanging back and forth.


  Misty, who was told strongly and believed the last words attached to her, rushed to leave.


  “Arche, stay by Misty’s side! If Misty falls, there is no way to win! Never leave her!”


  “Nn! I understand!”


  The remaining Ramza and Marco endured the pain of their wounds and looked for an opportunity to counterattack.


  But there are too many light glints. The ivy could be cut down by swinging the sword, but it was difficult to deal with a literal string of attacks at the speed of light.


  Before long, the number of wounds on their entire bodies had increased to the point where they could no longer be ignored.


  “…..Commander──!”


  Marco stood in front of Ramza before he reached his limit.


  You come here and try to protect me? Staring at his back, Ramza’s heart burned, and he was frustrated.


  “You haven’t changed a bit.”


  “Yes…..! I will always be with the royal family of Ishtalika──.”


  “Not so. I know that your loyalty has never changed, Marco. ──What hasn’t changed is the story about me being pathetic.”


  Ramza, who, like Marco, had been pierced through his armor and was bleeding, grabbed Marco’s shoulders tightly with his increased, rather than diminished, muscles and forced him to step back.


  There was pain. But more than that, his heart ached with disappointment.


  “Marco is Marco, and I know you regret that you were unable to protect Ishtalika during the Great War.”


  But it was the same for him, too, as he thought about that time and expressed his regrets.


  “I let my son kill my sister, so I don’t deserve to be protected.”


  He had no intention of being protected in the first place.


   


  “──Watch carefully. You are the unrivaled sword king.”


   


  These words are not just words of advice. They are words to inspire, a chant to use force.


   


  “──Watch closely. No one is allowed to stand in front of you.”


   


  Only his whereabouts repelled all of the numerous glints of light that came and went.


  The great sword raised once again distorted the atmosphere and called forth a wind of jade.


  “Marco.”


  “Y──yes!”


  “I’ve been exposed as nothing but a pathetic figure. You can ridicule me as a man who couldn’t protect his family. You can call me an incompetent commander who only gave you a mission and then died before you could complete it.”


  Marco knew he could not lie and say such a thing.


  Looking at his back made him realize that he had done the right thing in following him.


  “I shouldn’t be protected because of all the ugliness I’ve been exposed to. I must fight for my life and save him from captivity.”


  Ramza then turned his face back a little.


  “And what does a man like that have to say about all this?”


  The slightest glimpse of a cheery, smiling profile made him seem human even amid a hopeless battle.


  Just looking at it, one could feel a sense of dependability.


  Ramza’s face transformed just as the glow was about to reach them in less than a second.


  A moment later, he turned his face forward, clothed in high spirits of the sword king.


   


  “──Don’t you dare make light of me, Gluttonous World Tree.”


   


  

  


   


  It was willpower.


  As the founder of the country of Ishtalika. As the sword king.


   The broken earth was further broken, and even the clouds drifting in the sky, which had been transformed, were instantly dispersed.


  The wind pressure reached the main body of the Gluttonous World Tree and tore through the leaves on the tips of its branches.


  The vines, which should have been solid, all fell prostrate to the deadly blow of the sword king.


  “Kuh…..”


  The same was true of the glint of light. It cuts through everything that raged and wiped out the area.


  Although Ramza was so exhausted that he could only stand up if he had to support himself with his great sword, the situation changed drastically.


  “Well done, sir.”


  “…..I don’t need any flattery.”


  “Flattery? If you show me the sword’s power like this, I will have to admit that everything I have done up until now was right.”


  This time, when he was propped up, he did not refuse.


  Ramza relaxed his shoulders and smiled wryly at Marco.


  “The Gluttonous World Tree must have been greatly depleted as well.”


  However, the Gluttonous World Tree began to revive and wriggle in the blink of an eye. But the momentum was weak. It was clearly the result of Ramza’s great move.


  “Misty. I don’t have much time, so I’ll be brief.”


  Misty wondered when was the last time she had seen her husband so exhausted.


  At the time of the Great War, she hadn’t seen him like this at all, and even further back, when Ramza was a skeleton, she hadn’t seen him like this. He was a stubborn man who thought it was a virtue not to show weakness, and he was a man who always acted heroically.


  Thus, she didn’t think he was wasting her time.


  “Chanting. If it is their intention to decide the match, we must be ready for it too.”


  Misty’s face changed.


  “I know the downside. During the chanting, you’ll be defenseless, and once you chant and release the magic, you’ll be as weak as a town girl afterward.”


  “──You sure you want to do this? I won’t be a bit of a force to be reckoned with after that, will I?”


  “I’ll say it again. The Gluttonous World Tree is fighting as it pleases, with no thought of the aftermath. Even if we fight with the future in mind, we will only lose the battle. In this situation, we have to rely on the legendary Elder Lich.”


  Misty nodded quickly.


  “I won’t get mad at you for calling me a frail town girl. I’m just flattered that you still think so.”


  She smiled wistfully, showing a mischievousness that didn’t fit the occasion.


  “I’ll do my best to hurry up. Just give me a minute.”


  “Yeah, I’ll make as much time as I can.”


  Ramza looked at Marco as he said this with a strong smile on his face.


  “I mean this. Are you still up for it?”


  “It is a foolish question. As long as my body can move, I will fight beside the Commander.”


  “That’s very encouraging.”


  Ramza said briefly, fished in his pocket, and took out two magic stones that he had prepared. He bit one of them like a ripple fruit to absorb the magic power and handed the other one to Marco. Marco crushed the magic stone with the tip of his sword and poured the overflowing magic power into his body.


  “Just one more step. Can you do it?”


  “Yes! Leave it to me!”


  Thus, Ramza rushed out with Marco.


  Behind him, Misty begins to hum a chant.


   


  ‘──The dragonsfolk’s scythe that controls the authority.’


   


  Originally, more than several hundred years ago, magic had the concept of chanting.


  The words are a declaration, a name, and a sentence.


  It was one of the methods to put magic power on words and to materialize the magic to be exercised.


  “I heard this story long ago when I was still a skeleton.”


  It was possible to exercise magic without chanting, and today there were few people who chanted. However, this did not mean that chanting was meaningless.


  “It is said that before Misty became Elder Lich, there existed a substitute mother mentor.”


  Chanting makes it possible to exercise magic that is not of one’s stature.


  The fact remained that the user’s ability was involved, but only when chanting can the user temporarily exceed the limit with consumption of magic power that was incomparable to that of usual.


   


  ‘In a dreamscape, looking back to the past, counting the sins and iniquities in the wreckage of the clique.’


   


  This was not the original way to utilize chanting.


  Basically, it was treated as a confirmation of mastery of magic or as a preparation to prepare the mind.


  However, not everyone was aware of the fact that chanting played a role in strengthening.


  “I have heard that countless kinds of magic have been taught. But one thing, Misty said, she could not master even after a thousand years.”


  Even so, the reason why so few people chant was because they didn’t have time to spare for chanting.


  There was no time for leisurely chanting in the face of monsters. Even if they did, the power of the magic would not be doubled.


  There were not so many opportunities to use magic unsuited to one’s stature.


  If there was an opportunity, it would most likely be in a desperate situation.


  But at that time, there would not be enough magic power left to use the magic of inappropriate size, so it would not make much sense either way.


  “I’ve never heard of it before. But what kind of magic could be so powerful that Misty-sama couldn’t use it?”


  “I couldn’t believe my ears at first. I was also surprised to learn that someone had taught Misty magic in the first place.”


  They cut down ivy and tree roots. The two wielded their swords together and fought only to protect Misty, who was chanting.


  “So protect her! That’s all we do!”


  One second, two seconds, and then three seconds passed.


  But ten seconds was a long time away.


  The thought of having to gain tens of seconds more from this point made you feel as if you were going to give up. But there was no looking back. They continued to fight, believing in Misty.


  ‘With this body, which has been repeatedly broken, I seek the wisdom of the goddess of time.’


  Misty raised her staff to the sky.


  This convinced the two of them.


  They were convinced that the chanting would soon be complete.


   


  “──if it can come true.’


   


  The staff in Misty’s hand transformed into a scythe with a dazzling light.


  The whole thing is a beautiful treasure as if made of crystal.


   


  ‘I have made a mistake; may I be granted a time of redemption──’
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  A flash of light reminiscent of diamond dust.


  It soared through the air and rushed across the earth. The atmosphere became still, and the surface of the earth, centered on the spot where the three were, began to be covered in crystal.


  The chanting was now complete.


  The scythe was swung down by Misty, pierced the ground, turned into light, and disappeared.


  “Hah….. hah…..!”


  But this was not enough.


  ──The Gluttonous World Tree, which continued to evolve by the moment, was still pulsating, though deeply wounded. The black liquid dripping from the wounds on its trunk soaked the ground and dissolved the crystals on the surface of the earth.


  Misty’s magic was not to be outdone. The crystallization started again from the melted area, and the black liquid was pushed back.


  However, the miasma rising from the melted crystals consumed the bodies of all three except Arche.


  From the black liquid-covered surface, blackened ivy appeared and undulated, agitating the four of them.


   


  “I, too, will fight.”


   


  The Dream Demon Lord, who had been protecting Misty until now, stepped out in front of the three of them.


  The purple-blue magic condensed in her palm and shook.


  It transformed to the size of a small crystal ball, shaking the sky and shaking the earth.


  Misty and Ramza immediately understood that she was transforming her life force into magic power.


  “I won’t tolerate an attack with the intention of dying.”


  “Oh, that’s like a slap in the face.”


  “Fuh….. what’s that? You said yourselves were going to stop that boy with the intention of dying, but you wouldn’t allow me to do it.”


  Arche turned around and showed a carefree smile.


  “No problem. I’ll probably fall asleep, but rest assured, I’ll wake up later.”


  And besides.


  “When it comes to sleep, I’m a succubus, so I’m better suited for it.”


  The mass of purplish blue leaves her and heads toward the Gluttonous World Tree.


  The movement is as gentle as cotton wool in a gentle breeze.


  Drifting──softly.


  “Wehehe….. heeehahahahahahaha!”


  The crystals cracked, and eyes and gazes crossed as they peeked through the wound.


  But Arche still stared back without looking away, even with greasy sweat on her face.


  “If you can stand that situation, you can stand it as long as you want.”


  “Heeaaa…. Ihihihihi…..!”


  Arche, the Succubus of Jealousy declared.


   


  “Good night….. the Gluttonous World Tree──!”


   


  The drifting purplish blue exploded.


  The storm wind, full of destructive power, blew, and the purplish blue light spiraled and extended from the earth to the sky. The destructive power, which did not disgrace the name of the Demon Lord, continued to rage for more than ten seconds, and finally, the light disappeared along with Arche, who suddenly fainted.


  “You’re really my proud little sister; you know that?”


  The words of exertion were uttered by Ramza, who had supported her body just before she collapsed. As he let her body lie quietly, he looked alternately at Marco and the Gluttonous World Tree.


  Marco, too, stared at the World Tree and spoke without thinking.


  “The Gluttonous World Tree….. what a tremendous power!”


  At that time, he wished that the Gluttonous World Tree would not be able to endure and would be defeated.


  “What….. what happened?”


  For a moment, the tree shook as if it had been struck in the back of the head with a blunt object. Black liquid stopped flowing from the trunk, and the blackened ivy shriveled up.


  “Well, it can’t be that Ain-sama’s heart is──!”


  “Maybe so! Misty! This is your last chance!”


  “Yes! I know!”


  Just before the magic she had chanted faded away. Misty’s power pushed back the resistance of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  The dissolved crystals covered the earth’s surface and reached the great tree’s trunk.


  The crystal instantly covered the trunk, and Misty fell to her knees and, at the same time──.


   


  “──The sealing process has been completed, it seems.”


   


  All around, the royal capital of Heim had been transformed into an object isolated from time and space.


  The cracks in the earth, as well as the tree roots and vines that had never known fear, had all been transformed into crystal objects, and not a trace of life could be felt.


  Even in the eerie sky, the crystallized stars of magic power had disappeared. Before long, the edges of the sky had taken on a bright orange hue. Perhaps it was because they had been fighting for so long, but it seemed that dawn would soon be breaking.


  “Both Arche’s and Misty’s magic was incredible.”


  “…..Darling.”


  “Come on, give me your hands. You did well.”


  Even though he was more wounded and worn out than she was.


  He smiled at her with a heroic smile that made her fall in love with him again, and she giggled and took his hand.


  “This could have stopped Arche in the past, couldn’t it?”


  “Only if I could have used it.”


  “That’s right. It would have been difficult to create so much leeway in that great war. ──How about you, Marco? You are safe, aren’t you?”


  “Yes. I am grateful to you for your compassionate protection.”


  “Don’t be silly. What’s wrong with me, the strongest swordsman, protecting you?”


  “With all due respect, sir, I’m your subordinate.”


  “──Fuh. I don’t care about that.”


  He said strongly to hide his embarrassment and looked up at the Gluttonous World Tree.


  He supported his wife’s shoulder and laughed with her.


  The Gluttonous World Tree stood out among these huge objects.


  At first glance, it looked like a glass figurine or a frozen tree in an ice field.


  “What’s going on here?”


  “This whole area has been frozen in time.”


  “Time stopped?”


  “Yes. It’s not dead; it’s not asleep. Everything is frozen in time.”


  “How about Ain──”


  “Don’t worry. There are several ways to save him.”


  “Oh….. That means.”


  They won in the best way possible.


  But he could not speak these words. His joy drained his strength, and he could only exhale a sigh.


  “I just want to take a little break.”


  “I’d like to take a break for about ten years anyway.”


  “I agree. But that may not be possible.”


  “I know, I know. I just need a little bit of a break.”


  The three of them, except for Arche, all fell down to the ground at once and looked up at the azure sky that was gradually changing color.


   


  Chapter 3 – The Queen’s Pearl


  Time goes back a little, shortly after Leviathan’s return to the royal capital of Ishtalika. In the audience chamber.


  Lloyd mentioned that he and Leviathan had parted ways with the three people at the port town of Roundheart, and immediately after Krone and the others heard this, a large tremor suddenly occurred, causing everyone in the audience chamber to raise their eyebrows.


  “Your Majesty. There seems to be movement in the battle in Heim.”


  Lloyd, who had been kneeling, stood up and looked out the window.


  The sky in the distance, only the sky in the direction of the royal capital of Heim, stood out even in the middle of the night.


  The glimmering glow of the Gluttonous World Tree seen from Leviathan could be observed even from here, the White Knight.


  “Lloyd, hurry to the port and take command.”


  “As you wish.”


  “Send the Leviathan and other royal warships out to sea as well. We don’t know what might happen. Move into position to intercept.”


  Lloyd’s expression was stern as he hurriedly left the audience chamber. He had only just returned from his report, but the aftermath of the battle was still fresh in his mind.


  “It’s so frustrating that we can’t do anything about it.”


  Sylvird said, and everyone nodded.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Several dozen minutes later, the ivy, which Ramza and the others said was more threatening than the sea dragons, reached Ishtalika.


  After leaving the audience chamber, Krone checked the scene from the window of her office.


  The sight of the royal warships, the cream of the crop of technology, all standing in a row was a sight to behold. Yet, at the same time, she was pessimistic about the current situation in which they were still being pushed around.


  “…..Ain”


  Only the tree’s roots were raging.


  It was the tree roots that the Gluttonous World Tree extended as it grew, sucking in nutrients. It was thicker than when Arche wiped it out and seemed to be so robust that it did not cower under the bombardment of the battleship.


  Fortunately, there was no sign yet that it was likely to destroy the battleship.


  But she could only imagine that it was only a matter of time before they did.


  “Closer…..!”


  Krone slapped her cheeks strongly and then left the office.


  The knights and servants were hurriedly moving around outside. She walked quickly alongside them, heading for the balcony at the back of the castle.


   


  When she arrived within a few minutes, many royal knights were already at the entrance. They were waiting to escort Sylvird, who was just ahead, Krone guessed.


  “Krone-sama. It is dangerous outside.”


  “I know. Where is His Majesty?”


  “──As expected, did you recognize?”


  “Of course. I am just as anxious as His Majesty to see how everyone is doing.”


  The royal knight did not try to stop her any further.


  In fact, if the fury of the Gluttonous World Tree reached the castle, it didn’t matter whether you’re inside or outside. That being said, they should have fled far away when the order was given to Lloyd.


  Besides, there was also the part where the knight realized that he couldn’t stop Krone when he saw her eyes in front of him.


   


  “You came.”


  Sylvird said without turning around at the end of the door.


  It was night, but the Gluttonous World Tree’s glimmer and the battleship group’s lights made it easy to see what was happening at sea.


  “It is at times like this that I wish I had asked the sleeping fool of a girl for her opinion.”


  “Fufu, as you say, it would have been better if Katima-sama had been here.”


  “Indeed. Now I have to think about how I should lecture her. …Even so, Krone, you could have run away, couldn’t you?”


  “With all due respect, I think it is Your Majesty who should have run away first.”


  The truth was, Sylvird was frightened.


  “In any case, the result will be the same. If the tree roots can reach the castle beyond the battleship, it doesn’t matter how far I escape.”


  “That’s true. The result would have been the same even if we had escaped earlier.”


  The profile of Krone, who came next to Sylvird, was dignified.


  Her eyes, reflecting the lights of the starlit sky, were staring straight out to sea, and her solid posture was like a holy painting.


  “──If there was something I could do, I could have crossed the sea with Misty-sama.”


  “Umu. I wish the same thing.”


  “Fufu, Your Majesty. I may be able to go, but there is no way you can go.”


  “I suppose you are right….. As for me, I’m also afraid to send Krone there.”


  “No, I am fine.”


  Krone smiles stoutly and continues to speak.


  “I’m not worth much if Ain is not here.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. It would be a great loss for Ishtalika to lose you now.”


  “I am honored to hear you say so. But I can’t imagine the world without Ain.”


  She looked up at Sylvird, who was standing next to her.


  She turned her head slightly and said apologetically, her expression still stout, but her fingertips on the railing were shaking ever so slightly.


  She was probably frustrated at not being able to do anything and terrified of a world without Ain, whom she had thought about even for a moment. Sylvird saw this and gently opened his mouth.


  “Then we must ask Ain to return as soon as possible.”


   


  ──While they were talking, the Gluttonous World Tree continued to grow its roots.


  The pride of Ishtalika’s maritime force was assembled, but they were not able to cope with it.


  “…..I’m sure that Arche-sama’s side weren’t the ones who were defeated.”


  “Yes. If they had lost, the tree’s roots would have already enveloped Ishtalika.”


  The two guessed that if that were the case, they would have been struggling as close to defeat as possible.


  The thought that the resurrected Demon Lord, the Sword King, and the Elder Lich are all powerless together reaffirms their helplessness.


   


  Suddenly, the sea behind the castle swelled dramatically.


  “We must go back inside.”


  He said it like that, but he was not sure if he should go back in.


  Although Sylvird said strongly, Krone would not budge. When he reached for her arm to force her to go with him, the two of them jumped away from the railing.


  “What──This is!?”


  “Your Majesty!”


  “Leave quickly! We’re retreating into the castle!”


  No way, already?


  The balcony railing had been shattered and collapsed by the tree roots that had emerged from the sea behind the castle.


  As they rushed to escape, ivy sprang up from the tree roots as if to block their way, and human-sized flowers bloomed. The flowers were like roses.


  “Ihihi──”


  In the center of the flower was a mouth reminiscent of a ferocious beast, its sharp fangs dripping a sticky liquid.


  “Both of you! Please run!”


  “Hurry! Quickly!”


  “Leave this to us!”


  The royal knights rushed in to confront them with their swords, but they were swept away by other tree roots that simply moved to the side. The royal knights, who had been struck by their helplessness, were still undaunted and tried to stand up, but their hands and feet were tied to the ivy, and they were unable to move.


  In the meantime, Krone was tied to the ivy and lifted into the air, and Sylvird was bound to crawl on the ground.


  “U….. ugh…..”


  “Wait! Don’t touch her!”


  Krone did not shed a tear but turned her head and closed her eyes as if praying.


  Just below her, Sylvird was attempting to help her with all his strength. However, the ivy continues to restrain everyone without moving an inch.


  The fangs, dripping with bodily fluids, slowly approach Krone, and she makes a deafening cry of delight.


  “Ehehe, hahah──”


  “Ngghh──”


  “Ufufufu, wehehehe.”


  Just a moment after Krone was almost bitten off in front of the snarling Sylvird’s gaze.


  “What is that light?”


  “I-it’s from Krone-sama!”


  Something glowed in Krone’s chest.


  The ivy, the roots, and the flowers were all frightened by the light. The startled and blinkered Krone’s hands are free again, and she has time to reach for the shiny object on her chest.


  “The talisman is…?”


  The object at the tip of her outstretched hand was a leather pouch. The talisman Misty had given her.


  Holding the talisman in both hands, a dazzling azure glow emanated from the knots in the pouch.


  Furthermore, the frightened tree roots and ivy brought freedom to Sylvird and the knights and made them stand up to save Krone.


  However, even though they were frightened, the enemy was the Gluttonous World Tree.


  The path to Krone was blocked, and even if they swung their swords, they would not stand a chance.


   


  Then──.


  Something flew out of the open door.


  The sound of a thud is heard, and something stuck into the tree roots and ivy.


  “──Glad I got here in time.”


  The calm female voice that came through the door sounded familiar.


  How did she get here? Krone wondered, without getting an answer, she gained physical freedom and collapsed to the floor, which was barely left.


  The person who stepped next to her to support her body was──.


  “Sierra-san?”


  The short, silver-haired elf was Chris’s childhood friend, Sierra.
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  “W-why are you here in the royal capital?”


  “I am here by order of the chief. I came to see if I could lend you some of the old wisdom that we elves possess──It seems that I was right to come here.”


  “Thank goodness you’re here! Sierra! Get Krone out here as soon as possible!”


  “Please rest assured. Your Majesty. There’s nothing more to worry about.”


  In her hand, she held several silver knives with engravings on them, the same ones stuck into the ivy and tree roots in the surroundings.


  “These are knives with old curses on them. They are imbued with the sanctuary’s magic powers, so they show particular strength against evil beings.”


  The tree roots that struck the place no longer seemed to be moving.


  They clung to the half-destroyed balcony and turned into mere vegetation.


  “Thankfully, we were saved by your power.”


  Sylvird tried to express his gratitude.


  “──No. Apparently not, exactly.”


  “Hmm? Why, then?”


  “I’m not sure yet, but perhaps it is because of the item Krone-sama has in her possession.”


  “My… item?”


  “Yes. Let’s slowly talk about it in more detail in a different place.”


  Thus, Krone stood up with Sierra’s help. She felt a slight twinge in her leg, and pain welled up, but it didn’t matter.


  “Ouch──”


  Because she had been so tormented by an intense headache that she couldn’t afford to worry about it.


  Even though she had just stood up with Sierra’s help, she unintentionally held her head with both hands.


   


  …..Krone-sama!


  …..What’s the matter with you? Krone!


   


  Sierra and Sylvird’s concerned voices reached her, but it was hard to hear them as if they were speaking to her from somewhere far away.


  Soon, the voice of someone else reached her ears instead.


  At about the same time, the intense headache subsided.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  When she opened her eyes, it was strangely not on the balcony. The place was….. a little different, but it seemed to be Sylvird’s room.


  Krone was in the corner of that room, standing still.


  She tried to move her body, but she couldn’t, nor could she look around.


  But when she calmed down, she realized that there was a man and a woman in the room.


  She noticed a man with only his upper body up on the bed, and a woman cuddled up to him.


  “I’ve slept too much, and my body is heavy. Can I go outside and swing my sword?”


  “If you want my permission, next month, you too will speak to the people.”


  For a moment, she thought Ain was talking to someone else. Then she was startled, perhaps because the woman who answered sounded so much like herself.


  ──The only thing is that she can’t see their faces because of the bed canopy.


  “Next month….. next month, huh…..?”


  “Geez, why are you so confused!”


  “──Sorry. I don’t think I’ll last another month.”


  The man told the woman at his side, patting her on the head as if he had no choice. The woman buried her face in the man’s breastplate, tears spilling down her face and her body seemingly shaking.


  “…..You can’t do anything about it anymore?”


  “Yeah, there is nothing I can do about it.”


  “…I’m… we made you fight alone──”


  “No, it’s not. It just means I should have fought.”


  The woman looked up at him, her face streaked with tears, and asked, “What do you want to do?”


  He thought for a moment, then laughed and said.


  “I want to spend my last days in my hometown.”


  The woman nodded without saying a word.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  “Krone-sama!”


  “Eh… What was that…?”


  The next thing she knew, Krone was tucked into bed in one of the castle rooms.


  She no longer had the headache, nor were the tree roots and ivy raging. With the help of Sierra, who was standing beside her watching over her, she raised herself and looked out the window to see that, although there was a battleship, the sea bed had somehow regained its normal serenity.


  “I’m glad you’re okay… that scared me to death, you know?”


  Sylvird was also standing close by, and he let out a breath of heartfelt relief.


  “Yes. I’m so glad.”


  “Both of you, may I ask you what exactly is happening to me…?”


  “You’ve been unconscious for about half an hour.”


  “…I’m sorry──Oh, yes! Where is the leather pouch?”


  She panicked when she realized that the talisman was not in her hand.


  Sierra pointed to the table next to the bed.


  “It’s over here. Please don’t worry about it.”


  The talisman was on a wooden tray.


  Krone immediately reached out and clutched the leather pouch with both hands. Seeing this, Sylvird and Sierra exchanged glances.


  “I apologize, but I have seen what you have in that pouch.”


  “No problem. This is a talisman given to me by Misty-sama──I mean, given to me by a certain someone. I have not been told what kind of magic stone is in it.”


  “When you say Misty-sama…”


  Sierra must not know of her existence. That’s why Krone had to rephrase it as a certain someone.


  However, she was soon informed that her concern was useless.


  “She is the one I just told you about. The Elder Lich Misty, the mother of His Majesty the First.”


  Sylvird said that he had already explained the situation to Sierra, including Ain’s rampage.


  “You do not mind if I speak to Sierra-san about it?”


  “There is a reason why I have to tell her. Because this talisman of yours──”


  “Your Majesty. I will explain it to her.”


  Sierra sat down in a small round chair next to the bed.


  “The stone in your leather pouch is a magic stone that has been in Sith Mill for a long time. It was in the chief’s room, and only the chief and I know of its existence.”


  “It is a….. precious magic stone, isn’t it?”


  “Perhaps. But actually, I don’t know what kind of magic stone it is either. The chief told me she would tell me when I took her place.”


  “…Why did Misty-sama…”


  “Yes. I have wondered that myself.”


  “After hearing the story, I also had the same doubts. I don’t believe that Misty-sama would steal it, and I don’t believe that the chief of the elves would lose such an important magic stone.”


  “So, His Majesty and I have come to a conclusion.”


  Sierra’s voice was confident.


   


  “The chief gave it to His Highness the Crown Prince without my knowledge.”


   


  Krone immediately thought back to this.


  It was before she saw Misty and the others off when she met her and was given the talisman. As she recalled, Misty had said at that time.


  “It’s a new talisman. I got this in Ain-kun’s room──No, it’s nothing.”


  That’s what she had said.


  If the elven chief had given this magic stone to Ain and Misty had borrowed it from Ain’s room, it would have been more fitting.


  “And it was that magic stone that restrained the crown prince’s rampage.”


  She could imagine a little of that, too.


  Sierra had said shortly after she had rushed over that it was probably due to something Krone had in her possession that she had been able to suppress the tree roots and ivy.


  “Let’s leave aside my complaints about the chief not telling me what was so important. Fortunately, that magic stone seems to be enough to curb the crown prince’s rampage, so it’s a trivial matter.”


  “However,” Sierra’s voice changed slightly to a quizzical tone.


  “The magic stone was covered with special silk soaked with magic power that floated through the sanctuary. Without it, it would have had the power to strongly poison the body of anyone who came into contact with it. However, it seems that there is no problem even if Krone-sama touches it. I was curious about that.”


  “I think this leather pouch was made by Misty-sama.”


  Sierra nodded her head.


  “Not a single thing was done to the leather pouch. It is well tanned, but that is all it is.”


  “──Eh?”


  “I can’t touch it, and neither can Sierra. I got sick just trying to touch it.”


  “Yes, that’s right. Of course, in addition to the warriors I brought with me, the castle knights also tried, but not one of them could touch it.”


  “Umu. I even borrowed a special magic tool from Majolica and was finally able to carry it. But even then, the magic tool reached its limits and was damaged.”


  How did Krone keep that kind of magic stone in her pocket?


  She still held it in both hands, but from their point of view, it’s unsettling. Looking at Krone, who was looking so nonchalant, the question only deepened.


  But there is one answer to that question.


  Earlier, Sierra mentioned that ‘It was able to suppress the rampage.’ And the only one who could use that power was Krone here.


   


  …..Maybe there is something I can do for Ain.


   


  It was still small and feeble in her heart.


  But as a certain hope began to grow in her heart, Krone’s chest shook with a great thump.


   


  Chapter 4 – Old Memories and the Black-Haired Demon King


  While exploring what he could do in the burning former royal capital, Ain stopped in his tracks. He fell to his knees with an intense headache that came all of a sudden.


  “Gghh… ah…!”


  He laid down with his hands on his head, gasping from the constant pain.


  He thought that the three people he had summoned had suffered a defeat, but the pain receded unexpectedly quickly. Then he stood up, keeping a wary eye on his surroundings, and the scenery changed dramatically.


   


  ──The furniture and carpets were different, but the room had the same structure as his grandfather’s, which was familiar to him.


  As he looked around curiously, he noticed a man sitting up on the bed. He wanted to approach him, but he could not walk.


  The only thing Ain was allowed to do was to stand by the side of the room as an onlooker.


  “I want to sleep in my hometown at the end of my life.”


  A voice similar to Ain’s came out of the man’s mouth. However, the bed canopy did not allow him to see the man’s face.


  The only other thing he could recognize was the presence of a woman sitting next to that man’s bed. It seemed that the man was talking to her.


  “But first, I have something I need to do.”


  “Are you going to fight again?”


  “No. I have to leave something behind.”


  After saying that, he stood up and went to the window at the back of the room, where Ain could see him.


  “I want you to let me leave the castle for a couple of weeks.”


  “….. That’s a terrible thing to say. You said earlier that you wouldn’t last another month. And now you want to take half of that time away from me?”


  “Are you angry?”


  “I won’t be angry if you stay with me until I die.”


  “Oh….. So you’re saying that I wouldn’t be able to escape from your anger?”


  He said jokingly, but the woman was quivering as she sat down.


  Even her breath seems to be laced with sobs.


  “For the sake of our children, I hope you’ll forgive me.”


  “──This is so unfair, Gail.”


  The woman said──the first queen, Raviola, in a trembling voice.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  His vision darkened, and the scenery changed.


  It was a forest, and plants that were familiar to Ain surrounded the area.


  (Is this the road leading to Sith Mill?)


  As he looked around, Ain noticed one more thing that was different from before. His legs, which should have remained immobile, were moving.


  He was happy to be able to move of his own free will. But immediately after, the sound of leaves and branches being stepped on started coming from behind him, and Ain hurriedly turned around.


  “….. I’m almost there, aren’t I?”


  Walking a few steps behind him was Gail.


  He was walking alone, gasping for breath, using his proud sword as a walking stick. Seeing that he had quickly passed by Ain, Ain followed him without saying a word.


  “Stop!”


  “No one is ever allowed to enter our forest──”


  Further, into the sun tree, which bore glowing fruit, the elven warriors appeared from behind a tree.


  They were wary at first but then panicked when they realized that the visitor was Gail.


  “I’m sorry to startle you. Is that girl here?”


  “Please, come this way! If it is the chief, she should be in the back!”


  Gail continued, supported by the warrior’s shoulders.


  After walking for a while, they arrived at a place where the elves’ houses were lined up, but compared to the Sith Mill that Ain knew, there were few buildings, and even if there were, they were simple ones.


  Still, the large stump where the chief of the elves resided remained unchanged. When entered, the familiar structure continued.


  “──Your Majesty! Why are you here?”


  The elven chief who greeted Gail inside the house was astonished, and her face was stained with shock. Her face was younger than Ain knew, and she looked like she was in her twenties.


  “I’m sorry to come on such short notice, but I was wondering if I could stay here for about ten days.”


  After the Great War was over, why did the person who was supposed to be in the royal capital suddenly come to stay here? The chief, who had her doubts, looked at Gail’s body and kept her eyes down.


  Elves living in the forest are sensitive to the subtleties of people. This was especially true of the chief. She understood Gail’s condition at first glance and shivered, just like Queen Raviola.


  Without looking up, she beckoned Gail toward the back of the house.


  But Gail declined and pointed to the back of the house.


  “It is not that I want you to let me stay in this house. I’ve got some things I need to do, so I’m going that way.”


  “──I’ll go with you.”


  “It’s all right. I think I can manage on my own.”


  “But I can’t leave Your Majesty alone right now!”


  “I know my body better than anyone. Don’t worry. I can still manage.”


  “Please don’t say that! There may still be a way to save you!”


  Gail laughed and closed his mouth as if he was troubled.


  The elven chief, who looked as if she was about to burst into tears, clutched her hand and held it stoutly. She turned her head down, but Gail, after patting her head, turned away.


  “I haven’t been getting enough exercise lately, and that’s just fine.”


  “The war is over, so it’s just fine that you haven’t been getting enough exercise. …By the way, is there anyone accompanying you?”


  “I’m here in secret, so I’m the only one who left the royal capital.”


  “Why did you do that──?”


  “I must keep my death a secret until the very last minute. Otherwise, the country, which has just begun to settle down, will be shaken.”


  The elven chief finally let out a mournful voice when she heard the word “death.”


  On the other hand, Gail regretted saying it out loud and said it in an apologetic voice.


  “I’d better get going. I’ll be back by sunset.”


  “…..Please take care of yourself.”


  “Yeah, thank you.”


  After parting, Gail walked out alone in the same way as he had come and walked to the back of the house. Perhaps because the paths in this area are relatively easy to walk on compared to those in the forest, a faint smile appeared on Gail’s cheeks.


   


  A few moments later, Gail stood in front of the wall separating the sanctuary from the surrounding area and slowly walked inside. This transparent wall, which prevented all but qualified people from entering, was also the work of Gail himself, the creator of the sanctuary. Ain followed him and entered the sanctuary, which was also colorless.


  After passing through the fog that had settled around the sanctuary, a large rock──split in two came into view. At the top sits a shrine.


  (The shrine is still brand new.)


  According to what he had heard, this shrine was built before the great war.


  At that time, the area around Sith Mill was overrun with many monsters, and many different races of people were troubled by the threat. He remembered hearing from the elven chief that the shrine was built by Gail together with the elven chief──in order to solve this problem.


  “Ah… oops.”


  Suddenly, Gail fell down in a big heap with great vigor.


  Before the bridge to the sacred green stone, he casts his eyes down, listening to the sound of the waterfall. He seemed to be trying to relieve some of the fatigue of the long journey.


  However, no restful moment came to him.


  “Aaah! You are sleeping here!”


  “It’s so weird!”


  Appalled by the voice, Ain hurriedly looked in the direction of the voice.


  Two light balls flew toward Gail.


  “It’s been a long time.”


  “Yes!”


  “Why did you come here? Are you free just like my sister?”


  “I came here because I have something to do.”


  “Hmm… it’s weird that you sleep when you have things to do!”


  “But you look tired! I’ll cheer you up just a little bit!”


  There is no doubt. Those were the tree spirits.


  The tree spirits that Ain also met on the way to the sanctuary suddenly appeared and were interacting with Gail in a light tone.


  As soon as they said they would cheer him up, they shook their wings and rained glowing sand-like scales on Gail. After being exposed to this, Gail’s face seemed to regain some of its vitality.


  (T-they knew each other!?)


  The fact that there was a friendship between Gail and the tree spirit made Ain forget to be surprised by the effect of the mysterious scale powder.


  While he was surprised, the three exchanged words regardless.


  “Now, can you give me some more?”


  “No!”


  “This is all we have! I’ll share it with you later!”


  “That would be great. ──Well, then. Do you two want to go with me then?”


  At Gail’s suggestion, the tree spirit sisters nodded quickly.


  The two stood up, flew happily around Gail, and crossed the bridge together. Ain, who had been surprised, hurriedly walked out and followed the three of them.


   


  When the three arrived in front of the entrance to the shrine located at the uppermost level, Gail easily opened the door by simply standing in front of it without unsealing it as Ain and Chris had done.


  Easily stepping inside the shrine, it was just as Ain knew it to be.


  “Hey, hey! Why do you have a painting on display?”


  “It’s sad that there are no decorations. The spirits of the dead are sleeping under here, so I decorated the scenery of Ishtalika for them as well.”


  “Heh, you are so kind!”


  The three of them walked down the stairs as if taking a stroll while conversing.


  As they passed through the staircase decorated with numerous paintings and rooms leading to the lowest floor, their feet never stopped, even as they faced the mechanism that Ain and Chris had both worked so hard on.


  It was only natural since Gail was the one who had built this shrine.


   


  Within no time at all, Gail was standing in front of the door that led to the deepest part of the shrine.


  Only one door remained. Walking with the tree spirits, Gail started down the celestial path leading to the great mausoleum.


  “The view from here is over the whole of Ishtalika. It’s a nice place, even if it’s an artificial view.”


  “It’s beautiful!”


  “It’s so high! It’s so, so, so high!”


  …I have to go too. Ain had no idea what it meant to be shown this scene, but he was keenly interested in what Gail would do here.


  But──He couldn’t proceed.


  The reason why he couldn’t move was because there was a hand on his shoulder that was preventing him from moving.


   


  “Are you satisfied?”


   


  Behind him was the man he had met in the burning former royal capital and who had left just because the three of them had arrived.


  “Do I look satisfied?”


  “No, you don’t.”


  “…..So why did you show me this view?”


  “It wasn’t me who showed it to you. You were just looking at the man’s memories on your own.”


  “Why did you come to stop me?”


  “There’s been a change of plans. I can’t go out there and fight.”


  “What? You lost to them all?”


  “Yeah, unfortunately, they held me down. I had just been born, and it was difficult for me to take them all at the same time. …..Good grief. If you had become one with me, I could have won single-handedly.”


  “Since I don’t intend to, I don’t have a choice.”


  The man returned to the main topic while looking at Ain who raised his eyebrows.


  “I told you, though, that the plans have changed.”


  “…..Did you come to steal my consciousness forcibly?”


  “Yeah. I couldn’t wait any longer.”


  “I don’t understand. I wonder why you didn’t do it before.”


  “I never thought about it, but unfortunately, your will is so strong that there is nothing I can do about it. But it became necessary to unite as soon as possible. I am worn out, and I can no longer pretend.”


  Then the man’s expression turned somber.


   


  “It’s a shame.”


   


  The man’s hand, still on Ain’s shoulder, was filled with physical strength.


  There was no way to resist.


  Ain didn’t have the strength to resist, so his body was thrown out into the sky of the temporary continent of Ishtar that spread out below this road.


  “I hate those who turned their blades against me. ──It saddens me. I would have ended them with my own hands, but I have not yet regained enough strength to fight them.”


  With that, the man disappeared.


  The wind blowing against his cheeks never stopped informing him of the momentum of the fall.


  Eventually, Ain’s body was going to be thrown to the sea or the ground. It was at such a high altitude. It went without saying that he would be in a lot of pain. He was proud of his physical strength, but as expected, he did not expect to fall from such a height.


  He wondered if he could somehow land on his feet using his skills, but──.


  “…..I can’t use my skills?”


  He couldn’t use all of his skills leading up to the thick fog, let alone his illusory hands.


  The only thing he could do was to bring out the tree roots, and the situation was so bad that it made him start to laugh.


  “Most of my power is already in his possession──!”


   


  After a while, the shock that rushed to Ain’s body, which had been warned that it would be slammed hard somewhere, was too weak to be expected. Prior to being surprised, Ain hurriedly rose to the surface of the sea, feeling the coldness of the seawater rushing over his entire body and the taste of the tide entering his mouth.


  “──Puhah!?”


  As he spat out the salt water in his mouth, he looked around and saw that he had fallen onto the sea, a short distance away from the port of the royal capital of Ishtalika. And it could be confirmed that the royal capital was not the royal capital of the past but the modern royal capital where Ain spent his time.


   


  …..What should I do from now on? As he looked at the royal capital while keeping an eye on his surroundings, he couldn’t help but get a bit emotional.


  He knew that this was not the time to be impressed by a view he had not seen in a long time, but it was impossible not to be so in front of his beloved royal capital.


  But even Ain was startled when he looked behind him.


  “Leviathan!”


  His own battleship was sitting so close that he could reach it if he swam for a dozen seconds or so.


  When had it been here, he wondered, though he couldn’t see it as he fell? …In any case, there’s no point in thinking about it here. Ain swam closer to Leviathan, creating tree roots from his side and climbing up.


   


  …..Even so, how can the tree roots be produced?


   


  Maybe it’s not something he absorbed; maybe it’s a different kind of power that he was born with. It felt surprisingly fitting to think that the power identical to the existence of Ain was not taken away.


  “I must hurry.”


  After having reached a point of understanding, he hurried his body.


  Proceeding along the structure made from the scales of a sea dragon, he passed the deck and headed for the top of the streamlined roof. Here Ain finally sat down and wrung out his clothes, which had become heavy from absorbing water, to lighten them. It was only at this point that he realized he was carrying a black sword at his waist.


  He looked up at the sky, gasping for breath, and noticed that the clouds had not moved an inch.


  It’s a made-up scenery, and as Gail said, this world was probably fake, but it made him feel a little sad.


   


  …..It’s so quiet.


   


  If he were to believe that man’s words, he would be on his way to kill Ain from now on.


  If so, it’s foolish to be idle and do nothing. As he was thinking this, the world finally began to move.


  The distant sea shook, and bubbles boiled up from two places.


  The supposedly quiet ocean suddenly transformed.


  “…..”


  Ain pulled out his black sword and held it low in the ready position.


  Looking at the sea with both eyes, he saw whirlpools in several places and irregular currents taking over the waters around the area. 


  No way…..


  Ain’s chest rumbled with discomfort.


  A moment later, the surface of the sea in the distance swelled and rose──exploding and sending seawater soaring.


   


  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa──!”


   


  The voice of the king of the sea shook the sky, and its vibration pressed against Ain’s cheek.


  And there were two of them.


  The second, which appeared late, emerged from beside the first, glaring at Leviathan near the harbor and at Ain, who rode atop it.


  “I hate those who turned their blades against me. ──It saddens me. I would have ended them with my own hands, but I have not yet regained enough strength to fight them.”


  I see, so he’s going to kill me with the power he took from me, Ain thought.


  But──.


  “You think that’s going to make me give up?”


  If he had no power and was even more desperate than he was now, he would have been heartbroken, but he knew he could use the power he was born with.


  If he could produce tree roots, then he should be able to use Toxin Decomposition EX and even Absorption.


  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaa──!”


  Two sea dragons ran across the sea. They aimed at Ain in a straight line.


  Don’t worry. There is nothing to be afraid of. All I have to do is fight like I did that time when I saved Chris. Now that I have grown up, I can do even better than I did back then. That’s what Ain thought.


  The white wind suddenly started to drift across the ocean as Ain, who had a strong heart, waited to intercept the sea dragon.


  “──I knew this would happen as soon as the sea dragon appeared.”


  The sudden coldness of the air turned his breath white.


  The earth was shaking and echoed through the air. The worst situation could easily be imagined in response to the ever-increasing coldness.


  The surface of the sea was freezing.


  Something leaped from the royal capital and flew above Leviathan’s head, creating a shadow.


  And then it arrived.


  ──The roar of the king of the ice fields.


  “Giiiiiiiaaaaaaaaaaa──!”


  A stiff arm was raised in the air. The Upashikamui was coming closer to Leviathan, following gravity as it was.


  Meanwhile, the sea dragons were also approaching Ain’s front, easily shattering the frozen ocean.


   


  Chapter 5 – Something, Only She, Can Do


  It was late enough to enjoy lunch but still early enough in the evening to have dinner.


  Olivia greeted Krone with a cheerful smile, as usual, despite her sudden arrival.


  Olivia apologized at the beginning of her speech. It was about Krone’s decision to go to the Tower of Wisdom with Katima, but Krone shook her head and said,


  “I went there because I wanted to. It was not Olivia-sama who ordered me to go.”


  “…..But I couldn’t help you. I just said what I wanted to say and left it all up to Krone and the others.”


  “No, we were able to act only because of Olivia-sama. So please don’t say that.”


  Realizing that their conversation was going to endlessly parallel, they said nothing more.


  “May I come to your side?”


  Krone asked Olivia, who was sitting on the sofa.


  The reply was, of course, “Of course.”


  But it was unusual. Normally, Krone would sit opposite Olivia, but today, for some reason, she sat next to her.


  “Olivia-sama──”


  Krone suddenly hugged Olivia. This was something she had never done before. Yet Olivia was neither stunned nor surprised and wrapped her hands around Krone’s back and pulled her into a hug.
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  “This is the first time that Krone-san is being so spoiled.”


  “….. I’m sorry. Just a little bit more is all that is needed.”


  “No problem. You can do this for as long as you like.”


  The calmness and softness. The scent of flowers enveloped her.


  “When I first met Olivia-sama at a social gathering long ago, I had no idea I would be allowed to be so close to you.”


  “Krone-san, you have been a wonderful girl since then. I also remember your slightly nervous face.”


  “Geez… Please don’t say that again. I thought I was behaving well even then.”


  “Fufufu. You were so cute.”


  When loving the memories of the past without any preamble, as expected──this peace of mind was also a strong reminder that she never wanted to let go of it.


  “I’ve always wanted to be pampered by Olivia-sama.”


  “Ara ara, you are always welcome to be pampered by me. You can come to me whenever you want.”


  “…..Thank you very much. I am very, very happy.”


  The reason for the fading of the words was that there was no guarantee that they would be able to meet in the future.


  “I never want… to ever lose it.”


  Once again, she strongly felt that she did not want to let go of this comfort, and unlike before, she muttered it out in words.


  “Hmm? Did you say something?”


  “Yes. I said that I have to be careful not to be spoiled every day.”


  If she did this for even a few more seconds, she would not be able to leave. So, shortly after she told a lie, Krone left Olivia’s side and stood up.


  “Are you finished?”


  “I’m sorry to leave you. But I’m afraid I won’t be able to leave if I don’t hold back.”


  “No, you can’t. If you say such cute words to me, I want to put out the tree roots so you can’t escape.”


  “Fufufu. It’s going to melt my brain as well.”


  Then, Krone performed a graceful courtesy.


  “Unfortunately, I have to get back to work now. Thank you for taking the time for me even though I came on such short notice.”


  “No problem. Please come again anytime.”


  She exchanged a last smile with Olivia, turned her back, and left the room.


  As soon as she stepped out into the hallway, Krone contorted her cheeks and turned over with her hands on the leather pouch tucked into her chest.


  “…..Olivia-sama. She looked pale again.”


  Olivia was acting so stoutly that she didn’t want to mention it, but her complexion was even worse than before, and her body temperature was unusually low.


  It goes without saying that all of this has something to do with her unconscious connection with Ain.


  In other words, the situation was still not good.


  “No…”


  She hugged her upper body with her arms and trembled slightly. What she thought was the worst possible outcome.


   


  ──Then Martha approached with a panicked look on her face.


  “Krone-sama! I’ve heard a report about the situation in Heim!”


  After hearing that, Krone adjusted her breathing, slapped her cheeks, and refreshed her mind. When she heard that Sylvird had also gone to the audience chamber, she hurriedly left the place.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The reason why Sylvird, Laralua, and Krone gathered in the audience chamber was because Lloyd had received word from Misty.


  According to Lloyd, a glowing little bird came to the deck of the Leviathan, emitted Misty’s voice, and disappeared.


  “Thanks to the efforts of everyone who went to Heim, Ain-sama’s rampage has been brought to a halt. I have received a report from Misty-sama that he is now in a dormant state.”


  “──Ain was saved?”


  “Of course! Your Majesty!”


  Sylvird stood up to express his joy, and Laralua and Krone, who were present, hugged each other to express their relief.


  However, Lloyd opened his mouth, interrupting the situation.


  “But at present, we don’t know how to recover Ain-sama’s self-awareness. Misty-sama is searching for a way, and the three of them will remain in Heim to watch over him.”


  “I understand. But what about Ain’s will? Did Misty-sama say anything?”


  “Yes. I heard that Ain-sama is still fighting alone in his heart.”


  Sylvird wrinkled his brow deeply and approached Lloyd.


  “The will of Ain and the will of the Demon King….. or something like that, are clashing, isn’t that right?”


  “That makes sense.”


  Lloyd affirmed the question posed to him.


  “Is there nothing we can do?”


  “…Misty-sama told us to just wait and see what would happen. …I heard that even the four of them, including Marco-dono, had been driven to the brink of defeat.”


  “W-what do you mean… Ain has become that strong…?”


   “Yes… This is the result, even with the presence of Arche-sama. Now Ain-sama has become a being that we cannot even say that we can be of help.”


  Sylvird covered his eyes and fell silent at Lloyd’s answer. Laralua, who was standing right beside him, was also speechless.


  But only one person.


  Krone opened her mouth.


  “May I speak first?”


  She saw Lloyd nodding and continued to speak.


  “You didn’t tell us about the certainty of Ain’s return to normal. Does that mean that Misty-sama didn’t guarantee it either?”


  “…It is indeed as you say, Krone-sama.”


  She knew this, but it came to her mind.


  Unlike Sylvird, who looked shocked, Krone asked calmly without raising an eyebrow.


  “Please let me know what you think, Lloyd-sama. What do you think about the possibility of Ain running amok again? And if he does, what are the chances that we will have to defeat him?”


  For Lloyd, this was a question he did not want to hear.


  Actually, he did have an answer to this question. Because in Misty’s report, she provided the answer to that question.


  ──Although honestly, he’d rather keep his mouth shut.


  “Lloyd. His Majesty and I are curious about that too.”


  But keeping his mouth shut was no longer an option, as Laralua stated.


  “If we can’t find a way to regain his consciousness, or if the will of the Demon King defeats Ain-sama, I’ve heard that this time he will not be able to suppress his rampage.”


  He did his best to keep his words vague.


  Combined with what Lloyd said earlier, it becomes clear what action will have to be taken as soon as signs of a rampage appear again.


  “If we are to consider the impact the rampage will have on the world, we need to defeat it before it happens, don’t we?”


  Krone uttered the words that no one wanted to say or understand.


  Then Lloyd finally kept his mouth shut.


  He could not deny it with a lie, nor did he want to affirm it. To lose Ain. No, not just Ain. He would lose one more person who was important to all of them.


  ──Yes. Olivia.


  When it came to defeating Ain, Olivia, who was also rooted in the city, would also lose her life. Because everyone had not forgotten this fact, the air was even grimmer.


   


  “──Therefore, I have to go by his side.”


  The emotion that Krone had earlier was a strong feeling that she absolutely did not want to lose both Ain and Olivia.


  “Your Majesty.”


  Krone remained resolute.


  “Those four of them together risked their lives to finally stop Ain. I don’t think they will be able to stop Ain when he wakes up next time, having grown even more.”


  She went on to explain why it was necessary to take down Ain next.


  “As soon as the signs of rampage appear… no, then it may be too late. It seems that the only way to prevent the world from being destroyed is to take Ain’s life before then or to save him.”


  “Then what do you want me to do?”


  The answer is always somewhat violent and throwaway.


  “──I will struggle.”


  Struggle for what? She didn’t say it.


  Sylvird also looked at Krone’s profile and, like Lloyd, kept his mouth shut.


  “My beloved has always been like that. He never gave up in the face of any unreasonableness and always stood up bravely. ──But I can never be like him.”


  There was no trace of pessimism on her face. On the contrary, her face was clean and dignified, yet still noble.


  “That is why I am struggling. I will risk everything to have another word with him.”


  A moment of silence fell over the audience chamber.


  Everyone ruminated over Krone’s words again and again in their minds, and a multitude of emotions took hold of them. It was awe, pain, courage──but the greatest of all was a disappointment.


  “…..To be taught at this age.”


  The most prominent of these was Sylvird. He says to Laralua, who has kept silent.


  “Any little detail will do. Gather information from the researchers. I will ask Sierra to contact the elven chief.”


  Laralua stood up and began to follow Sylvird, who had begun to walk away.


  “W-wait, Your Majesty… Darling! Calm down! Oh, good heavens! Lloyd! Send all the reports to me! I’m going after that man!”


  Seeing the two of them hurriedly leave, Lloyd stood up in dismay and turned to face Krone.


  He was secretly shrugging his shoulders, but he, like Sylvird, was encouraged.


  “I can’t let the two of them beat me. I will acknowledge the report as soon as I can and move on to find out what I can do… How have things been in the castle while I was away?”


  Lloyd knew that the castle was also damaged. Then it would be something else, but if there was anything of note that happened…


  “I hope it wasn’t anything special…”


  “…No. There was one thing.”


  There was one thing Krone remembered.


  At dawn, she didn’t have time to tell Lloyd that Katima had taken Dill to the underground laboratory as soon as he left Heim, and she had not yet told him about this.


  “Please go to Katima-sama’s basement lab. I think it would be better for you to see what happened rather than for me to tell you.”


  “Mm… I don’t know, but sure.”


  The fact that Krone usually gave detailed explanations made him tilt his head a little. But Lloyd quickly nodded back and left the audience chamber, leaving Krone’s side.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Krone was headed for Chris’s room. Sierra was in that room, sitting next to the bed, watching over Chris.


  “Chris has always been a hard worker.”


  She opened her mouth immediately upon receiving Krone’s visit.


  “She always wanted to be like Celestina-san──Her big sister, and she always followed her into the forest. The reason she decided to become a knight was because Celestina-san said so as if it was an idea that had just occurred to her.”


  Until then, the two had never been outside of Sith Mill and had only been to nearby villages and towns.


  “So after the disappearance of Celestina-san with His Highness the First Prince, she was depressed for a while… Or rather, she was lonely. After that, Her Royal Highness the Second Princess, whom she had been by her side as her personal attendant, also got married, so she must have lost her emotional anchor.”


  Krone also knew that there was a royal prince named Rufai von Ishtalika. He was the first child of Sylvird and was a genius who did everything better than anyone else around him.


  However, the first prince disappeared with Celestina in a place called “The Dungeon of the Unseen.” The case was still a mystery.


  Ain, who was not present here, heard this information from Majolica, and Krone learned about it through an assignment Warren had given her when she was a child.


  “Looking back, I often received letters in those days. But after a certain point, I stopped receiving them.”


  “Was it, by any chance, about ten years ago?”


  “You are right. The last letter I received from her was that the Second Princess had returned with the Crown Prince.”


  Just by looking at the smiling Sierra, one can imagine that the contents of that letter were full of joy.


  “Sierra-sama. Krone-sama. Pardon my intrusion.”


  Martha then stepped in to serve tea for the two of them.


  Just in time. Krone asked Martha.


  “Martha-san, do you remember when Chris-san used to write letters?”


  “Letters, you say──I see. You are referring to the letters to Sierra-sama, aren’t you? I remember the last time she wrote it was about ten years ago.”


  Sierra’s eyes widened in surprise, and she said with a look of admiration.


  “I-I am surprised. Remembering such things from so long ago, you must be a first-class servant.”


  “I don’t remember everything, you know. I only remember the letter because I was involved in it.”


  Martha finished pouring the tea and told the story.


  ──The letter was written in the early days of Ain’s arrival, shortly before Krone crossed over to Ishtalika.


   


  

  


   


  Everyone was convinced that the castle had become more lively since Ain and Olivia’s return. Every day, when the window was opened, everyone could see Ain and Katima plotting and planning their next move from the courtyard.


  “Martha-san! Martha-san!”


  Proportionately, Chris, who had been remarkably quiet before Ain and Olivia returned, was in a flurry of activity.


  “…..Chris-sama. This is not the knight’s training center, is it?”


  “I-I know! I came here today to ask a favor from Martha-san!”


  “It seems that you are in a hurry. ──I’ll leave the rest of the work to you.”


  “Yes. Understood.”


  Martha told another servant and left the workroom with Chris, who was in a hurry.


  “And now, how can I help you? I heard that Chris-sama was off duty today.”


  Chris wriggled her thighs as if she was having a hard time explaining. At the time, Chris was the deputy commander of the royal knights, but she was a very unreliable figure for that.


  “Um… I forgot to send a letter to Sierra.”


  “When you say Sierra-sama, do you mean your childhood friend, Chris-sama? In any case, if you forgot, why don’t you just admit it at your earliest convenience?”


  “Well, that’s the thing… I haven’t sent any since Ain-sama and Olivia-sama returned…”


  She always sends letters at least once a week. The most frequent was sometimes three times a week.


  It’s quite frequent, but it couldn’t be helped. Martha, who had been watching over her, knew that the person whom Chris exchanged letters, was her childhood friend and a source of her mental support.


  “Certainly, you haven’t sent anything recently. However, I remember that you always looked forward to receiving a reply from Sierra-sama──Perhaps you had a quarrel with her?”


  “Sierra and I have never quarreled much, have we? It was just that she was angry with me…”


  “I see. Then you missed sending it for some other reason.”


  She knew the answer immediately.


  “Come to think of it; the castle has been very lively since Olivia-sama and Ain-sama arrived.”


  “Ugh──”


  “Good grief… You may have felt fulfilled even though you were busy, but if that is the case, why don’t you just get it out of there?”


  “Um… I’ve rewritten it a few times, but I can’t think of the right word… I mean, do you think Sierra is angry with me? She wouldn’t be mad if I didn’t send her a letter, would she?”


  Chris looked up and was already impatient.


  The way she looked so cute and expressive almost made Martha smile just to look at her.


  But that’s it. That’s what this was.


  “I don’t know if she’ll be angry or not. But if it were me, I would be concerned if I didn’t receive the letters I used to receive regularly.”


  “…..Would that be the case after all?”


  “As I have said many times, if you are so worried that you are visibly disheartened, why don’t you send it to her as soon as possible?”


  “I know, but I don’t know what to write…”


  “Can’t you just write as you did before?”


  “I’m ashamed to say, but I forgot how I used to write…!”


  Chris covered her cheeks with both hands as she said that and then squatted down.


  Looking down at Chris at the side, Martha wasn’t dumbfounded──but smiled wryly.


  “Deputy Commander of the Royal Knight-dono?”


  “Auu…!”


  “Pardon me. You’re also the second princess and the crown prince’s personal bodyguard, aren’t you?”


  “Ugh!”


  “Hah… What are you going to do if you can’t even write a single letter? You have been writing reports related to Ain-sama and Olivia-sama on a daily basis, haven’t you?”


  “That’s not the same thing as this!”


  It’s certainly different between a letter to a friend and a working document, but it’s not like you don’t write letters on a regular basis, Martha said.


  “Just to be clear, are you sure you can handle reports?”


  “Of course! I wrote it carefully enough to make it into a book──Ouch! W-why did you hit me on the forehead?”


  “You could have used that energy to write a few letters.”


  Chris had never experienced a flick on the forehead from Martha before. Surprised by the suddenness of the situation, Chris put her hand to her forehead and blinked repeatedly, but she did not seem to complain.


  “Um… that’s why, Martha-san…!”


  “Very well. It was just the right time if you wanted my help. It was about time for my break, so…”


  “Really? I’m glad… I can finally send a letter to Sierra…!”


  “By the way, how many months have you forgotten about it?”


  “──I think it’s been a little over a year──Fuee!? Y-you hit me again!”


  “I know they say that elves have a leisurely sense of time, but next time you should try to correct that.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind…T-then, let’s hurry!”


  Chris stood up in high spirits, smiled a dainty smile that would even make Martha of the same sex swoon, and began to walk toward her room.


  But then, at that moment.


  “Nyahahaha! Thanks to Martha not showing up, I’m saved-nya!”


  “Now, all I have to do is to keep it hidden.”


  “You’re also a wicked crown prince, too-nya…!”


  “I’ve come this far, so I must enjoy every last minute of it. I have spent a lot of time preparing for today’s event──and──”


  “Nya? Why did you stop so suddenly──nya-nya-nya-nya?”


  Hearing the conversation between the two as they met at the corner, Chris’ face, who had been in a pitiful attitude earlier, changed.


  She was still smiling, but her eyes were not smiling.


  “Hello. Chris-san. You are not smiling.”


  “Nya! Martha was there too-nya?”


  They decided to fool around and backed away. But at the same number of steps, Chris and Martha closed the distance.


  The two of them continued to walk until they reached the corridor dividing the room into left and right.


  “I’ve got an urgent matter to attend to-nya.”


  “I have to train too!”


  They split into two and began to make their escape.


  But neither Chris nor Martha let them escape, and they easily caught them.


  Martha grabbed Katima by the neck, and Ain was held tightly from behind by Chris. It was a pathetic sight.


  “This is indeed embarrassing for me to be in this position… I won’t run away, so please, let me go…”


  The same went for the feel of Chris’ breasts against his back, not to mention the fact that the knights were laughing at him in the distance.


  “Oya, I was thinking of just picking you up and carrying you like this.”


  “Now that it’s come to this… Katima-san, sorry.”


  “Wait-nya… You’re not trying to sell out your friends, are you-nya…?”


  “Chris-san. I have the plan in my room, so you’ll have to spare me──”


  “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me-nya!? If she sees it, she will find out what I took without my father’s knowledge-nya. Ah, wait, Martha! Please wait-nya. That was more like a slip of the tongue, or my mouth said something strange on its own-nya.”


  Martha, who was dumbfounded, dragged Katima along with her. No more questions. Katima, who was being taken away, showed no signs of royalty.


  “Nyaaaaaaaaaaaaaa… Please spare me from this-nya…..”


  “I would like you to explain it to His Majesty.”


  Chris saw off the situation and said to Ain.


  “Shouldn’t you go to your room and study for the afternoon, Ain-sama?”


  “Yes….. Isn’t Chris-san off-duty? Why were you with Martha-san?”


  “Oh, that’s right. I was going to ask Martha-san to help me write a letter.”


  Not understanding but taking her at her word, Ain nodded his head and said, “Oh, I see.”


  “Chris-sama! I’ll come over after dinner!”


  “Thank you very much! I’ll be waiting for you!”


  The two exchanged words where their voices could still reach each other.


  “Um, I’m starting to feel a little embarrassed.”


  Chris coughed and let go of Ain’s hand.


  Martha took one look at Ain, who was still scratching his cheeks in embarrassment, and at Chris, who was smiling happily, and then, as if to say, this time, she took Katima away.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  When Martha finished telling the story, she silently cast her eyes down, wishing with the longing that the days like those days would return.


  After listening, Krone and Sierra looked at each other and laughed.


  “What advice did the first-class servant give to this girl?”


  “Certainly… I remember telling her to spell out her days and to apologize sincerely.”


  “No wonder the letter was so long considering this girl’s character. After that, I didn’t receive any more letters, but I guess it was for a good reason.”


  Sierra, smiling, said, “Is she an idiot? I only received one letter from her about ten years ago.”


  Thinking back on this, Sierra was not in the least bit offended and muttered, “That girl really can’t be helped.”


  “Well then, I’ll be going now.”


  “Thank you very much. It was nice to hear your lovely story.”


  Sierra thanked Martha as she left the room, and the room was down to three people again.


  The two who were awake turned their attention to Chris, who was sleeping in bed. Chris’ face, which was breathing regularly in her sleep, didn’t seem to be in pain or suffering, and she seemed to be about to wake up.


  “Speaking of which, I can’t be angry at her for once.”


  Sierra brushes the hair from Chris’s cheek as she says that.


  “Angry, is it?”


  “Yes. I thought I would have to scold her if she had just done something reckless, but when I heard the reason, I couldn’t say so. Now I am proud of this girl who, as a fellow elf, will risk her life to serve His Royal Highness the Crown Prince.”


  ──Risking her life.


  Hearing these words, Krone put her hands on her chest.


  Then, without saying anything, she turned her back to Sierra. ‘It is time for me to go as well’. Yes, she was about to say that and leave her seat, indicating that she had other business to attend to.


  But before she could take a step forward, Sierra abruptly changed the subject.


  “Lastly, I would like to share with you the rest of the information I have on the matter.”


  “That’s───.”


  “──The object does not just sit there and consume those around it. It undermines the body as if it is telling those who have it in their hands to let go of it as if it is begging them to let go of it!”


  So, even if there was no special magic tool, there was no problem if it was just left there, she said.


  “And I don’t know anyone else besides Krone-sama who has been safe with it in their hands.”


  She continued to Krone, who was listening quietly.


  “I didn’t know that it had such power. I have heard from the chief that it is the most important magic stone of all. However, I never heard that it had any special power.”


  Sierra gave all the information she knew.


  Her words slightly overlapped with what she had said shortly after arriving, but it was a minor issue.


  “Therefore, I say this. There may be no one else who can use that power but you, Krone-sama.”


  In other words, there were things that only Krone could do.


  A third person, Sierra, told Krone, who had assessed herself as clearly powerless in this matter, that she was the only one who could do it.


  “I am──.”


  Krone was about to say something. But she stopped herself from saying it. She didn’t want to say what she had decided in her heart and be stopped from saying it when she overheard Sierra.


  “I think I’m going to go for a short walk outside for a change of scenery.”


  “Very well. I will stay with her, so please let me know if you need anything.”


  Sierra was aware that Krone had bitterly tried to change the subject.


  Fortunately, Sierra didn’t point it out, although she kept her mouth shut until Krone, who had started walking away, stood in front of the door.


   


  “──May a bright and shining future await you as you move forward.”


  The silver-haired elf’s prayer reached Krone’s ears just before she left the room.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Immediately upon leaving Chris’s room, Krone noticed something. The knot of the leather pouch she had tucked away in her pocket was glowing with a bluish-white light.


  When she picked it up, it shone brightly in her hand.


  And then, a heartbeat.


  Ba-dump, ba-dump──and it synchronized with Krone’s pulse.


  “──There are things only I can do.”


  During the sea dragon uproar and when Upashikamui appeared.


  Krone may have wished and prayed for Ain’s safety, but she never went to the battlefield herself. She knew that she would be in the way, not to mention unable to be of any help. Naturally, she was unwilling, and sometimes she hated herself for being unable to fight. But it didn’t change the fact that she was not suited for fighting. That was why, as Ain’s assistant, she did everything she could to be there for him.


  But to put it another way, these tasks did not have to be done by her. That being said, Warren could have done it better, and there were several other excellent civil officers in Ishtalika.


   


  ──Even though it was, she was able to do something that only she could do. There was no greater joy. There were things she could do for Ain that she would have risked her life for.


   


  “‘I don’t want any more regrets.'”


   


  As the talisman shook, she heard a voice that sounded a lot like hers and a voice that wasn’t hers but was very similar.


  Her mind was so occupied with Ain that she didn’t care who the voice belonged to.


   


  “Because I came here to be with him.”


   


  She remembered why she had crossed the ocean and left her family in her homeland, and came to this faraway country.


  Therefore, she followed her heart and left the castle as the talisman guided her.


   


  Chapter 6 – King’s Sword


  The royal capital showed its usual night scene, regardless of the mixed feelings that Krone and the others had.


  Krone left the castle and headed for the dock at the harbor. She told no one what she was going to do. She knew that if she told them, they would oppose it.


  After arriving at the dock, she approached the August Trading Company sailors who were doing their work.


  On the other hand, the August Trading Company sailors were surprised by her sudden appearance.


  “Take the ship out. Head for Heim.”


  Krone turned in the direction of Heim and spoke.


  “Is that an order from the castle…?”


  “No. It is my order.”


  Several of the sailors looked at each other in wonderment.


  It would be suicide for the young lady to go to Heim alone at this time.


  “Please explain to us why you are going to Heim.”


  “I have an important matter to do.”


  “If you cannot tell us what this important matter is, we cannot send a ship for you.”


  Then, Krone showed her annoyance to everyone, which was unusual and comprehensible for her.


  This was not right.


  One of the sailors, who had been watching the situation, ran and went to Graf, who was still in command of the head office, to report the situation.


  “I wonder if my words are not good enough.”


  “No. Rather, I would like to be very careful because it is you.”


  “You don’t have to worry about it. I have made my decision.”


  “No, you mustn’t. Please wait a moment. I am sure the chairman will be here soon.”


  The main office of the August Trading Company was not far from the harbor.


  As the distance was enough to take a few minutes, even on horseback, Krone wanted to get the conversation underway before Graf arrived.


  “What should I do…..?”


  Krone didn’t want to spend time on this conversation.


  There was no way she would be able to use force in front of a grown man on her own. She did not want to give up, but she could imagine being forced to give up. Her body trembled slightly in fear of the possibility of that happening.


  But as if to support the trembling Krone, the talisman in her pocket emitted light.


  Those around her covered their eyes at the dazzling sight, but strangely enough, Krone was not dazzled, so she thought that the talisman was on her side. But the next sight she saw made her realize that she was wrong.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  He didn’t know how many hours he had already spent fighting. Perhaps it was because the sky never changed, unlike in the real world, that he has a poor sense of time.


  In the first place, both the sea dragon and the Upashikamui were monsters that have carved their names in the history of Ishtalika, which were known as a national disaster or a calamity. Even if they were opponents who he had already defeated once, this fact remained the same.


  Moreover, in this situation, where most of the skills were useless, it would actually be best if it were only a hard fight.


  In fact, it was a terrible fight, and it’s not so bad that he hasn’t suffered a defeat so far.


  “Ugh….!”


  The Upashikamui’s cold air froze the ray-like water currents emitted by the sea dragons like blades.


  Because of Upashikamui’s stiff arm, the Leviathan had already been half destroyed, and Ain’s body was about to be thrown into the sea.


  The sea dragons ferociously exposed their fangs and turned their murderous eyes.


  Ain, who was pitifully sinking into the sea, used tree roots to set up a foothold and first avoided the rush of the two dragons.


  “Gogaaaaaaaa──!”


  But this time, it was the Upashikamui.


  From the half-destroyed Leviathan, it released cold air and attacked, freezing the surface of the sea.


  “──So, it’s the Upashikamui before it was wounded by the first king?”


  The strength of its muscles and the speed at which it moved were not comparable to the one that Ain had fought.


  Realizing that he could not avoid it, Ain put up several layers of tree roots to form a wall, but it did not work against the stiff arm, which penetrated easily through it, like a finger tearing through a piece of paper.


  “Gah──.”


  The huge fist was even bigger than Ain’s whole body, and the difference in size became even more apparent when he was hit hard. His whole body creaked and screamed. 


  Two sea dragons were waiting for Ain, trying not to let him escape.


  The sunlight reflected off their fangs. At this rate, he would end up being devoured easily.


  ──There was no way out.


  He racked his brain frantically but could think of only one move to make.


  “Pierce it and absorb it.”


  That was it.


  The only thing left for Ain to do now was to fight the same way he did the day he went to rescue Chris, and that was the only way he could break through this situation.


  “Come on… fall down!”


  Ain dexterously rotated his body in the air to adjust his center of gravity.


  Holding onto a tree root that emerged from the sea, he whipped his screaming body into the sea dragon’s forehead. Then, thrusting his black sword into the sea, Ain simultaneously activates his absorption skill.


  Normally, the magic power gained would have given him a sense of satisfaction, but there was no sign of that.


  He expected to regain his power but ended up being betrayed.


  “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa!”


  Instead, the scream of the sea dragon pierced his ears.


  Relieved that he had inflicted certain damage, he immediately noticed a presence at the edge of his vision and clicked his tongue.


  There was not just one sea dragon. It was two.


  The torrent of water spewing out from the sea snatched at his clothes and cheeks, causing pain.


  The enemy was not only the sea dragons. The cold air from Upashikamui’s magic burned his skin, freezing his wet clothes, and his whole body became heavy in no time at all. The cold deprived him of his physical strength, and the black sword that he had thrust into the sea dragon’s forehead fell out.


  Taking advantage of this opportunity, the eyes of the sea dragon, which had been held up by the black sword in its forehead, lit up and bared their fangs. Ain managed to escape somehow, putting his hand on the outstretched tree root and adjusting his stance.


  However, the tail of the sea dragon loomed in front of him.


  He tried to take an interceptive stance with his black sword, but Ain, who was covered in wounds, reacted only a moment too late, blinking in time.


  As a result, the entire tree root was struck by the sea dragon’s tail. His body was blown away again, this time plummeting into the half-destroyed harbor.


  The speed at which it slammed into the stone harbor was faster than a shooting star shining in the night sky.


  “Ugh….. Agh….. Guahh…..”


  Rolling repeatedly, Ain came to a standstill with his black sword against the dock.


  In the sea, two sea dragons let out a cry of joy, and the Upashikamui came running across the frozen sea, aiming for land.


  “──If it were His Majesty Gail.”


  What would this battle have been like if it had been that man instead of him who was fighting?


  The lack of the skills he gained by absorbing them only made him so much weaker. He still had the physical strength he gained by becoming a demon king, and he could use his dryad power more satisfactorily than before, but if he couldn’t win the battle, it wouldn’t mean much.


  On the other hand, a man named Gail could have won this battle. Ain was convinced of that.


  “Hah….. hah…..!”


  It was not that there was no way to win like the Hero King. It was untrue, but there was only one thing left to do.


  If asked if it was realistic, it was like dreaming within a dream.


  Ain laughed as he realized this. He wondered what he was thinking about at this time, with the black sword stuck in the dock at his side.


  Hopefully, enough vitality to make one more effort.


  Even though he had no intention of giving up, he resented the fact that his body wouldn’t listen to him.


   


  As he was breathing hard, his cheeks contorting in pain that ran all the way down to the tips of his fingers, a blue light blinked at the edge of Ain’s vision.


  “Ain!”


  There was a voice that he should not have been able to hear.


  He was unsure because his body was not moving, but it was probably from the one from whom the azure light had blinked. The next thing he noticed was the scent of flowers wafting through the air, and his attention was completely diverted to that direction.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  ──The scenery completely changed, and Krone’s vision was filled with the sight of Ain fighting.


  She rushed to his side as he collapsed. But she could not touch him. Even though she knelt down close to him, he did not seem to notice her.


  Why would he show her such a sight that made her realize her helplessness?


  A tear overflowed from her eye and trickled down her cheek.


  “Krone!”


  But when he called out to her, she forgot about her tears and leaned forward.


  “…..I thought about it before I lost consciousness.”


  “Yeah. What did you think?”


  “As I thought, maybe it was a mistake to be pretentious.”


  “Eh…..? Pretentious, you say? ──Could it be…”


  Krone was stunned.


  She knew what he meant. So when she heard Ain’s words in a relaxed, tension-free tone of voice, she immediately knew what he was talking about.


  Thinking back, this dock was the place where she saw Ain off. When sending him off, she told him that she would kiss him on the lips when he returned, but she had never thought he would say this to her in such a situation, even if this were a hallucination.


  But she felt her cheeks relax a little at the jokingly, resentful tone.


  “I’m sorry. ──But.”


  Ain stood up without waiting for Krone to finish and reached for the black sword.


  Then, tears rolled down Krone’s cheeks as she leaned in close.


  “Next time, I won’t be so generous.”


  Krone appeared strong, but in fact, she was a lonely person. Yet, she said it with such a strong spirit.


  She thought it must have been an auditory hallucination, but it was still enough for Ain to restore his vitality.


  “I’ve never wished so strongly for someone to be next to me.”


  “──Then I’ll go. I’ll definitely come by your side.”


  Ain’s shoulders shook slightly as Krone threw those words at his back. Apparently, he laughed. He must have thought of Krone’s words that she would go to a dangerous place without hesitation and remembered that it was just like him.


  Naturally, Ain did not ask her to come. Instead, he just said over his back.


   


  “I’ll definitely go back. Back to you.”


   


  ──And.


   


  

  


   


  There was no longer any sign of Krone.


  The world was moving slowly. It was only Ain’s vision that was doing so precisely, but he was unaware of it.


  It wasn’t long before the sea dragons, and Upashikamui reached him in a world that seemed to be feeding frame by frame.


  “I offer you all of me.”


  He looked down at the black sword and spoke.


  “You can laugh at me all you want, an empty man who can’t use his powers. But it can’t end here.”


  The black sword shook. He felt like he was being told it was not enough.


  “I am aware that I am inferior to your master.”


  The black sword shook. It felt as if he was being told that he was right.


  “But I’m──”


  Suddenly.


  The black sword stopped shaking as if it was listening to Ain’s words.


  “I will surpass him.”


  The heroic king who has carved his name in the history of Ishtalika.


  The first king who, when Ain was still a child, had wished to be like him one day.


  He declared that he would surpass him here and now, with wounds all over his body.


  He lifted his black sword and held it at his side, revealing his absolute supremacy.


  “Show me your power.”


  Suddenly, Gail’s words came to his mind.


  “Be a calamity. If you can’t, you can’t win against the calamity itself.”


  He had said this in the battle that began in the depths of the great temple. At that time, he was fighting with words that had no context.


  (Now, I think I understand the meaning of his words from back then.)


  The premise was different.


  Gail did not fight to defeat the demon king but to defeat the red fox. Maybe he said to become a calamity because he wanted more power.


  “Fall. After you fall, that’s when the real battle begins.”


  These words further confirmed that Ain’s prediction was correct.


  The hero king Gail may have wanted the demon king’s power as well.


  “If you’re not ready, you’ll just lose it.”


  “…..I’ve been holding that for a long time.”


  The jet-black sword blade cracked, and a dazzling silver light leaked out.


  “If so, I’ll be the ideal that the hero king envisioned.”


  The winds that soared over the ocean stirred the seas, and Ain’s surroundings were enveloped in silvery white prison flames.


  “I, who have defeated the red fox, shall surpass the heroic king with the power of the demon king. ──If you feel the same way, here’s my promise.”


  He took one look at the black sword and regained a strong grip on it.


  The momentum of the silver flame increased, and soon──.


   


  “──I will risk everything I have to become the demon king that surpasses the hero king.”


   


  As soon as he made the declaration, the world shifted.


  Before Ain knew it, he was standing in the great temple at the far end of the shrine. This must be a continuation of the memory of the first king that was interrupted a while ago.


  Gail and the tree spirit who had stepped into this place after that, were in front of the pedestal on which the sword stood, and Ain was standing near them.


  “If I had more power, I could have saved my sister. I don’t know how many times I have regretted it, wishing I had been as strong as her.”


  The tree spirit seemed to have something to say.


  He noticed this and smiled.


  “In simple terms, she is stronger than me. It’s just that this sword and the skills I was born with are simply not good for the demon king.”


  “Is that so? You seemed to be stronger than that succubus?”


  “Hmm… I don’t understand!”


  “Well, that’s just one of those things that happen. In fact, I have wished many times to become as strong as my sister and to become the demon king in the battle. However, it doesn’t mean that I can become a demon king just by wishing for it.”


  “I don’t know how difficult it is.”


  “How should I put it…? I think I want to be a demon king if I could be reincarnated.”


  The people of Ishtalika would be astonished if they heard this.


  The word of the first king of Ishtalika.


  “So I’m leaving this sword here.”


  His sword was thrust against the pedestal.


  “Someday, man and demon king may join hands to fight the red fox. Or perhaps a demon king will be born to a human of the royal family to fight the red fox. Either way, this sword with my power in it will be needed. If a new demon king goes out of control again, I will be there to stop him.”


  “You mean after a lot of time has passed?”


  “That’s what I mean. Or so it seems…..”


  He let go of the sword and turned around.


  “Maybe I’ll come back for it myself. If I ever get reincarnated, that is.”


  “Then I’ll wait for you!”


  “Me and my sister will wait for you!”


  “No, no, no, no! I’m just kidding!”


  “I don’t know, but it’s okay! Even though I really don’t know!”


  “Yeah! I’ll wait for you! I’m good at welcoming people back!”


  Then the tree spirit sisters flew away.


  They seemed to have gone off to play somewhere in the great temple, and Gail smiled as he watched them go.


  Gail, who was left behind, was looking at his sword, not doing anything when suddenly he turned his head to where no one was supposed to be, to where Ain was standing.


  “You should have figured it out by now. The sanctuary is a memorial to the warriors and a place to keep my sword sealed.”


  Ain wondered who he was talking to, and their eyes met.


  “I’m glad I spoke to you before you disappeared. Thanks to you, I can pass on all my powers.”


  “──You can see me?”


  “Yes. I’ve been waiting for the time to talk to you like this.”


  “You──I thought you were dead, Your Majesty Gail.”


  “Now I am the same as I was when we met here before; I am only the residue left behind by the sword. It is only my remaining power that speaks to you.”


  Gail had a friendly smile on his face as he said this.


  The face was very similar to Ain’s. In fact, they were identical. The only difference was the length of their hair and the way they were dressed. Standing side by side, they looked more like two identical people than twins.


  “I couldn’t win. The moment I pierced my sister’s chest, it was as if Gail von Ishtalika had suffered defeat at the hands of the red fox.”


  “Even I, too, was defeated by the demon king’s power.”


  “But it’s not over yet.”


  Gail looked Ain in the eye and assured him in a strong tone.


  “It’s not settled yet.”


  Ain said nothing but continued to listen to Gail’s voice.


  A faint translucence appeared in Gail’s figure. The thought of him referring to himself as residue flashed through his mind.


  “You know what to do now, don’t you?”


  There is no need to think about it.


  “I defeated the red fox. All I have to do next is stop my out-of-control self──the Gluttonous World Tree.”


  “Yeah.”


  Ain began to walk slowly.


  He went in front of the pedestal where the sword was propped up and stared at it.


  The black sword was different from the one he fought with in the real world, and it sat in its true form, covered in a dazzling silver-white light.


  This was the true form of the first king Gail’s sword.


  Despite its majestic and beautiful appearance, the rush of overwhelming power surging through his heart took his breath away.


  “That’s why I’ve made up my mind. I’ve decided to really, truly end it all and give it the happiest ending possible.”


  There was not a hint of cloudiness on his face as he said this, and the strength in his eyes shone brightly.


  “Perhaps this sword will be gone when the battle is over?”


  Gail nodded his head.


  His sword, he said, would lose only the power he had bequeathed to it after it had served its purpose. Instead, he said, the black sword made of Marco’s material should remain.


  Gail further addressed Ain as he reached for the handle of the sword.


  “If you’re going to surpass me, you have to win.”


  “──I know.”


  “You must put an end to all this and return to your homeland.”


  “──Yes.”


  Gail’s presence finally faded into the background. The voice seemed to have gone far away.


  Ain didn’t turn around even though he knew it and only heard Gail’s voice and the beating of his chest.


  He gripped the handle tightly, and lights danced from everywhere in the great temple. The sound of marching footsteps reached him from the end of the corridor that led here.


  Before long, they were all gathered under the pedestal.


  They are all the spirits who lost their lives in the Great War.


  They were all kneeling at once, looking up at the two of them.


  “I am going to surpass you now.”


  After he said it, Ain’s body trembled.


  It was not out of fear. It was because his heart was raging and elated.


   


  “When it’s over.”


   


  Gail’s voice trailed off. His figure was no longer beside the pedestal.


   


  “Pull out this sword and call out the name.”


   


  The inscription echoed in Ain’s head.


  The surrounding scenery began to blur as he put strength into his fingertips, gripping the handle. The silvery-white wind emanating from the sword also combined to make the great temple disappear from view.


  Instead, there was a sound.


  The heroic voices of heroes. The ground shook the cobblestones with the thrust of spears. The sound of the wind as they drew their swords to raise them above their heads.


  It sounded like a battle cry for the departure for battle or the joy of the awakening of the king’s sword that had ridden with him on the battlefield.


   


  Soon all sounds faded from Ain’s ears, and what he heard instead was the roar of the sea dragons and Upashikamui.


  The next thing he knew, the king’s sword was being held in front of his face.


  Ain’s hand was attached to it, just as it had been in the great temple, just before he pulled it out.


  But when he tried to pull it out, there was a weak resistance.


  Surely, the king’s sword was waiting to be called by its name.


  After hundreds of years, to wield its power as before.


   


  “──Lend me your strength.”


   


  
    [image: ]
  


  


   


  To awaken the king’s sword to its true form, Ain called upon the name and drew it away.


   


  “Ishtar──!”


   


  Numerous glowing lights poured down from the sky, enveloping the entire royal capital. The dazzling tornado wind began to blow, and a silvery white fire scorched all things.


  ──The king’s power, which no one was allowed to resist, was manifested.


  The sea dragons and Upashikamui were transformed into particles of light in the face of this power.


  Everything literally vanished from the world.


   


  Ain von Ishtalika


  [Job] ──


  [Physical Strength] 9999+α
[Magic Power] 9999+α
[Attack Power] ──＋α
[Defense] ──＋α
[Agility] ──＋α


  [Skill] Hero


   


  Chapter 7 – A Life-Threatening Love in a Place of Memories


  Everyone’s eyes were dazzled by the light emanating from Krone’s pocket.


  Taking advantage of this opportunity, she ran down the ramp leading to the deck. She had to get to Heim at any cost. Remembering her earlier hallucination, she boarded the ship with even more determination.


  It was not until later that the sailors’ vision returned, and they realized that Krone was on board.


  “I don’t have much time left. Please, take the ship out to Heim.”


  Krone, who was usually able to deal calmly with others, sounded weak in the face of such an urgent situation.


  The sailors took pity on her but shook their heads, knowing that they could not put her in harm’s way.


  “Fine. I’ll move the ship myself.”


  “Ojou-sama! Please wait!”


  “Wait! The anchor’s not even up! You can’t move it by yourself, Ojou-sama!”


  As soon as one of the sailors noticed this, the panicky crowd regained their composure at once.


  After that, they decided it would be dangerous to forcefully bring her back and continued calling out from the dock.


  …..I can’t move the boat with this.


  Krone stared at the ship with a saddened look on her face but still could not find a way out of the situation. Then Graff finally arrived at the place.


  “I know why you want to go to Heim! But no! I will not allow it!”


  “Grandfather! Please! Let me go to Heim!”


  “No! I don’t care what your reasons are; this is the one time I won’t allow it!”


  “Ain is fighting alone! I can’t just sit here and wait in silence!”


  “I said no! You must immediately return to the mansion and show your face to Harley and Lyle, who have just arrived under protection!” [T/n: Changed Krone’s younger brother’s name to Lyle.]


  Because of the standstill, Krone had not yet been able to see Harley and Lyle again.


  Graff pointed this out and opened his hands to quiet Krone.


  “I’ll say it again. We haven’t had family time in quite a while, and you need to put your mind at ease──!”


  Krone looked down at Graff and the others and remembered in her mind how Chris had behaved the other day. Even though she was seriously injured, it was impossible to forget how she went to the Tower of Wisdom for Ain’s sake and fought Oz.


  It was the same for her. She loved Ain with her life.


  Ever since that day when she wished to leave her homeland and be by his side.


  After receiving the star crystal from him and learning about his personality, she developed feelings for him ever since she came to Ishtalika.


  And just now, she reconfirmed it.


  She didn’t care if it was a hallucination.


  When she heard his voice and saw his image beside her, she realized that her place was beside him.


  So she would never give up. She mustn’t give up.


   


  “Grandfather. I can’t do that.”


   


  Krone had that thought.


  She said it in a fragile, lovely, heartbreakingly sad voice that would make anyone fall in love with her.


   


  “I’ll always be the same. ──Because my love is my life.”


   


  These words may be disheartening to some who see or hear them.


  They may be disappointed that she has forgotten everything else because of her love.


  However, these words have a strong persuasive power for a woman who has given up her family name, gone on a perilous journey across the sea, and simply worked hard.


  Whether she would be forgiven is another matter.


  Graff ordered the crew to force her off the ship. The sailors ran up the ramp. Clasping her hands in front of her chest, Krone braced herself, but there was infinitely less she could do in front of a grown man because she couldn’t fight.


  “Gaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”


  An angry roar that shook the seafloor echoed throughout the royal capital.


  As the sea around the harbor soared skyward, a wall of seawater was created to surround the port of the royal capital.


  “…..You’ve come!”


  Two sea dragons──El and Al──jumped out from the wall of water.


  The two sea dragons appeared on the surface of the sea, flanking Krone’s ship, their beautiful scales reflecting the lights of the harbor. The two sea dragons dexterously stretched out their necks, let Krone pat their heads, and with their signature skill, “Ocean Current,” tore the chains that bound the anchor.


  The sailor and Graff approach the ship to stop it as it begins to advance slowly.


  “Grrr.”


  The older sister, El, won’t allow them to do so.


  “Everyone get out of the way!”


  “Chairman!”


  “Get away! We can’t stop them!”


  The twins did not act violently against the people of Ishtalika, as they looked up to Ain as their father. Even now, they were only trying to protect Krone, and there was no sign that they were willing to attack──but that did not mean that they were at the stage where they could be stopped at last.


  Giving up, Graff looked up at the deck and was lost for words when his gaze met Krone’s.


  When had she come to make a face like that? He had never thought he would feel more awe in the presence of his granddaughter than he did of Queen Laralua.


  “I will go to the castle and explain to His Majesty.”


  Graff told everyone and turned his back to the sea.


  The ship, accompanied by the twin sea dragons, made its way to a wall of seawater, where the currents created a hole like a door, and the ship exited the harbor.


  The ship with Krone on board left the royal capital as soon as in sight, overtaking Leviathan, which was anchored offshore.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The sea leading to Heim was calm.


  The sea was eerily quiet in the evening darkness, and all that Krone could hear was the sound of the waves crashing against the ship and the sound of two swimming creatures, El and Al.


  The same was true in the waters near the port town of Roundheart, where the town was in ruins, and not a single person was to be seen.


  It had changed, but it was something she remembers.


  Krone had only visited the town a few times as a child, but it seemed vaguely familiar. The town’s atmosphere was the same as before, although most of it had collapsed due to the war with Ishtalika and the Gluttonous World Tree.


  ──But how to get off the ship?


  The waves had taken the ramp during the voyage because she didn’t know how to put it away.


  “Kyuu.”


  El stuck her head out at Krone’s bewilderment.


  “Are you taking me with you?”


  El answered, her mouth gaping open in a good mood.


  Al, who came next to her, smiled winningly and exposed his sharp fangs.


  “Thank you. Thanks to the two of you, everything’s fine.”


  Krone patted the heads of the twins who approached her and looked in the direction of the royal capital.


  There was a huge tree that even Krone, who was born and raised in the royal capital of Heim, had never seen before. There was no doubt. That was Ain.


   


  “Arara. I never thought you would come alone.”


  Down at the harbor, standing in the rubble nearby was the black-haired beauty, Misty.


  She took off the hood of her robe to reveal her face.


  “…Misty-sama.”


  “I knew you would come. Oh, these are the twins I’ve heard so much about. Come on in. I’ll give you the magic stones I didn’t use.”


  “Kyuuu!”


  “Gyau….. gyau!”


  The twins, who had grown up with people in the royal capital, accepted the magic stone with their mouths without any wariness.


  El licked it like a candy ball, and Al enjoyed the taste as he crunched it.


  Misty recalled old memories as she watched the twins eat.


  “Ramza used to be so small, too. He used to be such a little skeleton child.”


  She put her hand around her own waist to show the height.


  I see; he was indeed small, Krone thought.


  “He is such a dignified man now, but there was a time when he was like that, wasn’t there?”


  “Yes. He was very cute, following me around a little bit. After that, he grew little by little, evolved, and finally became Dullahan after hundreds of years. Maybe they will eventually evolve into another dragon.”


  Krone’s cheeks twitched, and she worried whether the twins would listen to her even if they evolved. Misty sensed this and said.


  “Don’t worry. The master is much, much stronger than the twins.”


  With that, Misty started walking down the main street.


  “I have a horse over there. I will take you down to Ain-kun.”


  The horrors of the war remained in the surroundings, but Krone remained strong.


  The sheer number of bodies and the bloodstains made her want to vomit, but there was no time to be scared in a place like this.


   


  ──It was a little easier after getting on the horse.


  All she had to do was look at Misty pulling on the reins and the World Tree that was slowly getting closer and closer.


  “I can feel the sea serpent’s presence… but I never thought you would really ride in by yourself.”


  When they reached the city gate, Ramza, leaning his back against a rock that had fallen beside him, said.


  “You should have been concerned about the possibility of being messed around with by the barbarians.”


  “Right. Be careful next time.”


  “T-thank you for your concern.”


  The two of them were strangely kind, or rather, they cared for each other very well.


  The distance between them was strangely close.


  Krone was not uncomfortable with it either, and there was a strange sense of comfort.


  “Ku… ka…”


  A sleeping breath was heard from Ramza’s lap.


  When Krone turned her eyes, she saw a girl there. The girl who was sleeping and drooling was the Succubus of Jealousy──the Demon Lord Arche.


  She did not look at all like the person who caused the great war and took countless lives.


  “It was thanks to her that we were able to stop Ain-kun.”


  “Yeah. Arche has helped us a lot. But she won’t wake up for a while because she’s turned her life force into power.”


  To the worried Krone, Ramza told her casually.


  “…..Arche-sama.”


  “Don’t worry about her. In the past, she has always been like this. Whenever she finished a job, she always wanted to go to bed. This time it’s a big job, and she’ll sleep a little longer than usual.”


  “Fufu… yes.”


  At this point, it was easy to understand how Arche might have been a peace-loving person. Krone thanked her sincerely and prayed that she would wake up soon.


  “──What’s going on inside the royal capital?”


  “It’s quiet.”


  “You should go and have a look, Krone. But not alone. I know you know the city, but you should go with him; he will show you around.”


  “That’s right. With him, there is nothing to be afraid of.”


  According to these two people, the one who would guide her would be behind the city gate.


  Krone thanked them in parting and stepped quickly into the royal capital.


  …..I remember it, after all, she thought.


  She missed everything when she came to the royal capital. She didn’t know how many times she had passed through the city gates.


  The city may be in ruins now, but there were still remnants of those days.


  “…..I never thought I would return.”


  Especially in these circumstances.


  When she was a child, she thought Heim Castle was magnificent. That awareness disappeared when she learned about the culture of Istalika, but that Heim Castle has also crumbled without a trace.


  In addition to the aftermath of the war, Ain’s rampage had created a horrific scene.


  “──I have been waiting for you. Krone-sama.”


  After a short walk, a living armor spoke to her.


  “I am Marco. I am a living armor in the service of Ain-sama.”


  Marco’s appearance was clearly that of a monster.


  Krone had no recollection of Ain having a monster knight as a subordinate, but she did remember the knight’s name and race.


  “Marco-sama. It is my first time meeting you. My name is Krone August, and I am──”


  “Aah! No! Please call me Marco! I am a servant of Ain-sama! Then it is only logical that Krone-sama would call me that!”


  He said this and started to lead Krone away.


  Krone had no time to argue. On the contrary, his butler-like manners made Krone admire him.


   


  Marco’s request continued.


  Next, he asked her to change her tone of voice, and Krone, bewildered, changed it. …She tried changing it but was told that was different, so she tried a tone that sounded like she was talking to a subordinate she was used to, and Marco nodded in satisfaction.


  “Krone-sama. If you don’t mind, would you like me to tell you a little bit about my past?”


  “Yes. I’d love to hear it.”


  “I would like to tell you a story that happened before I was on duty in Arche-sama’s castle.”


  “You mean when the former demon king territory──former royal capital, is still in good condition?”


  Considering his feelings, she rephrased it as the former royal capital. Marco was in a good mood when he heard this and began to speak with a cheerful tone in his voice.


  “Actually, this Marco had a particular person in mind to serve.”


  “I thought you were serving the Arche-sama?”


  “It was true that in the broad sense of the word, I served Arche-sama, and I served Ishtalika. But there was another person who I served as my lord and master.”


  Krone was convinced that this was the same as Dill’s position. He was in the service of Ishtalika and a vassal of Sylvird, but his absolute master was Ain.


  In terms of position, Sylvird was at the top, but in the minds of the parties involved, that was a different matter.


  “So what happened to the gentleman?”


  “──I could not leave the royal capital due to a certain disturbance, and my dream of accompanying him did not come true. I heard from my companions that he breathed his last by the side of his beloved.”


  His voice was somber.


  “Instead, he left me a word to wait for him at the demon king’s castle.”


  “What words?”


  Marco looked up at the sky, trying to recall his memories of that time.


  “If I can be reborn, I want to be a demon king who can defeat them.”


  The lord he was supposed to serve left the world with these words. Marco was waiting for that moment at the demon king’s castle.


  “If you are going to wait for the demon king, you must go to the demon king’s castle, isn’t that right?”


  “That’s right. The beast made my memory fade away, but I had been able to keep it as an obsession deep in my heart. I had been waiting for the time to come at the demon king’s castle because of the orders given by the Commander.”


  The tale of the old days was now over.


  Their steps eventually came to a halt in front of the decaying Archduke Augusto’s mansion. It was difficult to find any remnants of the archduke’s residence, however. This area was fortunately at the edge of the trunk of the Gluttonous World Tree, but its growth had swallowed up most of the land.


  The Augusto family was one of the most prominent noble families in the capital and had reached the height of its prosperity under the former head of the family, Graff. The mansion was a sight to behold, and there was not a shadow of its past glory in the main residence.


   


  ──There was only one thing left.


  It was no exaggeration to say that her destiny began in that garden.


  “This is as far as I can guide you.”


  “Thank you. I don’t know what to do, but I will try to talk to Ain.”


  They parted at these words, and Krone proceeded on the ground with poor footing and approached the root of Ain.


  “Where should I begin to talk to him?”


  By touching the thick roots that are stretched around the area? Or leaning against the trunk? Or climb to the top of the tree? Unfortunately, none of these options seemed to work.


  As she wandered along, she heard girls’ voices above her head.


  “Wow, wow!”


  “There’s an unusual creature! It’s so rare! Amazing!”


  “…..Yes?”


  A glowing ball suddenly landed on the ground, and upon closer inspection, a small humanoid creature was inside.


  “I’m the Onee-chan, you know!”


  “…..Onee-chan?”


  “Yes! I’m this girl’s Onee-chan!”


  “And, and! I’m Onee-chan’s younger sister! Mama asked us to come over to World Tree-sama, so we did our best to get here!”


  Of course, if there was an older sister and the younger one was a woman, she must be the younger sister.


  Krone held her head up with a dumbfounded look on her face, wondering what they were talking about.


  First of all, who were these women, and what kind of creatures are they? And who was this “Mama”?


  There was no one to answer her questions. She had no choice but to ignore them and continue walking, but this time she saw them following her and smiled.


  “Why do you have a magic stone outside your body?”


  “Eeii! Let’s get it out, let’s get it out!”


  “Ah──hey! Stop it!”


  Of the two glowing balls, the one that claimed to be the older sister went into Krone’s clothes and pulled out the small leather pouch.


  “Hey! Why? Why are you still alive even though the magic stone is outside your body?”


  “You’re an unusual creature!”


  “Hah….. I’m a human. Don’t be ridiculous; give it back to me!”


  But they did not like this reply.


  The two lights stamped their feet in the air and violently handed back the leather pouch.


  “I hate liars!”


  “Unusual creature, liar! You’re a liar just like World Tree-sama!”


  Krone was shocked when the tree spirit unexpectedly uttered the word World Tree.


  “You guys know where Ain… no, the World Tree is?”


  Even so, everything visible was probably the World Tree, but Krone said it as she thought they were talking about Ain.


  Apparently, she was right.


  “I know! Liar World Tree-sama is sleeping over there!”


  “This way, this way!”


  Following the light as it flew away freely, Krone hurried forward as well.


  Avoiding the tree roots and ivy, Krone, guided by the two, arrives at the desired location. It was a large, shallow, cave-like space close to the border between the trunk and the roots.


  “We’re going to go play!”


  “World Tree-sama is sleeping, don’t wake him up!”


  “Yes, thank you for showing me the way.”


  By the way──this might be the place to be.


  “Ain, there you are!”


  The day Krone and Ain met for the first time.


  The night they had a tea party with Olivia.


  The terrace that day was now in close proximity to the trunk of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  The chair and the trunk had assimilated, but Ain was sleeping in a position as if he was sitting on the chair, and the tree roots produced from below his waist were extending to the tree’s trunk.


  This place, covered with thick tree roots and ivy, was illuminated by the light from the fruit of the Gluttonous World Tree, creating a somewhat fantastic scene, like a secret base. Krone checked out several star crystals lying at his feet, then sat down next to him and looked at his profile, smiling.


 

  “──Ain.”


   


  She brushed a strand of hair from his forehead and laid her hand on top of his. She placed the talisman she had brought between her hands and prayed for him to come back.


  Then a veil of azure light surrounded them both.


   


  “──Now, let’s continue where we left off that night.”


   


  Remembering the phenomenon that occurred on the balcony of the castle, she looked up at the night sky, wishing that she could be of some help to Ain.


  The profile of the woman looking up at the stars in the sky was breathtakingly beautiful.


   


  Chapter 8 – Gluttonous World Tree Ⅰ


  Soon after the power of the king’s sword was awakened, the false Ishtalika royal capital vanished.


  The sky seemed to shatter, and everything in sight quickly darkened. Although Ain had the strange sensation of drifting through the air, before long, he was standing under a blue sky.


  This was a peaceful plain with fields of blue fire roses all around.


  The man was there.


  He stood alone on the plain, with his back to Ain, waiting.


  “Someone is disturbing me. I can feel my power being repelled.”


  “What do you mean? Opening your mouth first and preparing your excuses?”


  “Not really, but oh well. ──Now, I can’t say that my wounds have healed, but I think I’ve got the strength to stand in front of you.”


  The man continued, keeping his back against Ain.


   


  “──The power of that sword was my only concern.”


  “Yes. I thought so.”


  “But I could not find it. I couldn’t find it in the power I took from you, and I couldn’t find any sign of it in the black sword outside by your body.”


  He turned around with a wry smile on his face as he said this. He looked graceful, with an air of composure about him.


  “I understand. The power of the sword had already assimilated with you.”


  “I thought you were careless.”


  “Don’t be a fool. I was not the least bit careless to become one with your consciousness. But, as I said before, the reason I could not fight you directly was because I was not recovered.”


  The atmosphere that the man wore changed. In the face of the intense pressure that almost overwhelmed him, Ain continued to hold his stance without moving an eyebrow.


  “Either you will become one with me, or I will be defeated by you. ──You know what? I’m desperate, too.”


  “Then I’ll end it here.”


  With Ishtar in hand, Ain began to move forward on his feet.


  The distance between the two was still far.


  “No need to identify yourself?”


  “No need.”


  “Why don’t we just say our names as bravely as you did when you killed your father?”


  “It doesn’t make sense anymore, does it? We know each other so well.”


  “Oya? I never said my name, though.”


  “I’d be lying if I didn’t recognize you after all this time. Besides, your name is the one I gave you.”


  The man laughed. Unlike Ain, whose face was calm and clear, the man smiled happily.


  “I’d like you to call me by my name for once.”


  “I intend to. It’s hard for me to talk to you otherwise.”


  Ain disappeared after he had finished.


  A gust of wind blew through the area, and the next thing he saw was the man behind him.


  Silver light and fire burst from the tip of his sword, which was about to pierce the man’s neck.


   


  “Let’s begin!”


   


  The black sword that Ain knew so well faced Ishtar, who was aiming at the man’s neck. With a glance at the guy who turned around, they met face to face and shouted out the name.


   


  “──Gluttonous World Tree!”


   


  Silver and black combined to form a vortex of two colors of magic power. Eventually, it exploded, sending up the blue petals of the Blue Fire Rose.


  “I feel good! I finally got you to call me!”


  “I regret it! I wish I’d never thought of a name!”


  “Don’t be so sad! We will soon become one and truly become the Gluttonous World Tree!”


  Their swordsmanship was absolutely equal. It was as if Ain was dealing with a shadow of himself.


  It was not strange considering that the other party was a being born and evolved from him. Even so, the sight of him fighting with a black sword clutched in his hand irritated Ain.


  Also, he gradually came to understand.


  Their sword skills are indeed equal, but Ain’s physical strength was inferior to his enemy.


  ──In addition.


  “As expected, it is a big burden to deal with you only with sword skills.


  The Gluttonous World Tree, saying so, produced an illusory hand from the empty air. It attacked Ain several times, but Ain cut them down as Gail did.


  Ain calmly observed the situation while dealing with further attacks.


  (I knew it.)


  There was no doubt. The Gluttonous World Tree could use all the power that Ain could use. He mocked himself for having such a troublesome set of skills.


  “I was born when you evolved into the demon king.”


  “Oh… so that’s it.”


  “From that moment on, I became the demon king. But don’t be mistaken. It is I who have the power, not you. Only I, who became the demon king, have most of the power that you had.”


  He said that all the power that was necessary to reach the demon king was in the hands of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  “The only thing I couldn’t take away was the dryad’s power. Apparently, it is impossible to take away the power that is so intimately connected to you.”


  Just like a bird has wings. The power that was closely related to its existence was the same.


  “──If you took away my power, there would be no need for you to become one with me!”


  The power of the ice dragon filled the area.


  Ain used Ishtar to dispel the cold air that almost froze his skin and closed the distance between him and the Gluttonous World Tree.


  “No, I still have to become one with you. Otherwise, I won’t be able to use all my powers at will.”


  Ain raised Ishtar. A blinding sword flash scattered the hellfire, drowning out the cold air of the illusory hand and the ice dragon.


  A swing of divine speed approached one arm of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  It was blocked with a dull metallic sound.


  ──Dullahan’s hand armor.


  It was jet black, and it was a robust fortress produced by magic power. But it shattered in an instant when it was struck by Ain’s sword.


  “…..Good grief. Is it too much to take on that power?”


  The Gluttonous World Tree sighed, seemingly knowing exactly what to expect.


  On the other hand, the sword of the demon king’s inevitable destruction in which the power of the heroic king resides. The threat was still the same and could not be ignored, even if it was a powerful demon king that has gone out of control.


  “As expected of the man who created me.”


  “──This is not the end!”


  The sword of Ain, which was in pursuit, was approaching. This time, he was sure to cut him down, and he was certain it would pierce his throat.


  However, the Gluttonous World Tree remained the same.


  Even with the sword of the demon king’s destruction in front of him, his face showed a certain composure and──.


  “I want to ask you one last time.”


  There was a pity.


  He thought about what he would have to do to Ain from now on.


  A pity that told him he already knew the outcome.


   


  “O, hero!”


   


  The jet-black magic power was released, and Ain was pushed away. Covering his face with his hands, Ain was pressured, and the distance between them widened.


  “Become one with me, and let’s eat everything.”


  “Kuh….. what’s it for…..?”


  “Hunger. As you named me, I am a glutton. I want to devour every living being and see if I can fill my belly.”


  “Beyond that is nothingness! You want to boast of your power in an empty world?”


  He laughed.


  The Gluttonous World Tree laughed from the bottom of his heart for the first time.


  “──Fufu. I am not trying to be stronger than anyone else. I just want to see if I can satisfy this hunger after I’ve eaten everything.”


  “No way, you──.”


  “That’s all there is to it. It doesn’t matter if I eat up all of it and become lonely. I am willing to be alone if it satisfies my body at the end of it.”


  Knowing that no one else would understand.


  The Gluttonous World Tree spoke proudly.


   


  “Come, O hero. Be one with me and devour all the world.”


   


  The jet-black pressure stopped, and Ain’s movement was halted with only a moment’s pause.


  Countless illusory hands covered Ain’s back. Without turning around, he knew they were there. One by one, they grabbed Ain’s limbs. The blue fire roses at his feet froze white and crystalline ice encased him up to his knees.


  Waiting for a response, the Gluttonous World Tree thrust his black sword at Ain’s neck.


  The Gluttonous World Tree sighed deeply.


  “You’ve been so wise up to now, and yet here you are making the wrong choice.”


  “Yes, I have matured compared to the past.”


  But the illusory hand was easily drowned out by the silver wind that Ain’s body emitted.


  The ice at his feet melted in the fire, and his free hand held Ishtar right next to it.


  “But you know what?”


  There’s one other thing to remember.


  “You know I’m stubborn!”


  He shouted fiercely.


  The step that closed the distance to the sorrowful, Gluttonous World Tree once more was even faster than before, with a blinding, god-like speed.


  The problem was that the tree reacted lightly to this divine speed.


  If it were possible to defeat a man with just swiftness, there would be no difficulty, but the fact that the effect was so weak, even made Ain grimace.


  The World Tree seemed to be in a slightly better mood after easily receiving Ain’s sword.


  “I don’t feel bad. On the contrary, when I think I’ve come to understand you even better, I can’t stop the inexpressible joy that wells up inside me. ──Oh, it’s really not that bad!”


  “──!”


  “And here we are! That I am crossing swords with you!”


  “What’s wrong….. with that?”


  The sword fight was the strangest thing Ain had ever experienced.


  The illusion of swinging a sword in front of a mirror was still the same, but all of them were slightly superior to his own—the strength of his muscles, the swiftness, everything.


  “Ah, your voice, your face! I’ve seen many of you in you! But I’ve never seen you so desperate and hateful toward your opponent as you are now!”


  “If you’re aware of it, then it’s worth acting like that!”


  “That’s what attracts me so much! I even think it’s adorable!”


  The momentum of the sword fight only increased.


  But with the words that it was limited to the Gluttonous World Tree.


   


  “Now──let me pierce your body with your sword!”


   


  Ain was knocked off his torso and dropped to one knee on top of the blue fire rose.


  On the other side, The tip of a black sword aimed right between his eyes.


  His hands and feet were bound to the jet-black tree roots like chains, leaving no room for escape. But Ain’s eyes were sharper than those of the black sword.


  “Did you think it would be easy?”


  “I had high hopes.”


  “Then you’d better change your mind.”


  From Ain’s Ishtar.


  The wind of white flame danced and burned the roots of the jet-black tree in the blink of an eye.


  The pressure repelled the black sword of the Gluttonous World Tree, and the hand holding the hilt laughed.


   


  “──Don’t be conceited. Gluttonous World Tree.”


   


  The body trembled. The mouth of the Gluttonous World Tree was trembling with joy.


  The high spirits that were drifting from Ain, who was still standing up, were not waning but were increasing.


  “I will not let it end.”


  “The end will come someday. There is an end to everything, even if it is sad.”


  “If there is, it will only be when you die.”


  “Oh….. you really are….. lovely, aren’t you?”


  They were equally good with the sword.


  Even if the other was inferior, things were not so easy.


  The Gluttonous World Tree who fought Ain realized this in his bones, and while he rejoiced in Ain’s bravery, the eyes glaring at Ishtar in his grip were not honest and were tinged with a slight hatred.


  It was not long before the Gluttonous World Tree looked annoyed for the first time.


  “But──things don’t seem as bad as I thought.”


  His cheeks immediately broke out into a smile again.


  Ain, on the other hand, was upset and his face went rigid. His face became rigid with agitation.


  (It should be him who is at a disadvantage.)


  Absolutely, for sure.


  Since Misty and the others, the familiars that Ain had summoned, were also monitoring their movements outside, the Gluttonous World Tree could not focus its attention only on the battle here.


  In addition, the Ishtar in Ain’s hand was a particularly effective sword against the demon king, the World Tree.


  “It doesn’t look like a well-founded confidence to me.”


  “If you are concerned, look around you. The world is collapsing, isn’t it?”


  As they crossed swords, he looked around and noticed that the edge of the plain, which he thought stretched on forever, was beginning to be swallowed up by darkness.


  ──It is the same with the blue sky.


  The end of the world was eroding away.


   


  

  


   


  “Is this world the last place I have left?”


  The Gluttonous World Tree smiled and pointed the tip of his black sword at Ain.


  “Surely this is the last place left to you.”


  Without hiding, the Gluttonous World Tree answered.


  “Or you could say it’s your last hours. Once you hand over the reins to me, your mind will begin fading away, slowly. That darkness speaks for itself. When it overtakes this world, I will truly be one with you.”


  “I don’t care what it takes. It doesn’t change the fact that I have to defeat you.”


  Ain held up his hand and released a silvery white wind.


  The Gluttonous World Tree, however, effortlessly caught it with his black sword.


  Unlike in the past, the power did not seem to be thinning. The Gluttonous World Tree had a little more room to maneuver.


  “I understand your strength better than anyone else. Your indomitable courage and refusal to give up.”


  This was not to say that it had been a game.


  It’s just that things have changed.


  “The power of the hero king has been troublesome, but more troublesome is your heart.”


  It was Ain himself who never faltered, never gave up.


  “But soon. It won’t be long before I become one with you and embark on a journey that will devour everything in its path.”


  The confidence that pervaded his words suggested that he had the power to discourage Ain, who would not be discouraged.


  The Gluttonous World Tree did not say much, but he could imagine. At the very least, it’s a killing blow. It must be an overwhelming force that forced Ain to give up.


  (What is he going to do…? It’s not just the collapse of this world. There has to be something else.)


  The last place left.


  This world was Ain’s consciousness itself, and when the world completely collapses, it would mean that Ain’s consciousness was dead as it was.


  That was the current state of collapse.


  As Ain’s power was lost.


  “The power that could not be used due to the fact that my will is still there, is being used little by little?”


  “I really adore you. How well do you understand me?”


  “It is not because I want to understand you. I do it out of necessity. Don’t get me wrong.”


  “It’s a trivial thing. All that matters to me is that you understand me. I don’t care about the process.”


  His words were very unpleasant.


  But even Ain can’t afford to worry about that.


  (──It means that the gap in power will only widen from now on.)


  With the celestial sphere turning black at the edge of his vision, he breathed calmly so as not to rush.


  “Let’s finish this. Gluttonous World Tree.”


  “Yes. I will unite with you and put an end to all this.”


  Ain could still manage. He wanted to think that there was still time. Otherwise, only the future of defeat would be approaching.


  The force with which he gripped Ishtar in his hand and the force with which he stepped into his legs gained momentum.


  ──A voice ridiculed it.


  “It’s going well. I can feel my strength growing.”


  The Gluttonous World Tree took distance and spread his hands out like wings. The black wind that contrasted with the silver wind that Ain released were sent up and overpowered Ain.


  “It’s a pleasant sensation. I feel like I’m going to reach the top.”


  The power of hero king Gail was mighty.


  The awareness that he could wield superior power against the Gluttonous World Tree and the secret joy of having created the possibility of obtaining the future he desired was enough to make him feel happy.


   


  But then again, things changed.


  As Ain’s world collapsed, the advantage of special power was being erased.


  The proof was in the air.


   


  “──The demon king of the world tree declares. I will devour the shell that is you.”


   


  For the first time, he has a murderous intent in his eyes.


  The black hair of the Gluttonous World Tree grew close to the waist. Although his face had a bewitching appearance with a hint of sex appeal, the murderous intent in his eyes could not be concealed.


  His smile was fearless without losing its composure, and the black wind he wore was still ferocious.


  Suddenly, he disappeared without a trace.


  “I am proud to see you so brave.”


  He appeared from behind, so fast that Ain, who boasted of his divine speed, could not see him.


  “Wha──?”


  “I would have liked to see you beg for your life at least once.”


  The voice from behind him and the subsequent burning heat that struck Ain’s back.


  It wasn’t that he was burned──by the flames.


  “Guh….. Ah…..!”


  It was the heat of the blade cutting vertically across his back. The burning pain distorted Ain’s face, but he clenched his lips and swallowed a weak sound.


  Twisting his body, he sliced up Ishtar from bottom to top into the Gluttonous World Tree.


  But.


  Even though it was clad in the silver of the demon king’s inevitable destruction, the Gluttonous World Tree did not avoid it and caught it head-on. The hand holding the black sword was burnt and dripped black blood.


  And yet, he was happy.


  “Not bad.”


  He sneered from a place slightly higher than the anguished Ain.


  “More. Let your face be stained with despair.”


  Ain turned, slipped past him, and raised his sword in a sharp movement.


  “I am glad. I am glad that you, my empty shell, show your own brilliance in this way.”


  The other party was the demon king. It was also a demon king that surpassed the Succubus of Jealousy, Arche.


  He was the most god-like being in this spiritual world.


  “Kah….. Hahh…..”


  The one who was twisted down before his power was Ain.


  The sword was reaped sideways as he turned around; that’s all it was.


  Before the pure power and speed, Ain defended himself, but the impact brought him to his knees.


  The silver power that Ishtar was clad in was far from the demon king’s certain destruction and had become a weak light as the world collapsed.


  “I am amazed.”


  The Gluttonous World Tree stroked his cheek.


  Soon after, the tree felt a burning heat on its cheek. He reached for his cheek again without expression and noticed the black blood running down his cheek.


  “Where does that power come from?”


  “Hah….. hah….!”


  “Look at this. This world is already so small, only a fraction of what it was when you first appeared.”


  “That’s──what’s happening….!”


  “My power has increased; your power has decreased. Yet, how can you hurt me? Certainly, the power of the hero king had the potential to kill me, but it would only be a dream now that you are so weak.”


  His current physical strength was inferior to that of the young Ain.


  Even more so than when he defeated the sea dragon.


  “What are you standing on? You are just Ain, having lost all your skills. What drives you when you are just an individual who borrowed the power of the hero king and not even a demon king?”


  “──I said”


  “Hmm?”


  “──As I said, there’s no reason to give up!”


  The power of the white silver utilized was endlessly weak and fragile.


  There was almost no grip strength left in his hand that wielded the sword of the hero king. His steps were also weak and unreliable.


  The only thing that had not diminished was his will to fight and his high spirit.


  “It was awe-inspiring.”


  The Gluttonous World Tree did not seem to be the slightest bit careless of Ain in front of him, even though he would have fallen down if he was not careful.


  With his black sword, he showed a thrusting stance and was ready to intercept Ain as he stepped forward.


  He deliberately let Ain slip into his bosom, and as they passed each other──.


  “This is the end.”


  He thrust the black sword toward Ain’s throat──That was supposed to be the case.


  “You dodged it…..?”


  “Don’t get me wrong! You were born from me; that doesn’t change the fact!”


  Ain, who had managed to dodge just in time, thrust Ishtar in the opposite direction. Unfortunately, due to the lack of physical strength, it did not reach through the chest of the Gluttonous World Tree, but it ripped through the clothes, and the tip of the cut was sent to the soft skin, though only slightly.


  As one would expect, the silver magic was strong in this situation.


  The Gluttonous World Tree hurriedly cleaved the black sword to the side, sending Ain flying away.


  It was only after that that he fell to his knees for the first time.


  “Kuh…”


  The two of them, Ain and the Gluttonous World Tree, were kneeling in oddly similar postures. The contrast was in their facial expressions.


  “I told you. Don’t be mistaken.”


  Ain stood up boldly in pain.


  With a courage that he was proud to say he had never felt before.


  “You were born of me. Except for the power of the demon king, we are equal.”


  “So what? That doesn’t explain why you were able to hurt me.”


  “Haha, don’t you understand?”


  Their sword skills were evenly matched.


  The only reason there was such a gap in power now was because Ain’s will was so close to death. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t do anything about it.


  Ain stood up ahead of the Gluttonous World Tree and held up Ishtar in his hand.


  “──You really are…”


  “Yeah. I just need to be strong in this fight. If we were evenly matched, this would be enough.”


  The Gluttonous World Tree deprived him of both magic and physical strength, but not of his skills.


  “I told the first king that I would surpass you.”


  It was because he swore so.


  “If I can’t surpass you, then those words will be lies.”


  ‘Kuku….. hahaha….. hahahahaha! I see! You say you have surpassed me and become stronger in this battle!”


  The Gluttonous World Tree belatedly stood up and laughed.


  His wounds had already healed, and Ain, seeing this, muttered, “As expected,” with a sigh.


  “I’ll correct what I said about you being an empty shell. Even if the demon king has taken everything from you and you are empty, the courage that you have built up is still admirable.”


  Hearing the words of the Gluttonous World Tree, Ain recalled that when he was a child, he was disinherited as an inferior elder brother.


  Skill and discipline enabled him to take advantage of his toxin decomposition to gain power from the magic stone, but if he lost that power, there was only a little that remained.


  Still──.


  He stepped in.


  Just to go forward, to defeat the demon king.


   


  “──My past, it hasn’t gone away.”


   


  Another sword fight, another rivalry.


  The power of Dullahan, even the ice of Upashikamui.


  He could avoid it. He will not be struck by a fatal blow.


   


  “I am here. I may be just Ain once you take it away from me, but I’m not gone yet.”


   


  Looking back, his life had been full of ups and downs.


  He crossed the sea, became royalty, and became a hero for defeating the sea dragons. He traveled to various cities on the continent to conduct research and met many people in the process.


  All of them are precious treasures for Ain.


   


  “I’m not going to let you take my world away from me anymore. For that──I won’t lose.”


   


  The Gluttonous World Tree’s body trembled.


  Was this fear? No way, to me? He thought.


  Was he afraid of Ain, a dead man who could not be said to be fluent or proud of his rigid strength?


  Ain’s body was battered and gushing fresh blood as they crossed swords. However, the light in his eyes did not disappear, and he constantly confronted the Gluttonous World Tree.


  It seemed that the fear he felt earlier was not a misunderstanding.


  “So that’s what you did when you gave birth to me….. So that’s it…”


  The blood dripping from the newly carved wounds on the cheeks caressed his lips. As he tasted it, the Gluttonous World Tree marveled as he realized that he had unconsciously retreated.


  Soon, though, his eyes widened, and the corners of his mouth relaxed.


  Ain had no time to notice this and fought gruffly.


  (I must hurry up! I don’t have time!)


  His blade reached out. Compared to the past, the blade was much more powerful.


  After exchanging a few blades, he realized that the cheeks of the Gluttonous World Tree had secretly loosened, and his face looked eerie.


  “Why aren’t you using your other powers?”


  He asked, trying to escape from the eerie feeling, and the answer came easily.


  “The power of the hero king is too much of a burden to handle!”


  “In that case, you can give it to me!”


  “I’m sorry, but no! Even if I don’t use it, it’s still my precious power! Besides, if there is some mistake and it is absorbed, it will be troublesome!”


  “…..You just let your guard down a little bit!”


  “Give me a break──. I know better than anyone else I can’t be so naive as to think that I can win by being too generous! I am not that stupid, you know!”


  “How can you say that you are not when you speak of foolish wishes!”


  “Haha! If instinct is a sin, then a beast without wisdom has sinned just by existing!”


  Ain was so absorbed in the battle that he was unaware of it.


  The jet blackness of the sky was swallowing up the celestial sphere, and the edges were swaying and shining to the point that a huge ball of light, reminiscent of a solar eclipse, was floating in the sky.


  “I will not discuss what sin is and what justice is!”


  At last, the swords exchanged were no longer evenly matched. Ain’s skill, which had seen through the movements of the Gluttonous World Tree in battle and overworked his brain to the point of burning out, was beginning to win out.


  “If you want to take away the world I love, I can only stop you!”


  Suddenly, the world shook.


  The sky, which had been covered with blue, collapsed and turned black, and the atmosphere was eroded by a heaviness that was hard to describe as if it were hot or cold.


  At the same time, the Gluttonous World Tree that had been facing Ain with the black sword moved away from Ain.


  Ain’s body has only a little strength left. It could be said that he had been fighting with his emotions until now, and if he let up, it was inevitable that he would die in an instant. But he couldn’t be stopped.


  “Eh──?”


  Suddenly, he fell to his knees.


  Ain kneeled down on the petals of the blue fire rose.


  The thorns pricked near the thigh and dug into his skin. This pain was nothing serious. The problem was that his entire body was drained.


  In a few seconds, he could stand up, but his whole body felt dull.


   


  “──At last.”


   


  The Gluttonous World Tree said exaggeratedly with his arms outstretched.


  

  In contrast, Ain, frustrated by the weight of his body, managed to put strength into his fingertips.


  The fingertips gripping Ishtar were as weak as a baby’s.


  No way, it’s already──.


  “Finally. I’ve been waiting for this.”


  The world that could be seen was shaken up. The visible world wavered.


  “Not yet….. I’m not done yet…..!”


  “You’ve had enough.”


  The faint blue sky that remained was completely eroded and turned black.


  Within that black sky was a huge ball of light.


  Ain finally noticed its existence.


   


  The ball of light was filled with a light that was darker than the black sky. From the shimmering white flame flickering at the edge, Ain could feel a dense magic power that he had never felt before.


  It was a sign that the time allowed to Ain was almost up.


  “Rejoice. The time for you to be you has come to an end, and the time for you to become one with me has arrived.”


  A fist-sized light rose from the ground and flew into a black ball of light.


  The blue fire rose, rotting away and lying on its side, was a painful sight.


  “This is for you. This is the last gift to you, who will disappear from now on.”


  More eyes stirred in the eyes of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  A hair-raising awe.


  “I will show you my gluttony. I will show you my hunger.”


  Ain unconsciously pulled out his Ishtar, lashed it to his body, and thrust it into the throat of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  It stabbed in without any resistance.


  (…..This guy.)


  He did not avoid it on purpose.


  Jet-black fresh blood danced in the air.


  The sharpened senses could hear even the sound of hair brushing, and the breath was so noisy. Ain stared at the Gluttonous World Tree, which had become quiet while adjusting his disordered breathing.


  The power that resided in Ishtar shimmered to kill the demon king, but the world tree was calm.


  “Now, it is time for the end.”


  The demon king of the world tree embraced Ain, who was by his side and whispered to him.


  “What are you doing…..?”


  The tip of the sword penetrated even deeper as he embraced Ain.


  The black blood leaked out from the mouth of the Gluttonous World Tree, and it was obvious that it would be a fatal blow under normal circumstances, but an uncontrollable eeriness shook the heart.


  And even if he tried to keep his distance, the arms that embraced him were so strong that he couldn’t escape.


  “This power still only works here. Why, you ask? The reason is simple. Because you refused to become one with me.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous! I’m still──”


  “You want to say that you are still resisting?”


  But…


  “Give it up. You don’t have the strength left in you right now to refuse me.”


  It was already at the point where it was pointless to resist in the heart.


  The Gluttonous World Tree spoke fluently even though his throat had been pierced, and his voice was full of passion.


  “Let me recite. This is the power of the World Tree born from your body.”


  A mystical hymn, as if played in a cathedral.


  The sound of keyboard instruments reverberated throughout the world as if the ears had gone mad.


  “In My arms, you may bask in the blessings and rest in eternal sleep.”


  A passionate embrace, as if embracing a beloved one.


  A forceful embrace, as if trying not to let its prey escape.


  “Stop… it…! I have no intention of having a heart-to-heart──”


  “We are not going to be in love. We will only be one.”


  The two men stand still with contrasting expressions and demeanors.


  The tone caused the jet-black ball of light to crack.


   


  “──Pour down. My blessing.”


   


  The light shone brightly, yet duskily.


  All the power gathered in the jet-black ball of light dissipated from the crack.


  A black glow pierced the heavens and gouged the earth.


  It spiraled and made flowers dance.


  It went without saying that it was untouchable. Everything that existed dried up, and the whole body shriveled up and turned black.


   


  Eventually──


  With a thud.


  Ain, freed from the embrace, was on top of the blackened and withered blue fire rose.


  The sword of the hero king had also changed, like a dull object that has been exposed to the elements for hundreds of years. It fell to the ground next to Ain.


   


  “Into eternal sleep. From now on, you will satisfy your hunger with me.”


   


  Ain, speechless, not moving a single finger.


  There was only one other living being that could be felt. The only other living thing was a single blue fire rose, which had escaped death thanks to being at his feet.


   


  Chapter 9 – Gluttonous World Tree II


  Sylvird was in the audience chamber.


  He did not sit on his throne but stood still by the window, so he could see the direction of Heim from this corner.


  He saw the sky glow in the distance and felt a shiver run through his body.


  “──A Jet-Black Sun”


  The clouds that had been drifting across the sky of the royal capital of Ishtalika were also being drawn in, and their destination was like the light seen through a purple crystal. Even in the middle of the darkest night, it had an exceptional presence.


  What was going on? What happened to Ain?


  Of course, he was also concerned for Krone’s safety, but his neck felt cold at the sight of the unknown presence.


  A few minutes later.


  “Your Majesty! Please excuse me for this urgent matter!”


  Sylvird replied, “No problem” to Lloyd, who entered without knocking on the door of the audience chamber, without making a single disgusted face.


  His face was still turned to the sky outside the window in the direction of Heim.


  “You have seen it, have you?”


  “How could I not have noticed?”


  Then Lloyd bent down on his knees beside Sylvird.


  “The battleships that returned after the battle are already heading back out to sea.”


  “Where are my ships?”


  “Still in port.”


  “Then send my ships out as well. That leaves only the Princess Olivia──”


  Before he could finish, he saw something strange in his vision.


  The jet-black sun in the sky over Heim cracked, and Sylvird did not miss the sight of something peeking out into the world.


  “──What is… that… thing…?”


  Even though it was supposed to be so far away, he recognized it.


  His inorganic eyes, which showed no glimpse of emotion, seemed to smile happily when their gazes met.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The situation near Krone had also changed drastically.


  Flower monsters surrounded her, along with tree roots and ivy. The fruits of magic were also exploding, pouring down, again and again, trying to take her life.


  But she was not taken, thanks to the veil of blue light. This became a barrier that blocked the attacks of the Gluttonous World Tree and was the last fortress to stop its full awakening.


  “…..”


  The fingertips caressing his cheeks trembled slightly.


  She was not afraid of dying. She didn’t want to say what she was afraid of, and she definitely didn’t want to reaffirm it in her mind.


  …..It felt like there had never been a day that she cursed herself for being as wise as she was today.


  “Hah──hah──hah──!”


  “Hahahah….. hihihihi!”


  “Hafuh, hafuh──Fuuuuuuu──”


  A voice arrived from outside the veil of blue light. Drool dripped down the celestial sphere of the barrier.


  …..Ain?


  Little by little, she felt his body grow colder.


  Her facial expression trembled. The sensation of his lips dulls, and loss of heat attacked her eyes.


  As tears dripped down her fingertips that caressed Ain’s cheeks, she held him close to her in order to warm his body. In this way, she feels extraordinarily comfortable.


  In this way, she could feel his body temperature drop to the point of pain.


   


  ──The three people who had just rushed to the scene saw it and felt pain in their hearts.


  But the group approached the veil of blue light with one possibility in mind. The Gluttonous World Tree interfered with them, but they fought it off with their slightly recovered strength.


  “Both of you. It seems that what we need to do is not to keep Krone-sama away!”


  “It would seem so──Misty. Was this part of your plan?”


  “It can’t be! If I had known that, I would have planned my strategy with that girl in mind!”


  On the other hand, Krone was unaware of the arrival of the three.


  Tormented by an impatience she had never experienced in her life, she directed her gaze only at Ain’s face, or more precisely, she directed all of her senses only at Ain.


  …..She knew this without having to be told by anyone else.


  It was easy to guess what had happened to Ain, as the Gluttonous World Tree had been strangely active for some time now.


  “Ain….. please.”


  Tears flowed unceasingly from Krone’s purple crystal eyes.


  She wiped and wiped and wiped until her eyes were red and swollen, but it didn’t stop.


  “I will never waste any more time again…..! Absolutely, absolutely, from now on, I will….. always be honest with you…..!”


  She clung to him for the first time. She had never clung to anyone in her entire life.


  She hugged Ain’s face tightly and pulled her cheeks together as she cried.


  “Hey….. wake up…..”


  The one who responded to the grief-stricken voice was not Ain.


  The veil of blue light cracked. The whole fury of the three protecting her, taking advantage of the gap, attacked to take her life.


  But the weeping Krone was not afraid, and with tears in her eyes, she looked sharply at him.


  She would never, ever let them devour him.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The Gluttonous World Tree, whose hands were trembling with joy, smiled softly.


  He said to Ain, who had turned immobile, “This is what it means to be one,” and looked around at the world on the verge of complete collapse.


  The will of Ain’s main body had already collapsed. This world would soon disappear.


  It was supposed to.


  “Why?”


  With a look of incomprehension on his face, he stared at the edge of the world.


  The Blue Fire Rose had withered away without a trace. He had surely won the game.


  “He must be dead, but why hasn’t this world gone away?”


  No matter how much he thought about it, he could not find the answer. Without knowing why, the Gluttonous World Tree turned around and looked at Ain, who had fallen.


  “No way, not yet.”


  Wasn’t he dead yet?


  “…Gahh… Guhh… Ahh…”


  A cough in place of an answer and a voice in pain.


  His body… didn’t move.


  (Not yet.)


  He couldn’t open his eyes and didn’t know what was happening to him. But Ain was not dead yet.


  “──I can’t help but be amazed. Even though the power just now unleashed outside, it could have annihilated this entire continent. I didn’t think a single person could have killed you.”


  He tried to move his fingertips, but it was of no use.


  The sound of the world tree approaching made Ain impatient, but he couldn’t budge.


  His whole body was discolored black, but this was not scorching. He was cursed and eroded by the magic of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  (Move….. move!)


  As he pleaded, the Gluttonous World Tree stood beside him.


  Holding the black sword in his opposite hand, he aimed at Ain’s forehead.


  “I am even proud of your strength of mind.”


  Ain could not move, nor could he speak softly.


  It was supposed to be a body just waiting to die.


   


  “Hey….. wake up…..”


   


  It was her voice coming from the pitch-dark sky.


  The Gluttonous World Tree opened its eyes, stopped its hands, and looked up at the sky where the voice came from.


  (Is she near me?)


  He thought it was impossible, but he could not dismiss the voice as an auditory hallucination.


  If possible, he wanted to be sure of that much.


  He would have to open his eyes and look next to her, and if she were there, he would have to reprimand her for coming to such a dangerous place.


  ──If I can move my body, that means that I can still fight.


  With the current situation where he couldn’t even blink at will, let alone move his fingertips, it’s all just a picture.


  “Out of respect, I promise I will not send you away.”


  The tip of the black sword was held in the opposite hand.


  It was aimed at Ain’s neck and swung down in a straight line──.


  “What… is that light…?”


  The tip of the black sword was bounced off by the veil of blue light that enveloped Ain.


  The only thing was, it shattered immediately.


  It protected Ain’s body from being pierced only once, and immediately. But it didn’t disappear just like that; the piece of azure light melted into Ain’s body.


  “What happened──no, there’s no need to worry about it.”


  Never mind, just kill him.


  There’s nothing left to protect, so just swing the sword down again, and it’s over.


  He moved his hand, which had stopped in surprise, and thrust the black sword towards Ain’s neck once more. But this time, his own body was drowned by the wind of silver light.


  (Warm).


  Warmth rushed through Ain’s entire body from his fingertips. The blood color returned to his skin, his wounds healed, and he repeated the correct breathing.


  The words “I can still fight” appeared in his head.


  He reached out his hand fearfully and grasped the changed Ishtar tightly.


  “I──.”


  He raised his upper body without worrying about the Gluttonous World Tree that had receded, and as he stood up with Ishtar as his staff, the sword blade of Ishtar cracked open, releasing a silver light.


  The changed blade quickly regained its original brilliance and shimmered with silver light.


  “Not yet──”


  The whole body was clothed in a high spirit no less than that of the hero king.


  The jet black covering the sky and the jet black covering the end of the world were pushed back by the light and wind.


  “I can still──fight.”


  “…I wonder where you got your vitality from, but still, your end is near.”


  “It doesn’t matter. I just have to defeat you before this world collapses.”


  The Gluttonous World Tree frowned in front of the high spirits and strong will that was being released.


  There was no need to be hasty. Darkness was covering this world once again. He only needed to buy time, and even his earlier attack could still be unleashed.


  When he came up for breath, his victory would be unassailable.


  The Gluttonous World Tree reiterated his confidence.


  “No matter, I will congratulate you as much as I can.”


  Will he make that sound again?


  Seeing a jet-black ball of light born in midair, Ain stepped low.


  The situation changed drastically from earlier when Ain rushed to unleash a slash.


   


  With the first swing, the Gluttonous World Tree caught it with a smile on its face, but its expression immediately changed.


  The second strike, this time, he avoided it without catching it and moved away from it.


  In the third swing, it no longer looked like he was running away from Ain’s sword.


   


  “I don’t understand. I don’t know where you got this much power──.”


  The world of Ain, which has almost collapsed, was the physical strength left to Ain as it was. The sky was now clear, but the place where it collapsed was still covered in darkness.


  Even so, Ain’s movements were more aggressive than at the beginning of the battle.


  It was not a case of coming back to life. He was boasting of his physical strength and swiftness, which were far superior to when he fought Gail at the Great Temple.


  “Are you really going to surpass that man?”


  “Yeah! I will surpass the first king and defeat you right here, right now!”


  Blue-glowing magical power overflowed from his body. Ain’s arm followed the movement of waving the Ishtar, creating a number of illusory afterimages that boosted his body. The combined magical power of the silver light carved a number of unhealed wounds on the body of the Gluttonous World Tree.


   


  ──The power of the demon king’s inevitable destruction was revived.


   


  The power of the hero king, which Ain, who had lost most of his power to the Gluttonous World Tree, was not able to handle, hunted down the Gluttonous World Tree with the same──or even better special effects that Gail used.


  Just snatch it, just be near it.


  This alone was enough to drown out the magic, and the sensation of being drowned out by the magic disrupted breathing.


  Even if it avoided Ishtar’s swing with its fluid footwork, it found itself with a new wound.


  “Are you saying that I can’t see through──?”


  A blue afterimage.


  If observed carefully, it could be understood.


  It could not follow the image with its eyes.


  The eyes looking up at the heavens were invaded by impatience, and the fact that the jet-black ball of light had not fully expanded made it click its tongue.


  Ain chased it down with one swing and then another.


  “If this is a joke, it’s not funny!”


  “Joke? I’m serious!”


  “Kuh──you’re even more annoying! How many times are you going to get up? How many times do I have to cut you?”


  “I will get up again and again! I will not give up until you fall!”


  “Oh, I hope you know that’s what bothers me the most!”


  Then the time came.


  The jet-black ball of light was filled with power and expanded.


  The sound of a hymn echoed through the air, and tension flashed across Ain’s face.


  “Even I have no intention of giving up!”


  To satisfy instinctive hunger, they must become one.


  What it wanted was violence──that surpassed anything else.


  To eat the world, power was needed.


  “I will bless you again!”


  The Gluttonous World Tree opened its arms and flew away into the sky.


  The jet-black sphere cracked open, and that light was released.


  “This time, it will come to an end!”


  Ain stood there, Ishtar in hand, ready to greet it.


  He was different from before. His body was filled with power.


  Ain held Ishtar in the upper position──.


   


  Haaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh──!”


   


  Just before the jet-black glow reached his body, he swung down with a roar.


  The wind of silver light became a whirlwind.


  A furious fire rode the wind from the sword blade and met the jet-black glow.


   


  “Guuuuuh….. Ah…..!”


   


  The power of the Gluttonous World Tree, which brought curses, did not reach the earth this time.


  The glow was blocked in front of Ain’s face, in opposition to Ishtar, which was being swung down.


  “Ridiculous──impossible!”


  “What a sight you see! If it were impossible, I wouldn’t be here….. anymore!”


  The mass of power that could destroy a continent, as it was said.


  It was an anomaly to direct such a threat at a single individual, Ain, and he was right to do so. Ain, who received the threat, proved it.


  The Gluttonous World Tree was not letting its guard down.


  “Haha….. hahaha! Brilliant!”


  The Gluttonous World Tree smeared a slight relief on its face.


  Arrogantly from above Ain’s head.


  “Only, unfortunately, not enough, it seems!”


  While the world tree exuded relief, Ain’s body was slowly retreating.


  The silver light that was struggling was also pushed, and finally──.


  “Kuhhh….. Aaaahhhh!”


  The shock that rushed through his entire body caused the air to instantly escape from his lungs.


  The curse, which could not be fully erased, touched his body. Every part of his body turned black. The well-groomed face was also dyed black in no time, but the silver magic power overflowing from Ishtar purified it in the blink of an eye.


  “…Hah… Hah…”


  “…..Are you saying you endured it?”


  Ain knelt on one knee, using Ishtar as a support. It sounded painful, but on the contrary, that’s about it.


  It may be misleading to say that he had regained his power since he still could not use his skills, and he knew that the bulk of his power was still under the control of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  (But it doesn’t matter.)


  I can fight, I can lie in these words. I could say that nothing else matters. He said.


  “But what needs to be done remains the same. I will bless you again and again! I will embrace you again and again until you can’t get up!”


  “I will get up as many times as I have to.”


  Ain was able to withstand the earlier attack, but he was aware that he was completely worn out. He just hid it and had no leeway.


  On the other hand, what about the Gluttonous World Tree?


  Although it was surprising and impatient to see Ain come back to life.


  (He still had plenty of leeway.)


  As he was thinking of finding a way to get out of this situation, he received a jolt. He felt pain in his hand on the ground. When he turned his head, he saw a single Blue Fire Rose.


  (Had it escaped from the light?).


  It was not destroyed by the power of the Gluttonous World Tree but was still shining its beautiful radiance toward Ain.


  Even at a time like this, he couldn’t help but smile.


  As he stroked the petals, he saw something glowing under the Blue Fire Rose flower.


  When he reached out his hand, he found a pale blue magic stone that had fallen out. It was the magic stone of the first queen, Raviola.


   


  

  


   


  Krone’s chest, which had been hugging him, suddenly struck a rapid beat.


  It was because.


  She saw his fingertips move feebly.


  Ain’s fingertips certainly regained their strength, gripped the talisman magic stone he was holding between his hands and intertwined his fingers with Krone’s.


  “That’s the talisman.”


  She spoke to him with a soft smile.


  But tears spilled from the edges of her eyelids and wet her cheeks.


  “I’m so happy right now.”


  She rubbed his fingertips, which moved a little.


  “I’m very, very happy to be here with you in this memorable place. ──But…”


  That’s not enough.


  “But I know I’ll be even happier when you wake up, Ain.”


  Unable to bear it, tears fell onto the back of her hand.


  Even though she knew it was more painful for Ain than for herself, she couldn’t stop herself from revealing her thoughts and feelings.


  “…You’re a good-natured boy and a little bit shy.”


  Ain was that kind of boy.


  “…And sometimes you can be optimistic and unpredictable.”


  But.


  “──You’re the worst person in the world for grasping my feelings.”


  Krone loved the time she spent with Ain and gently stroked his cheek.


  “I know you tried to end it all alone. But I will never let you be alone, you know.”


  She looked at him with her eyes closed and concluded.


  Then, it wasn’t a misunderstanding.


  Suddenly, his fingers grasped Krone’s hand back.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  He went to the place where he found Raviola’s magic stone, took it in his hand and tucked it away in his pocket.


  “I know you tried to end it all by yourself. But I won’t let you be alone, you know, Ain.”


  In his head, the voice of his beloved reached him.


  “──Even if you’re angry at me for putting myself in danger. I’ll stay here until you come home.”


  The shaking, sad voice of Krone shook Ain’s heart strongly.


  He stood up, clutching the magic stone of Raviola, and put it away in his pocket to catch his breath.


  “The Gluttonous World Tree. I’m sorry, but I have to take you down as soon as possible, no matter how long it takes.”


  He had to remember that if he spent any more time, he would be in a straight line of defeat.


  At that time, Raviola’s magic stone in his pocket shone.


  Ain, illuminated by the glow, felt the power flow into his body.


   


  ──Why suddenly?


  ──I didn’t absorb it.


   


  The possibility could not be dismissed that Ain, like when he was a young boy, followed his survival instincts and unconsciously triggered the absorption.


   


  ──Or was it a coincidence?


   


  It was a coincidence that Krone brought it to him.


  This in itself was not strange.


  And just as Ain was about to be convinced, Raviola’s magic stone pulsated loudly!


   


  ──What in the world was that just now?


   


  What he remembered was that this was the magic stone that was in the process of being absorbed.


  He remembered that he had unknowingly triggered absorption as soon as he received it from the elven chief, but a lot of magic power remained in Raviola’s magic stone, and it remained a beautiful blue color.


  It was thanks to that azure magic power that Ain was able to move as he did now.


   


  As he remembered this, this time, Ishtar’s radiance shimmered at the edge of his vision. It was the sword that Raviola’s husband, Gail, held in his hand.


   


  ──This is.


   


  The first king and his queen.


  A fairy tale of two people coming together to combine their powers came to Ain’s mind.


  “Could it be…”


  “Could it be what?”


  The Gluttonous World Tree tilted its head and continued its furious attack.


  Numerous illusory hands, the cold air of the ice dragon.


  Even though the dryad’s power and roots constantly attacked Ain, he cut everything down easily with a half-stunned look on his face.


   


  ──If he fails, he might die.


  ──What if it doesn’t work in the first place?


  ──No, this is not the time to think about it.


   


  Numerous words were snatched from his mind. Questioning himself.


  The conclusion was immediate.


  Ain lowered his hand, holding Ishtar.


  “Have you given up?”


  The Gluttonous World Tree scrutinized one of its eyes.


  He reached out one hand, palm outstretched, and turned it ruthlessly.


  “It’s a stupid end.”


  It said with disappointment.


  “I had hoped to be one with you, and it is true that I was frustrated by your resistance.”


  Once again, numerous illusory hands emerged from the back of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  All of them were trying to reap the life out of Ain’s body.


  “But to be shown in such a lethargic manner──”


  It was disappointing.


  It was about to continue.


  But then, it got to the point of despair.


   


  “──What do you mean to be shown?”


   


  The illusory hand had all but vanished.


  It was never cut down by Ishtar. After reaching Ain’s face, they disappeared into particles of light without notice.


  “You must have reverted to being a mere impotent Ain! How could you have drowned out my attack?”


  “That’s right. I was just Ain, a powerless Ain; that’s all I am. But you know what I mean. Even I still have some skills left.”


  The skills he absorbed before becoming a Demon King belong to the Gluttonous World Tree. However, there was one skill that he acquired after becoming the Demon King.


  The Gluttonous World Tree should have known that, but the tree and Ain quickly dismissed it from their consciousness as unsuitable for combat.


  “That’s uninteresting nonsense──!”


  The illusory hand gained momentum again and headed toward Ain, but with the same end result.


  Ain slowly breathed in a deep breath.


  Far away, out of this world.


  Thinking of his homeland, which cherished the white silver, he stood up against it.


  “Fine──! I will pierce your body with this sword I hold!”


  The Gluttonous World Tree soon abandoned the use of skills without any understanding.


  All it took was to take the black sword in hand and use it to overwhelming effect.


  (I have repeated history, and I have to take responsibility for it.)


  In contrast, Ain maintained an unusual calmness in the face of the black sword that was so close to his flesh.


  “──I, as the heir to the white silver of Ishtalika, will put an end to this causality!”


  As the swords overlap and the jet black and silver lights flew around the area, it was Ain who won the contest.


  The silver light overpowered the jet black, further erasing the blackness surrounding this world. The sunlight shone through the sky, and it was as if morning had arrived.


  “How did you get so much power?”


  Ain has not regained any of his power.


  The proof was in the speed of his movements and the strength of his muscles, which had not changed until just a few tens of seconds ago. Despite this, the difference in power was soon equalized and finally overturned.


  “Power! The speed! So is the silver that burns me!”


  “Do you still not understand? Gluttonous World Tree!”


  “Kuku──I don’t know! I thought you were helpless again….. but no matter how much power the hero king has given you, you were never meant to be my equal!”


  The Gluttonous World Tree, seeing the raised Ishtar, held up the black sword with a fierce look in its eyes.


  “This time, I’m going to take it head-on. I will twist down──the power of the hero!”


  “…..I’ve been thinking about it for a while now. I want to say a word!”


  The silver light was filled to the brim. Conquering the jet-black.


  “Don’t misunderstand me! I am not a hero!”


  The swords crossed each other.


   


  “I am the Demon King! I am the only Demon King who is more──than the hero king!”


   


  The head-on rivalry was fierce.


  The Gluttonous World Tree was scorched by Ain’s magical power, but Ain was also cursed by the magical power that the Gluttonous World Tree released throughout its body.


  Silver and jet-black overlapped each other.


  The jet black was overwhelmed, and the silver began to dominate.


  The Gluttonous World Tree frowned and tried to put on Dullahan’s armor, but it was too late──.


  “Why….. why won’t it appear?”


  It couldn’t be put on. In fact, there was no sign that it was even possible to summon it.


  Ain did not miss the opportunity.


  “Haaaaaaahhh───!”


  With Ishtar in his hand, he slashed at the shoulder of the Gluttonous World Tree.


  The black blood that leaked from the deeply carved wound soaked the ground and finally made the tree kneel down.


  “Where the hell did your power come from──?”


  The Gluttonous World Tree began to think, and the line that Ain had spoken just a few minutes ago came back to its mind.


  “That’s right. I was just Ain, a powerless Ain; that’s all I am. But you know what I mean. Even I still had some skills left.”


  Huh.


  For a moment, it didn’t seem possible, but then it found it too persuasive to dismiss.


  “You have indeed awakened. But that’s not all, is it?”


  The Gluttonous World Tree took a defensive posture with its black sword in a kneeling position in front of Ain’s oncoming pursuit.


  The two swords overlap, and a shockwave sweeps through the area, and then the Gluttonous World Tree stated the answer it had come to.


  “I myself have become weak──and therefore cannot use the power I took from you! Is that what you are saying?”


  Ain didn’t answer the question but simply smiled back at it.


  “Kuh… Ridiculous! Are you saying that you risked everything on such a farce?”


  “Yes, it was a bad bet! But I won the bet! The fact that the ‘weakening’ worked on you, too, proves it!”


  The last skill left for Ain is “weakening.” This was the skill he got from the magic stone of the first queen Raviola.


  “I don’t know if it’s because this is the world in my mind or if it’s because of the inseparable bond between you and me! But whatever it was that affected you too!”


  The weakening was known to affect only one’s own body, as Ain has confirmed before. It was literally a deadly gamble to see if it would work on the Gluttonous World Tree, which was connected to him.


  Failure would only weaken him, and that would be suicide.


  It all depended on how much of a connection there was between Ain and the Gluttonous World Tree.


  But it must not be forgotten that Ain himself would also be affected by the weakening. If that had happened, it would have been impossible for him to fight as he does now…


  “Abominable… the power of that hero king!”


  It was due to the power of the hero king Gail, that Ain was able to gain the upper hand in the battle.


  Since this was not Ain’s power, it did not matter if his body was weakened.


  In other words, the weakening also affected the Gluttonous World Tree, and thus Ain, who had the power of hero king Gail, was able to surpass the Gluttonous World Tree.


  (I stand here with the help of His Majesty Gail and Raviola-sama──!)


  He thought that the combination of their power was like a fairy tale.


  Now that it has become a reality, Ain’s heart was raging like never before.


  “This is the end…!”


  “Wha──!”


  The Gluttonous World Tree lost sight of Ain.


  The next time it saw Ain, it was just before he reached into its belly and raised Ishtar.


  “Die──Gluttonous World Tree!”


  As Ain raised Ishtar, he shattered the black sword that was prepared to catch it──and pierced the chest of the Gluttonous World Tree at the end of it.


  Jet-black fresh blood trickled down Ishtar and dripped onto Ain’s hands and the ground.


  The Gluttonous World Tree let out a sigh of sorrow and looked up at the sky.


  “──Is this what it feels like to have your hopes end?”


   


  The Gluttonous World Tree noticed that the joints of its body began to turn into grains of magic power and said in a resigned tone.


  Hearing this, Ain did not launch a pursuit.


  The intense sword fight, which had left no time to catch his breath, had come to an end.


  There was almost no magic power that could be felt from the Gluttonous World Tree. Confident of victory, Ain stepped back and opened his mouth.


  “It’s my win.”


  “…..No. I’m afraid you’re wrong.”


  Ain felt a chill in the air go down his back.


  The masked smile on the face of the Gluttonous World Tree gave off an eerie feeling that could not be explained by logic.


  “Sad to say, there is no winner in this battle.”


  “…What do you mean?”


  “You take my word for it. Oh no, the winner of this battle is definitely you. You can be proud of that, but after all, it’s in your mind. The battle outside is something else, isn’t it?”


  Then, suddenly, the Gluttonous World Tree pulled out a black sword from out of nowhere.


  “You don’t have to be prepared. I’m not going to fight anymore.”


  Then why the sword? The answer to his question arrives shortly.


  “Kahah…..”


  Suddenly, the sword blew itself out.


  In front of Ain’s eyes, it pierced its own throat with its remaining strength.


  “Win or lose; it doesn’t change where we’re headed. I regret that I could not unite with you, but I want to satisfy this hunger as much as possible before it comes to an end.”


  “Wait! What are you doing?”


  “Fufufu….. Well, we couldn’t become one, but we will meet our end together…!”


  Then it disappeared completely.


  Ain involuntarily lost strength and fell to his knees, but he looked around with a sense of urgency at the words left behind by the Gluttonous World Tree.


  How could he wake up?


  He must hurry up and go after that guy.


  “Kuh….. is it because that guy is still alive?”


  He was trapped in a mental cage with no way in or out. There was not enough room to run around and look around. The world was still on the verge of collapse.


   


  But then, suddenly.


  The Blue Fire Roses, which had withered away, regained their lush foliage, and in no time at all, beautiful flowers bloomed.


  However, not all the flowers were revived, and they only created a path made of flowers in front of Ain’s eyes.


  “──It’s a door.”


  Ahead of him, there was a familiar door.


  It must be the door leading to the Great Temple.


  Then the door opened to the left and right.


   


  ──The vast space that appeared behind the door was unmistakably the Great Temple.


   


  Chapter 10 – The Gluttonous World Tree III


  The edges of the sky began to erode into a bright lapis lazuli color.


  Another morning was about to arrive.


  “…Dear. Look at that.”


  Cracks began to appear on the trunk of the towering, Gluttonous World Tree. The vines, roots, and demonic fruits suddenly turned into particles of light, and the city of Heim fell completely silent. A jet-black ball of light still floated in the sky, and the eyes looking down at Misty and the others from within the cracks stirred more vigorously than a few moments before.


  “It’s about to be born.”


  “You mean it is really going to fight?”


  “No. It is trying to sacrifice its life force to use the power it was supposed to have after it was fully grown. Look. The black liquid leaking from the trunk is slowly floating away in the light.”


  The disaster that Misty mentioned when she first stopped the Gluttonous World Tree was the disaster that was created when it was fully grown. The power of the Demon King, which Ramza said could bury an entire continent in an instant, and which there was no way to stop once it was born, was about to manifest itself.


  “At this rate, it will eventually die. No matter how many roots it has spread throughout the continent and how much it eats, it will soon starve to death because it can’t keep up with the consumption.”


  “What happened to Ain, then?”


  Ramza bellowed.


  The answer was that no one had the answer, and they were silent.


  ──Then.


  A dark-haired man appeared out of nowhere and opened his mouth.


  “That man is still sleeping. He will eventually get a special seat to see the end of the world and meet his end with me.”


  The man appeared behind the three of them.


  Naturally, they all turned around, weapons at the ready, to see the man’s face.


  “I thought Gail had been revived!”


  Ramza and the other three were all surprised to see the man’s face.


  But the man was not Gail. There was no need to explain that to them.


  “Thank you for explaining. Gluttonous World Tree.”


  Misty said.


  “While you’re at it, can you tell me something? I know Ain-kun is still sleeping, but have you been defeated by him?”


  “Well, I wonder.”


  After making vague words, the Gluttonous World Tree began to walk.


  Slowly, without any caution.


  “──I can’t forgive her.”


  The moment the Gluttonous World Tree spoke, the three of them instantly tried to close the distance between them.


  But their limbs were bound by the jet-black ivy.


  “You’d better not move. My heart is on the verge of collapse, and I can’t seem to control it when it gets out of control. I want you to stay there and be quiet until the end.”


  No matter how much they tried to resist, they could not be freed, and every time they resisted, they were bound tighter and tighter.


  “Since I have seriously restrained you, it’s pointless for creatures as lowly as you to resist. ──For example, yes, it would be the same even if the Demon King of Jealousy came.”


  It was a blow that hit them in the blind spot.


  “Did you know about me…?”


  Arche, who had not woken up, had left the battlefield, but when she sensed something was wrong, she forced herself to wake up and secretly rush to the scene.


  But she was restrained as an example.


  Even though her entire body was filled with a flood of magical power, she showed no signs of being able to use magic.


  “You can watch the world rot there. You will all decay eventually, so that makes you equal, doesn’t it?”


  The Gluttonous World Tree’s steps swayed from side to side, seemingly helpless.


  Also, its vision was hazy, indicating that it had only a little strength left.


  Fortunately, the distance to the desired girl was not far. The place was still under the influence of a veil of azure light, making it easy to find, and it made me smile.


  “Hello.”


  As it approached with a friendly smile, the veil of azure light seemed to twinkle and warn her.


  Krone looked at the face of the Gluttonous World Tree as it came to her. Its face, much like Ain’s, makes her feel sad and irritated.


  “Stop.”


  “I have no right to listen to your wishes. I have nothing against you, but I have no feelings for you. Do you know why?”


  “…..I don’t know.”


  The distance between the two drew closer.


  Krone instantly knew that the man was the Gluttonous World Tree, but she showed no signs of escaping with Ain in her arms.


  Rather, she held a dagger for self-defense in one hand while turning hostile eyes on it.


  “It’s pointless, that.”


  The veil of azure light shattered just as the Gluttonous World Tree dispelled it with a hand.


  Without needing to bring its hand down, an ivy appeared from right beside Krone and bound her hand up. The dagger slipped from her hand, and she struggled to hold on, only to have it ripped from her lover’s grasp.


  “You have a taste for messing around with fragile little girls?”


  “Hmm….. You’re surprisingly puny. That’s why you lost.”


  “That’s right. You’re really very different from Ain-sama.”


  The three people who were supposed to be restrained earlier stood between Krone and the Gluttonous World Tree.


  Then Misty appeared beside Krone and hugged her body.


  “I commend you for not running away──but will you please stop insulting me any further?”


  The Gluttonous World Tree couldn’t hold back its frustration.


  It wanted to quickly kill that woman, release its power, and eat as much as it could eat. It wanted to look at the altered world side by side with Ain and die with one last look at his face.


  “You fragile mortals. I’ll finish you off in one breath.”


  The eyes of the Gluttonous World Tree, as it spat out the words, clearly showed that it was already at the limit of its ability to maintain its sanity.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Walking through the Great Temple.


  The lights on the walls were lit one by one as Ain passed by.


  “I knew it was you.”


  When Ain reached the deepest part of the temple, he looked up at the pedestal on which the sword was sealed.
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  “It’s good to see you again.”


  “My pleasure, too. ──Your Majesty Gail.”


  Gail was sitting on the stairs leading to the pedestal, and when he saw Ain coming, he added, “You can sit next to me.”


  The lightness of his tone startled Ain, but he obeyed and sat down.


  “Congratulations.”


  Gail said as they sat down next to each other.


  “…..It isn’t over yet.”


  “It’s already done. You beat the red fox and even surpassed me.”


  “No. I haven’t defeated the Gluttonous World Tree yet.”


  Gair shrugged his shoulders.


  “But thank you for what you did earlier.”


  Ain thanked him abruptly.


  “Hmm, what is it?”


  “For helping me out. I also borrowed the power of Raviola-sama. I can’t thank you both enough.”


  “Oh. So, you say you won because of our power.”


  “Am I wrong?”


  “I don’t think so. In the end, it depends on who uses the power.”


  It doesn’t look like he was saying this out of concern. Gail’s profile was serious, and there was no hint of joking in his voice.


  “Be proud. And have confidence in your own strength.”


  “…..”


  “Your response?”


  “──I didn’t think I’d be able to show you the size of my vessel until the very end.”


  Gail laughed high when he heard this reply. He was amused by Ain’s expression and voice when he did not give a straight answer.


  “Ah, I laughed so hard. I didn’t think I would laugh like that after I became like this.”


  At the mention of “like this,” Ain said as if he was remembering.


  “Excuse me! Can I ask you one question?”


  “Hmm, sure.”


  “…Is Your Majesty Gail, who is sitting next to me right now, a memory contained in Ishtar?”


  “I guess not.”


  “Then, are you an undead──or something?”


  “That’s not it either. Oh, but I’m not going to tell you. If you ask me any more questions, I will remain silent.”


  “Eehh….. you said it was okay…..”


  “I didn’t say I’d answer, and I don’t want to tell you. Well, it’s not a big deal, so don’t worry about it.”


  It was as if Ain was looking at himself in the mirror.


  Even their tone of voice and appearance were similar when they sat side by side like this. Ain didn’t feel bad to think that he looked like the person that he admired, but he couldn’t help but feel a strange sense of familiarity with the fact that the person that he admired was so carefree.


   


  “Well.”


  Gail adjusted his posture and changed his voice from his usual cheerful manner to a sincere one.


  “I’ve been meaning to thank you.”


  He looked up at the ceiling of the Great Temple and opened his mouth.


  “Thank you for doing what I couldn’t do. Thanks to you, I can now disappear from my regret.”


  “──Are you an undead, after all?”


  “Hahaha. I’ll never tell you.”


  “Hah….. I see.”


  “You don’t have to say it with such a sigh. There’s no particular point in knowing, and I think it’s more convenient if you don’t know.”


  “I don’t understand it any more than I have to.”


  “That’s the way the world works. It’s interesting because there are a lot of things that we don’t understand. ──Maybe.”


  “That’s fine. You wouldn’t tell me even if I asked you, so I give up.”


  “Hmm, that’s good.”


  The two exchange a moment of silence.


  The temple was so quiet and solemn that only the sound of their breathing echoed through the air.


  The two of them stood up, and their feet naturally went to the platform.


  “Can I ask you why your sword was named Ishtar?”


  “Fine, but it’s not a particularly interesting story.”


  After taking a breath, Gail opened his mouth to look at the Ishtar that Ain was carrying at his waist.


  “The continental sword Ishtar. This name was given by the Dwarf who made Ishtar. He said, “This sword is the sword of the king who leads the continent, so there is no other name suitable than this.” ──I didn’t give it myself, so please don’t misunderstand me.”


  “Heh, I do not doubt you… There’s no reason to doubt you in the first place.”


  No other king fits the term “king” to lead the continent than this man. The reason why the name was given to him would be clear to anyone.


  Gail then stopped in front of the pedestal on which he had sealed Ishtar and turned to Ain, who had arrived a few steps behind him.


  “Bring Ishtar back here. You don’t need that sword anymore.”


  “But…..”


  “The price of my power will be your awakening. The power of the Demon King’s destruction will sever your spirit, and you will break free from the grip of the Gluttonous World Tree and regain your freedom.”


  It was unsettling, and Ain wondered if he was really going to be okay.


  He did not doubt Gail’s words that he could get out, but if he lost his power, he did not know if he could win against the Gluttonous World Tree.


  He had to return it in order to get out, but there was also a part of him that was hesitant.


  “If you say you’re afraid to return it, I’ll get mad, so just go with it.”


  “…..Can I just have one thing?”


  “Hmm, what is it?”


  “Even in a situation like this, you’re being too relaxed.”


  “I don’t think it’s right to be uptight, and I don’t like to feel suffocated.”


  While Ain is still not fully convinced, Gail continues.


  “Let’s get back to the point. The point is, you’ve surpassed me, so you don’t need to rely on my help anymore.”


  “──I don’t think I’ve really surpassed you.”


  “You’ve surpassed me. You’re already stronger than me. You look so different from when I saw you before.”


  He smiled a kind, reassuring smile.


  With a shake of his head, Gail indicated the pedestal and urged him to bring Ishtar back as soon as possible.


  Letting out a breath, Ain finally made up his mind and took a step forward, then another.


  “Your Majesty Gail.”


  Ain called out the hero king’s name in front of the pedestal and reached for the handle of the Ishtar.


  “I am so glad I admired you.”


  “…..I’m having a hard time deciding whether to call it admiration or regression.”


  “Regression?”


  “You’ll figure it out someday. The only thing you have to think about now is yourself.”


  Without understanding, Ain pulled out the Ishtar and held it in the opposite hand on the pedestal. Light shone through the stained glass. The face of Gail, who looked much like himself, was reflected on the silver sword’s blade.


  “Thank you for everything.”


  “Yeah.”


  “I’m going to go save the world now.”


  Yeah──Go ahead.”


  Ishtar was returned to the pedestal.


  A dazzling bluish-white light arose from the pedestal and spiraled up around it. The scenery of the great temple was instantly covered in dazzling light.


  Eventually──.


   


  

  


   


  The declaration made by the Gluttonous World Tree was carried out without missing a beat. Within ten seconds, the four fighters were down on their knees, and without exception, they had been driven to the verge of losing the battle.


  “It’s so foolish. Unlike him, you are too weak. Why do you stand up again and again, knowing that you are not qualified to stand before me?”


  Ramza squeezed out a few words when he was told that.


  “Kuhahaha…..! I’m not a quitter by nature…..!”


  Marco and Arche followed suit.


  “I’ll rise again and again to defend my lord.”


  “Hmm….. I’ve decided that if I’m going to die anyway, I’m going to die after trying hard…..”


  The voices of the three irritated the Gluttonous World Tree. But it didn’t stop there. Finally, Misty opened her mouth with her proud robe blowing in the wind, propping herself up with her staff.


  “When we die, we’re all in this together. Not just us, but you too.”


  “Oh, you’re lumping me in with you people?”


  “That’s right. If you say you are not, then tell me the difference. You are going to destroy everything, aren’t you? Then we are the same. You and I are just as vulnerable as livestock and winged insects──Guhh!?”


  “Would you shut your mouth? I’m salivating at the thought of talking about it.”


  The Gluttonous World Tree kicked Misty’s body away without hesitation and looked at those around it. Ramza was particularly outraged, but the three of them were collectively pushed down by the pressure of the magic and slammed to the cobblestone pavement.


  Then, to Krone, who was the last one left.


  “Finally.”


  It smiled a vulgar smile and closed the distance between them.


  With the back of his hand, he smacked her cheek hard and sent her rolling away.


  “…Ugh…”


  “I will end you only by my own hand. No matter what.”


  The rolling Krone left Ain’s side.


  When she tried to crawl back to his side on the ground, her body screamed with a pain she had never experienced before.


  But she didn’t stop. She returned to normal and hugged Ain’s body again, brushing the hair from his cheeks, not caring that her own hair was in disarray.


  “…Ain.”


  “He will never wake up again. Unless I allow it, forever.”


  “…..You sleepyhead. It’s morning already.”


  “I told you, he won’t wake up!”


  The enraged Gluttonous World Tree tried to close the distance once more, but Marco intervened.


  He swung his great sword, but it was easily caught with one hand and crushed with a mere fist. It was followed by a roundhouse kick and he crouched on the nearby cobblestone pavement.


  “Don’t touch that girl!”


  “Stop…..! I won’t let you kill her…..!”


  Ramza and Arche tried to attack in rapid succession, but the result was the same.


  The two were defeated in a split second, with just a mere fist in front of them.


  The Gluttonous World Tree then picked up a sword that had fallen nearby. It was a crude weapon used by the Heim soldiers, but it could easily take the girl’s life.


  “Let’s end this.”


  Seeing the Gluttonous World Tree walking away, everyone, except for Krone, put all their strength back into their bodies. They were desperate not to let it kill her.


  However, their bodies have long exceeded their limits. Despite their will, they are not able to move their bodies.


  “──Stop!”


  Arche’s heartbreaking voice echoed through the air.


  The Gluttonous World Tree, however, stood in front of Krone without stopping and raised its crude sword.


  It’s no use. While everyone was saddened by their inability to help, Krone, whose life was about to be taken, smiled serenely at the four of them.


   


  “Thank you for protecting us.”


   


  Her lips moved, and she did indeed say so.


  The deadly blade finally began to swing down──At that moment.


   


  “──We meet again.”


   


  The ear-piercing sound of metal clashing with metal.


  After that, his voice emanated from next to Krone.


  “──Gluttonous World Tree!”


  Krone was holding him close to her, but now she was, on the contrary, being hugged by him protectively. The black sword in his free hand repelled the Gluttonous World Tree.
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  “You’re really, really….. late.”


  Tears began to well up in Krone’s eyes, and she couldn’t stop them.


  “I’m sorry. I’m late.”


  “I’ll never forgive you. I will never, ever forgive you if you don’t come back to Ishtalika with me.”


  “Yes, I know.”


  Ain said softly and wiped Krone’s eyes.


  Then he hugged her tightly and said,


  “Just wait a little longer. ──I’ll start now.”


  “Aaaaahhhh! Why? Why do you reject me?”


  “I’m going to take it down!”


  With the raging Gluttonous World Tree in the background, Ain declared strongly, and Krone immediately nodded in return.


  The people around them wanted to say something, but when Ain pointed his black sword at the Gluttonous World Tree and stepped towards it, they closed their mouths. They could no longer meddle or touch it. There was nothing they could do in the face of a sword fight of a different dimension.


  “There is no escape now! Gluttonous World Tree!”


  “Escape? I was not running away! I am doing my best to satisfy my hunger and thirst!”


  “Nonsense! You ran away from fighting me and tried to keep me in your mind!”


  “──!?”


  “Your sword is not sharp! What’s wrong with you!”


  The Gluttonous World Tree avoided taking it head-on and ran up the trunk of the towering tree while dodging the black sword. Ain, who was in pursuit, also kicked the trunk and ran up, swinging his black sword as he passed through the branches.


  The Gluttonous World Tree, which received the black sword, fiercely produced an illusory hand to prevent the sword from reaching.


  The power of the ice dragon creates icicles around the area, melted them, and attacked from all directions by manipulating the ocean currents, but this was not the world in the mind.


  “Everything. I’m going to take back everything you took from me──!”


  At the same time, his original power─Toxin Decomposition EX and Absorption─was returned to Ain’s flesh and blood again.


  Aiming at the gap created, the black sword closed in.


  Each time a wound was carved into its body, its strength was drained away. Instead, Ain regained his original strength.


  The battle, which took place while climbing up the trunk of the tree, eventually came to an end.


  The two of them had climbed a giant tree in another dimension that looked as if it could look out over the entire continent.


  “──It looks like it’s all over now.”


  There was nothing left to do but to give up. Even if they fought any longer, the result would be obvious.


  The two reached the top of the giant tree and looked at each other, but the Gluttonous World Tree had a resigned look on its face and raised its arms to the jet-black ball of light floating in the celestial sphere.


  “Together, we shall end.”


  “…..”


  “I will risk everything I have and unleash upon the world the greatest potential I could use.”


  “You think I’m going to let you do whatever you want?”


  “But I can’t stop now. Even if you kill the will that is me, you will not stop the Gluttonous World Tree that has been born.”


  Everything was too late.


  From the moment the Gluttonous World Tree determined to do so, it had been decided that this world would be covered by the curse.


  The cracks in the jet-black ball of light grew even larger, and what lay behind them was embryonic for the time to come.


  The rush of power that could be felt was filled with a calamity that could not be compared to the time when they fought in the mind.


  (It seems as if it could destroy the world in an instant.)


  He had never thought about how big the world was, but it seemed that way.


  Yet, Ain remained calm.


  As he stepped in front of the Gluttonous World Tree, he tightened his grip on his black sword.


  “I’m the one who created you. So I will be responsible for you until the end.”


  “Once again, you cannot stop me. No matter how much you try, you don’t have the power to stop such a force!”


  The hideous laughter of the Gluttonous World Tree echoed in the sky of the royal capital of Heim.


  There was no winner in the battle. Was the Gluttonous World Tree right when it said that? No. If the world was destroyed, even if its original goal was not achieved, it made no difference if the Gluttonous World Tree was victorious.


  “We’ll just end up together──”


  “No, it’s not. Only you will be the one to perish.”


  The black sword was thrust into the chest of the tree, and Ain embraced it as if to comfort its body. 


  Even the tree had reached its limit.


  When the black sword was pulled out, and the embrace was released, the tree began to walk with weak steps and looked up at the sky from a few steps away.


  “You forgot one thing.”


  “Forgot what?”


  “Yes. You forgot my power.”


  It was shocked, but dismissed it with a smile, saying it was impossible.


  “It’s impossible, even for you. You can’t absorb all of that.”


  “All I can do is repeat what I’ve done before. The poison will be purified, and I will absorb it all. That’s all there is to it.”


  The jet-black ball of light had a single vertical crack in it.


  Once it cracked like an eggshell, numerous eyes would scatter into the sky.


  Voices of men, women, infants, and the elderly echoed around this place and throughout the world.


  Clouds would spiral toward the jet-black ball of light as if they were being drawn in from all over the world.


  (It is as if it is trying to eat everything in the world.)


  The jet-black light ball itself also began to emit a dazzling purple-black flash, directing everything at Ain alone.


  Ain’s entire body was cursed in the blink of an eye. The burning pain and the pain that seemed to melt from the bones ran through the whole body, and at the same time, the skin was dyed black by the curse.


  (It’s okay. I can fight.)


  Ain took a deep breath and spread his arms out like wings, activating Toxin Decomposition EX and Absorption.


  He gathered the purple-black flash into one body and sucked the power from the jet-black light ball. The particles of light generated between the two gradually and gradually dissolved into Ain’s body.


  “───! ───,──!”


  Then all the eyes looked down at Ain at once and emitted a high-pitched squeal that pierced the ears.


  Whether they felt pain at being power-sucked, it was unknown, but it was also trying to escape… or even sentenced to ‘kill’ the man who absorbed it.


  The power of the curse directed at Ain was increasing without abating.


  The skin below Ain’s neck had already turned black.


   


  “──I have something to say to you.”


   


  The Gluttonous World Tree, which was watching from the sidelines, had no power left to stop Ain. It didn’t want to stop him in the first place, but he spoke to Ain’s back.


   


  There was only a short time left to settle the matter.


  The power of the Gluttonous World Tree that appeared in the sky had not retained its original spherical shape.


  The eyes that had been glaring at Heim were now dissolved into mere magic power and absorbed by Ain underneath them.


  The curse that was consuming Ain finally reached his cheeks, but it was too late.


   


  “──If you eventually drown in your power.”


   


  Then, I will be born again. That time I will become one with you and eat the world as a demon king who satisfies his gluttony.


  The two communicated without words.


  But Ain turned his back on it and said strongly.


   


  “I will kill myself before that happens. You will never be born again.”


   


  The tree knew it. It was the answer it had imagined.


  That made it laugh, strangely and amusingly.


   


  “Fufu….. Yeah, maybe you’re right.”


  The body of the Gluttonous World Tree faded away.


  Riding the wind, it assimilated with Ain’s body.


  Soon after, the jet-black light sphere’s matured body was above Ain as it fell. Finally, it dissolved into his body with great force and disintegrated in a flash of silvery white light.


  The light dispelled the gathered clouds in an instant and brought a dazzling morning sun to the ruins of the Heim royal capital.


  The little human skin that was left on Ain was no longer around his one eye. But the flash of silver-white that dispelled the clouds also healed the cursed black skin in an instant.


  ──Ain lost all his strength and fell from the tree just before he lost consciousness.


  In the process, he saw the entirety of the Gluttonous World Tree and smiled slightly.


   


  …..You, aren’t you beautiful like this?


   


  He muttered to himself as he looked at the large tree, which had somehow put on lush foliage, and quietly closed his eyelids.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Krone gently brushed through Ain’s disheveled hair with her hand.


  The sunlight shining through the leaves and branches was blocked by her head, but the wind swayed and shifted the space between them, illuminating his face.


  “──Hmm…..”


  Dazzling. As if to say so, Ain’s brow furrowed into a deep crease.


  Krone saw this, put her hand to her mouth, and smiled, then made a small shadow with her own back.


  The chirping of birds awakened him, and he slowly opened his eyes.


  “Where….. is this…..”


  When his eyes open, he sees the face of the woman he has longed to meet. Knowing that he was sleeping on her lap, Ain let out a smile.


  Then she looked happy.


  And yet, she opened her mouth as if she was joking around.


  “This is where we first met.”


  Her tears dripped down Ain’s cheeks.


  “After that, Ain fell down from the top of the big tree and startled me. Ramza-sama and the others took care of Ain.”


  Then there was a moment of silence.


  Soon after, Krone said as she did at that time.


   


  “──Hey, Ain? What will be the first line you will say? Has it been a long time? Or thank you for lending me your lap?”


   


  Compared to that time when they met again in the port town of Magna, she has become even more beautiful and dainty.


  Whenever he heard her voice, it was always pleasant, like the sound of a bell, and it passed through his ears.


  ──At the time, Ain remembered that the words came naturally.


  And now Ain didn’t have to think about anything either. Because the words he was going to say had been decided from the beginning.


   


  “I love you. Is it wrong to say that?”


   


  Krone shed a single tear and stroked Ain’s cheek.


  The precious words that had been kept waiting for a long time.


  She put her hand on his cheek, nodded a little, and said.


   


  “──I love you, too.”


   


  The morning sun was shining, and birds were chirping.


  The two of them are in such a private space, in this place where he handed her the jewelry.


  The two of them naturally moved closer to each other, and their lips quietly locked together.


   


  Chapter 11 – I’m Back. Ishtalika


  It was an afternoon at the White Knight Castle in the capital of Ishtalika.


  With a single envelope in her hand, Martha rushed busily toward the audience chamber.


  “Your Majesty!”


  She stepped in without knocking and proceeded on the carpet while adjusting her breathing. Sylvird and Lloyd, who were both in the audience chamber, greeted her with surprised expressions on their faces.


  “A messenger-bird has arrived from the Leviathan! One of our butlers in the butler’s room has written down the contents, so please check it out here!”


  Martha uttered and showed them the envelope.


  “Ain… What happened to Ain…?”


  Receiving the envelope, Sylvird tore it open audibly.


  The sheet of paper inside finally revealed itself, gripping Sylvird’s heart tightly. His heartbeat suddenly became high, and he was conflicted between not wanting to see it and wanting to see it as soon as possible.


  But the hesitation lasted only a few seconds, and Sylvird turned his eyes with determination.


  “──”


  For a moment, Sylvird stiffened.


  And then, shortly.


  “Fu, fufu… hahaha… haaahahahahaha!”


  He suddenly burst into laughter.


  Many tears welled up from his eyes and soaked his luxurious clothes.


  “Good heavens… what a concise letter, not knowing our hearts at all…!”


  “Your Majesty! What happened to Ain-sama?”


  But Sylvird kept laughing and did not answer.


  “Martha! Do you know?”


  “I-I don’t know either…! I was told to hurry up and bring it to His Majesty!”


  “Ugh… what in the world is going on?”


  Instead of answering their questions, Sylvird rose from his throne.


  “Let’s get ready.”


  Sylvird rubbed his red, swollen eyes and smiled a hearty, happy smile.


  As he walked away, he handed the paper to Lloyd as they passed each other and said, “Read it.”


  The words on the paper were not exactly many.


   


  ──”The crown prince Ain will return with Krone on board the August Trading Company’s ship.”


   


  This was all, nothing else.


  But for Lloyd, who had been separated there at the time of the war, this was the best news he could have received.


  He clutched the paper in both hands and fell to his knees, tears streaming down his face.


  “Lloyd. We must hurry to pick up Ain. You must get ready at once.”


  “──Understood!”


  But this was not the time to shed tears of joy. He nodded at Sylvird’s words, stood up, wiped his eyes, and proceeded with his steps.


  “…Nya? That mother-con, has he finally regained consciousness-nya?”


  Katima’s voice came from a small room at the back of the throne.


  “Ka-Katima… that way of talking is as expected…”


  Dill’s voice followed.


  Katima appeared from the small room and was sitting in a wheelchair, which Dill was pushing.


  “As expected of what? There is nothing wrong with what I said-nya!”


  “I think it’s a lovely thing to love one’s mother.”


  “The way you muddled the issue by not saying anything in denial-nya, it’s very easy to understand-nya… good grief.”


  Their conversation reached Sylvird, who stopped and turned around.


  “So you heard me, you foolish daughter who has only just woken up. I have placed you under indefinite house arrest, and now I am releasing you from it. Come with me.”


  “That’s my father-nya! You see, my father has given his permission-nya! Dill! I need you to push my wheelchair, so I can enjoy myself-nya!”


  “I apologize, but I don’t know how to push a wheelchair in a way that you would enjoy.”


  “It’s just like, whoosh! Just push hard with your hands-nya.”


  “I can’t do that.”


  “…Father. My caretaker won’t listen to me-nya.”


  “Umu. It’s all your fault, isn’t it, Katima?”


  Sylvird held his head and tried to work with Dill. Katima looked appalled, but the next moment she revealed her dissatisfaction.


  Near the head-holding Sylvird, Lloyd and Martha both smiled.


  Good grief. As Sylvird, like Katima earlier, left the audience chamber before the others, he thought of a girl.


  “I’ll have to ask her everything, but I’m guessing it’s Krone.”


  “Yes. I think so too.”


  “──Sierra, is it?”


  “I apologize, sir. I saw the first class maid running about in a hurry, and I wondered if she might be in trouble.”


  Sierra was standing in front of the audience chamber by the windows lining the corridor.


  “I am now returning to Sith Mill. It pains me that I cannot welcome His Highness the Crown Prince, but I must hurry and ask the chief about the magic stone.”


  “I entrust you with that. As soon as you learn anything, send word to me.”


  “Understood.”


  “But are you alright with Chris?”


  “It is about that girl. She will wake up as soon as His Royal Highness the Crown Prince returns.”


  Sierra chuckled and then folded her knees in front of Sylvird. She finished her farewell speech in the same position and immediately stood up to leave the castle. As he watched her back, Sylvird muttered to himself.


  “The next king seems to have been blessed with excellent connections.”


  After this, Sylvird went to his room to let Laralua know that Ain was safe.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The only information that reached the people of the royal capital was that Ain was returning home from Heim. Arche and Misty were also returning to Ishtalika on the same ship, but there was no mention of them. The reason for this was to avoid causing further disturbances under the circumstances.


  The only question that remained was what happened in Heim, but for the ordinary citizens of the royal capital, the triumphant return of Ain, the hero, was more important than such details.


  ──A ship owned by the August Trading Company approached the port of the royal capital.


  The ramp was slowly lowered, and Ain, with the help of Krone, climbed down, dragging his body, which was still in bad shape.


  While the group was pained to see this, Katima was the only one to make fun of the two.


  “What are you two flirting with each other so soon after your return-nya?”


  “No, no, no, this is because my body is still injured──Or rather, Katima-san! Why are you in a wheelchair?”


  “I-I’ve been through a lot-nya!”


  But even if they said many things, Ain has no way of knowing.


  He was curious, but that would come later.


  Ain walked with Krone supporting him and stopped in front of Sylvird.


  “Grandfather. I’m back.”


  “…..”


  “I have no words to express my regret that my actions, which were intended to override Grandfather’s restraint, have resulted in my being driven out of control by the power of the Demon King.”


  He apologized sincerely.


  He knew that he had caused a lot of trouble. That was why he had no intention of ending it by defeating the red fox here because it was a big circle.


  “It’s the same for Krone, who went out of control, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. I am aware of that.”


  “I believe in reward and punishment. Therefore, I will punish you both.”


  Ain and Krone listened with serious looks on their faces.


  They waited for the punishment to be announced──.


  “You two fools. You are not allowed to work for a while. You are to remain in the castle until I allow you to leave.”


  “G-Grandfather!”


  “Your Majesty!”


  This was not a reward or a punishment.


  The two tried to voice their objections in unison, but they were unable to do so.


  Sylvird’s shoulders trembled, and he hugged them both.


  “…Well done coming back… you fools…!”


  A drop of tear flowed down Ain’s neck.


  Sylvird hugged them like that for a little while, then suddenly turned and walked away. The fact that he walked away without saying a word puzzled them.


  “I’m sorry. That man is still a king, so he has to hide his tears.”


  Laralua came up to them in turn and said that.


  “Welcome back, Ain-kun. Thank you so much for risking your life for Ain-kun, Krone-san, too.”


  Laralua hugged Ain and then Krone. She was probably holding back her tears as well. Her eyes were moist.


  “I’ll wait until we get to the castle to talk slowly. His Majesty and I are returning to the castle in advance of you, so please take your time and go home.”


  “Ah… G-Grandmother…!”


  Ain tried to keep Laralua back, but Krone stopped him by holding his hand tightly.


  They decided to follow Laralua’s words and change the scene here.


  Then, another person came to Ain, who was now alone.


  “Ain-sama!”


  That voice was impossible to forget.


  It was the voice of the man who had followed him from long ago and had risked his life for Ain’s sake.


  “Dill! You’re safe… you’re safe… H-huh…?”


  But that Dill was nowhere to be seen.


  Only his voice came from close by, and even as he moved his head from side to side, that fearless figure was nowhere to be seen.


  “I’m here! Ain-sama!”


  Ain turned his body around lightly, and there was a Caith Sith with fur like that of a lion.


  He carried a sword on his hip and was dressed in a knight’s outfit that Ain was familiar with, but no matter how he looked at it, it was still a Caith Sith.


  His physique was similar to Dill’s, but…


  “D-did the Glacier family have some secret method of reincarnating into other races…?”


  He was speechless.


  He wondered if it was true, and he wondered if he was still trapped in the Gluttonous World Tree.


  “…It’s a long story to tell, but it’s because of the help of Katima-sama.”


  What is this guy talking about?


  Ain did not understand what he meant and turned his attention to the useless cat. However, the useless cat only crossed her arms proudly.


  It was useless.


  Ain had no choice but to turn his attention back to Dill.


  “There are many things I would like to talk about. But first, let’s go back to the castle.”


  With that, Dill returned to pushing Katima’s wheelchair and hurried Ain back to the castle.


   


  

  


   


  ──There were those who were overjoyed with Ain’s return.


  Of course, it was Olivia.


  She was so happy that she burst into tears, and she didn’t stop at just hugging Ain; she even took out her roots and wrapped them around him.


  In the end, she did not want to let go of Ain even after nightfall, and the three of them, with Krone in tow, stayed up late chatting with each other.


   


  Then, in the evening of the next day.


  Olivia, who was in a hurry, came to Ain’s place where he was resting.


  It was not clear what she was going to do, but she started to dress up Ain.


  Of course, there was a reason. Perhaps she subconsciously sensed Ain’s return, or perhaps it was because a certain woman was beginning to show signs of awakening.


  “M-Mother… is it really necessary to get ready like this…?”


  “Fufu. Of course. You are my precious Ain, so let’s go to her in the coolest way possible!”


  “If you put it that way, I can’t argue with that…”


  Olivia looked very happy as she happily brushed Ain’s hair after getting him dressed.


  Ain was slightly embarrassed about it, perhaps because it was Ain, and futilely played with his collar to distract himself.


  While doing this, the status card he had in his pocket slipped out.


  “Speaking of which, is Ain still the world tree?”


  “Since we’re at this point, let’s check.”


  Ain picked up the slipped status card and brought it in front of his face. Olivia peeked out from behind Ain’s back.


  The status card shows the following information.


   


  Ain von Ishtalika


  [Job] Gluttonous World Tree


  [Physical Strength] 9999+α
[Magic Power] 9999+α
[Attack Power] ──＋α
[Defense] ──＋α
[Agility] ──＋α


  [Skills] Gluttonous World Tree / Enchanting Poison / Curse of Solitude


   


  “Yeah, yeah. Ain is still the world tree, isn’t it?”


  Is it okay even though it has a “gluttonous” attached at the front? Ain smiled bitterly.


  (I’ve got nothing but problems…)


  In fact, it may not be a problem since he had awakened and regained his power, but even Ain had his own thoughts when he thought that the power that wreaked such havoc still resided in his own body.


  “Fufufu. You’re becoming more and more attractive.”


  “Attractive….. Eh?”


  Who could water her down when she stroked Ain’s head with a look of heartfelt happiness?


  Ain didn’t know why Olivia─a dryad woman─found it attractive, but the word “world tree” must have that much influence. That’s what he assumed.


  “But how is it that my skill set is also the Gluttonous World Tree? Did I lose the skills I’ve acquired so far?”


  “Since it is a skill used by the entity called the Gluttonous World Tree, it may have been lumped together. But the other two are──”


  “I think it’s probably a skill I got from Shannon.”


  Sensing that Ain was tormented by mixed emotions, Olivia gently held him from behind.


  The mood had taken a dive, but thanks to Olivia, Ain quickly regained his composure.


  “I shouldn’t look like this when I’m going to visit her.”


  “…Sorry. It was because I said to look at your status card, wasn’t it?”


  “It’s not your fault, Mother. It’s something I did.”


  Ain muttered, “All right,” and, steeling himself, he tried to put the status card away in his pocket. But Olivia’s eyes were still on the skills section as if she hadn’t seen enough.


  “──I thought there was something like a hero.”


  Her mumbling little voice did not reach Ain’s ears.


  “Mother? Did you say something?”


  “──No. Nothing.”


  Then she smiled, just like a saint.


  “Your hair will be done soon, so please wait just a little longer.”


  She reached out her hand and went back to the task of adjusting Ain’s hair.


   


  ──The sky outside the window was covered in a sunset glow and an azure light.


  In Chris’s room in the castle, next to her bed, Ain sat down in the chair he had brought and opened a pensive eyebrow at the sight of her sleeping face.


  “──Chris. I’m home.”


  Chris still did not wake from her sleep.


  She heard Ain’s voice instead, and her ears twitched.


  “What a dexterous reaction!”


  But Ain laughed happily, perhaps because he was amused by her movements.


  “Good grief… even during the ceremony at the audience chamber, Chris is pretty rash too. And me, too, though.”


  “…..”


  “Since both the lord and the retainer are rushing around, we’re always getting into trouble with my grandfather.”


  “Nn… Nnn…”


  Her body turned over and turned toward where Ain was sitting.


  The heavy eyelids slowly opened over the course of many seconds.


  “…H…huh? …Where… is… this…”


  It had been many days since they had heard each other’s voices.


  It had not been more than a few weeks since he had left Ishtalika. And yet, he felt as if he hadn’t heard her voice for several years.


  “This is in your room, Chris.”


  “…My… My… Room…?”


  “Yes. It’s in your room at the castle.”


  A cold wind still blew in through the open window. It was opened temporarily for ventilation, but it helped to wake her up.


  ──The wind must have reached her face.


  Chris raised her upper body annoyingly and held her breath when she saw him. Maybe she was still dreaming, maybe Oz had taken her life, and she was in the afterlife.


  With these doubts, she reached out as if betting on a glimmer of hope without forgetting her hope.


  She prayed and clung to the hope that it would be the only reality she had hoped for.


  “──…..”


  When she stretched out her hand, it met the tip of Ain’s hand. From the tips of her fingers, she was enveloped by his warmth.


  “…Ain, sama…?”


  “Yes. It’s me. Chris.”


  Chris looked at him without saying a word, without moving her body, as she spread her golden threads of hair on the pure white bed.


  Her eyelids seemed to be filled with drops, but they quickly broke down and ran down her cheeks.


  “I tried my best.”


  She muttered in a trembling voice.


  “I know.”


  “Ain-sama is waiting for me. With that in mind, I worked harder than I have ever worked in my entire life.”


  Her lips trembled slightly, and she pressed her forehead against Ain’s hand in repentance.
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  “But I couldn’t win… and I was carried back to the royal capital in order to escape…! So I thought… I’ll do what I can…!”


  What she went to Ist and did with both Krone and Katima, Ain also heard after returning to the castle.


  He was so happy that she had fought for him even though her wounds had not healed after the fight for her life against Edward.


  “I’m sorry… I couldn’t make it to Ain-sama’s place… I’m sorry…!”


  Ain put his other hand behind her back and held her close, and kept his eyes down.


  “I’m the one who should apologize”, he told her, prefacing his apology with this.


  “I’m the one who wasn’t strong enough. I’m sorry I made you suffer so much. I’m sorry I caused you so much pain.”


  “N… that’s not it…! It was because I was weak…!”


  He gently stroked and rubbed Chris’s back as she cried and interrupted her by saying, “No, no.”


  “I’m back because of you, Chris. Thank you very much. …And I know it’s late, but──I’m home.”


  Chris also reached out her hand to Ain’s back and hugged him so tightly that it actually caused him pain. She was more than happy to feel his body warmth and hear his voice in reality, which was not a dream or anything.


  Chris kept sobbing for a while after that.


  She wiped away the tears from her eyes, and finally, her cheeks filled with joy.


  “──Welcome back, Ain-sama!”


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  Later that same evening.


  Warren, who had been in a coma for some time, also woke up.


  When he woke up, there was no one by his side.


  The moonlight shining in from outside the window and the glow of the castle town, which for some reason was bustling with activity, illuminated the room.


  “Why am I in bed… I see; I’m with that man…!”


  Warren moved his body, but it was somehow dull all over.


  This made him realize that he had spent a long time in a coma.


  …..I have to check the situation as soon as possible, that’s what he thought.


  Just as he was about to force himself to stand up with his heavy and weakened body, a man’s voice reached him.


  “You finally woke up.”


  He was on a sofa placed in the corner of this room.


  Warren was too distracted to notice.


  By the way, it was too dark around the sofa to see his face, but his voice sounded familiar.


  “I know two loyal retainers.”


  He said as he got up from the sofa and approached the bed.


  “The first one is Marco. He was an irreplaceable man for me, and no knight has ever been more loyal to me than him.”


  “Marco-dono… C-could it be that you──.”


  The moonlight shone on his face as he got closer.


  He had a familiar, fearless, neat face and lustrous silver hair that reached down to his waist.


  Warren’s memories of the past were already faded and vague. But even so, he had never forgotten his face, not even for a moment.


  “You are Ramza-sama, aren’t you? H-how can you be here…?”


  He asked, but Ramza did not answer and continued his story.


  “The second loyal retainer is you. You followed my son Gail, and even after he died, you continued to devote your life to Ishtalika. You changed your name, changed your appearance, and even killed yourself to serve. You are a hero, even if history has hidden the truth from you.”


  “That is….. B-but if anyone traces my origins, that is not a compliment.”


  Warren was in love with the first queen, Raviola. That is why he remained in Ishtalika and has served the country to this day.


  “I understand the feeling of being so despicable, but was there no attachment to Gail or to Ishtalika, or not?”


  “That’s…”


  “You don’t have to say it. If there were no attachments, you would have never thought of traveling all over the continent with Gail or even staying close to Ishtalika all your life.”


  Ramza gave a final laugh and returned to the sofa with a satisfied look on his face.


  He grabbed the girl who was lying secretly by the neck and lifted her up, placing her on his shoulder as if he were carrying a package.


  “A-Arche-sama!?”


  “Yes, my stupid sister is here. You can ask the current king for more information. I know you think it’s a pipe dream that I’m here in the first place, but it’s real.”


  “U… ua… Onii-chan… I am strong…”


  “What’s wrong with being ………… strong?”


  She must have been displeased with his rough treatment. Arche let out a sleepy voice to Ramza.


  “The fact that the dreamer Arche sleeps soundly at night is also quite laughable.”


  The gesture of Arche bending her body languidly and riding on his shoulder resembled a cat.


  The way she looked didn’t seem like a demon king in any way, and even if she were said to be a demon king who had waged a great rampage in the past, it would take a long time to believe it.


  Warren watched Ramza’s back as he walked away and muttered to himself.


  “What in the world has happened…?”


  He didn’t know about everything that’s going on.


  Ramza is here. Arche is also here.


  This was impossible, and it was understandable that even Warren could not keep up with the understanding.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The next morning.


  Sylvird invited Ain, Lloyd, and the others to a small room in the back of the audience chamber to discuss matters.


  “We will hold a large parade in the near future to announce our victory to everyone.”


  “Let us divide it into several days, including the eve of the parade. ──Oh! To think, it’s almost graduation day at the Royal Kingsland Academy! How about we adjust the date to accommodate this!”


  “Mm! That would be good!”


  “…What a very tiring festival that would be!”


  Ain, who had been listening to their opinions, smiled bitterly at the festival, which sounded exhausting just to imagine it.


  He knew what these festivals were all about.


  It was also a way to mourn the deceased knights, reaffirm the victory, and dispel the heaviness that had been hanging over the people.


  “Then, the problem is about Ain. What should we do about the demon king?”


  “As I thought, we must tell everyone about it.”


  “I don’t think you need to worry about it. It will not cause a big commotion if he is called the demon king.”


  “I agree with Lloyd.”


  “No, no, no! You two are indeed too optimistic──”


  Ain put his hands on the table vigorously and was about to object.


  This was interrupted by the sudden appearance of a person.


  “──I agree with Ain-sama.”


  He was──the strongest civil official in Ishtalika.


  He appeared with a walking cane in each hand and a long beard that swung as aloof as his character.


  “First of all, instead of conveying the term demon king, we must emphasize the fact that he has become the World Tree, a race equal to that of a god.”


  “W-wait! You… since when?”


  “The world tree is a symbol of the world’s greatness, and it is important to make the trees grow and give their fruit to the people as you did in the port city of Magna. And since our nemesis used the power of monsterization, let’s summarize that as a result of purifying and absorbing that evil power, Ain-sama, who had evolved into a world tree──obtained the power of a demon king.”


  He finished speaking, intentionally ignoring Sylvird’s voice.


  He laughed like a good-natured old man, as usual, and added at the end, “How about it?”


  “What are you doing here so suddenly? When did you wake up?”


  “Haha… hahaha! Warren-dono! You are finally awake! It’s been a long time since I’ve seen your elusive nature!”


  It seems that Lloyd is the only one who accepts Warren’s appearance, leaving Ain speechless and with a complicated expression on his face.


  Warren saw this, realized his inner feelings, and smiled gently.


  “It was last night. But it’s been a while, and I had my hands full confirming the facts. So I spent the night checking the situation, and here I am today.”


  “…Then why didn’t you call on me?”


  “I heard that Ain-sama had returned, so I simply refrained. I thought it would be more convenient for me to wait until the night was over.”


  “Good gracious, you are a truly unfettered Prime Minister, as always…”


  Despite Lloyd’s dismay, Warren walked up to Ain’s seat and knelt down next to him.


  He looked up with narrowed eyes at the crown prince, who was still at a loss for words, took his hand, and apologized.


  “Ain-sama. Beria told me what happened.”


  “…Yes.”


  “Everything I have kept from you is a sin. I am guilty of everything I have concealed from you. No matter how much I have done for my homeland, Ishtalika, the blood of the red fox will never go away. I am sorry that I have caused you so much trouble and made you suspicious of me.”


  “──N-no! I found it out afterward! Warren-san didn’t betray me! So it’s my fault for being angry in the first place…!”


  “That is not something the crown prince, Ain-sama, should have said. Please reprimand me.”


  Warren was responsible for keeping it a secret, but he and Beria were loyal to them in their own way. No one else could understand the pain of killing and serving themselves for hundreds of years.


  “You might say that’s convenient… But I think I’ll be happy if Warren-san continues to be the Prime Minister. …Sorry, I really do think it’s selfish.”


  “Fufu… how kind of you to say that.”


  Warren burst into tears and revealed his honest joy at Ain’s words.


  “Well.”


  Sylvird opened his mouth.


  “It is just as well that the man has come. I would like to ask for your wisdom regarding future matters.”


  “Very well. If this old man can be of any help to Ishtalika, please do not hesitate to ask me.”


  He held his staff in both hands and supported his body.


  But even so, the figure of the loyal retainer who had served for several hundred years was nevertheless charming.


  (This is the end of the circle… no.)


  Ain had one thing left to do.


  He wanted to fulfill the promise he had made to her before.


   


  “…Now it’s just a matter of me having the courage to do it.”


   


  Chapter 12 – End-of-War Festival


  The azure sky covered the academy district, and the spring sun made the flowers blooming on the trees come alive. The sunlight was soft, and the breeze that blew through the air was filled with the warmth of spring.


  ──Today was the day when many schools were celebrating their graduation ceremonies. It was also the same at the Royal Kingsland Academy.


  “Look up. The sky seems to be blessing you as well as your new beginnings.”


  His speech didn’t take long to reach its conclusion, and he left the podium.


  Sylvird’s visit to the graduation ceremony was part of his official duties, but this year it had another meaning. It was also the day that his grandson, who had recently returned from an ordeal, would be attending the ceremony.


  “The representative of the students, Ain von Ishtalika.”


  The hero’s name was called, and he went up to the podium to take his place.


  All the seats in the main auditorium were filled, and all eyes were on Ain as they took their seats.


  …..Surprisingly, he was not nervous.


  He had become accustomed to this kind of stage before very long, and he was a little happy to see such growth in himself. He never thought about it, but it was trivial compared to the war speech he gave during the war.


  Just the other day, he had made a grand stand on the battlefield with a sword in his hand, and now he was giving an opening speech at a graduation ceremony, and this discrepancy was a little amusing and almost made the corners of his mouth turn up.


  “I──”


  Ain’s voice echoed through the main auditorium.


  His voice, his regal bearing, and every move he made held everyone’s eyes glued to him.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  The name of the festival was the End-of-War Festival.


  As the name suggests, it was the longest festival in the history of Ishtalika, lasting for ten days, including the eve of the festival yesterday.


  The festival was scheduled to begin after the graduation ceremony at the Royal Kingsland Academy.


  “The speech by Ain was great.”


  “Y-yeah… that was great…”


  After the ceremony, Leonard was still in tears, while Batz was still brisk after the ceremony. Seeing that, Roland smiled wryly.


  “Hahaha… Leonard, how long are you going to cry?”


  “If I don’t cry here, when will I cry? I can still remember every word His Highness said! Oh… His Highness is truly a wonderful man. He told us for the first time about his life in Heim and the many stories he has told us since coming to Ishtalika! Just the fact that I was able to hear them directly from him on that occasion alone is a priceless treasure!”


  “I know that, Roland and I both know that. We just want to know how long you’re going to keep crying.”


  The three of them left the main auditorium and walked through the garden between the academic building and the school gate.


  Around them, many graduates and current students were talking with each other. They were all shedding tears of joy and sadness at the graduation and regretting their last farewell to the current students.


  “It’s graduation… huh?”


  Today is the last time they will attend the academy. A dampness crept into their voices as they became aware of this fact once again.


  “Once we graduate, for sure.”


  “I’ll be working at a research institute near the royal capital. Leonard is in the legal department, right?”


  “Yeah. I’ll be studying under my father. I’ve passed the exams.”


  “…It feels strange to be so far away from you guys.”


  Unusually, Batz scratched the top of his nose with a slight tear in his eye. The three of them are silent as they look at the terrace seats in the cafeteria of their memories.


  No one opened their mouths, and then they stopped.


  “Ah, there he is!”


  Ain came in with his graduation certificate in his hand.


  “Wha──A-Ain? You shouldn’t have come over here!”


  “Heh, why?”


  “Your Highness! That was a wonderful speech! My tears have not dried up, and I have been soaked in emotion until this moment──Oh, yes! Why is Your Highness here?”


  “Yes, yes! Ain, you’re supposed to be at the parade now!”


  After this, Ain was supposed to go to a big parade from the academy district to the main street and back to the royal castle.


  It was right after the graduation ceremony, and there was no time to spare.


  “I kind of pushed myself to come.”


  Ain smiled wryly as he scratched his temples.


  “Actually, there was something I wanted to do on the day of the graduation ceremony. After the ceremony, I really wanted to go out on the town with everyone and have a good time until nightfall.”


  “Well… we’d have loved to! But it’s just not possible!”


  “I know. But I couldn’t bear not seeing everyone until the end.”


  His feet turned toward the cafeteria. Why at a time like this, the three of them wondered.


  “I’d like to talk to you at the table we used to sit at for the last time.”


  The three were taken aback. They wondered if the crown prince, the acclaimed hero, had come back for such a thing.


  At the same time, they were glad.


  They could confirm that Ain was still their dear friend, as he had been since the day they met him.


  “It can’t be helped!”


  “I am honored that you invited me.”


  “Hahaha, it’s the last time!”


  The three of them got into their usual lineup and approached the academic building against the flow of other students with light steps.


  The students were surprised to see Ain but only greeted him lightly.


  Seeing him walking with all three of them and smiling so carefree, they couldn’t bring themselves to interrupt what was left of their precious time together.


   


  ◇ ◇ ◇


   


  It was late afternoon when the parade came to a close.


  “I think this may be the first time in the history of Ishtalika that there has been such a great crowd.”


  “Just like Warren-dono said, the excitement is palpable in the castle.”


  Standing by Sylvird’s side, Warren and Lloyd looked down on the castle terrace and enjoyed the bustle of the city.


  They had plans to go into the city later, as they should, but for now, they were just taking a break and enjoying the view from here.


  “Dear. You were enjoying yourself here.”


  “Oh, Laralua! You, too, come here!”


  The king called for his queen, but she was reluctant.


  “I would love to, but have you seen Ain-kun?”


  “If it’s Ain, he’s been hanging around the hall looking restless since he got back to the castle. Is there something wrong with him?”


  “Actually, that Ain-kun, I have not seen him.”


  “Have you asked Krone or Olivia?”


  “I’ve asked Olivia. But she said she didn’t know. She just smiled as if she’s having fun.”


  “She’s obviously aware of it…!”


  However, they know that she won’t talk.


  Even though it was the first day of the festival, Sylvird held his head in his hands and wondered what on earth Ain was doing.


  Next to Sylvird, Warren asked him what was bothering him.


  “Then, you haven’t asked Krone-dono about it?”


  “That’s right… actually, I can’t even find Krone-san. I asked the civil servants, and they told me that she had been out of sight for some time.”


  Then the three of them heard it and understood.


  “Your Majesty. I wonder if Krone-dono is with Ain-sama?”


  “I agree with you, Warren. The fact that Olivia seemed to know what was going on seemed fitting when I thought about it this way. In any case, he probably told Olivia just in case and asked her to keep quiet.”


  “As for Lloyd here, I’m wondering how Chris is doing.”


  “That girl would have been with Olivia. I’ll bear with it today… But I do wonder what they’re talking about.”


  This was a sure thing now. Ain and Krone were going somewhere together.


  They needed to find them quickly.


  A moment later, when Lloyd was about to head toward the entrance and check up on them.


  “──Your Majesty. I found Ain-sama and Krone-dono.”


  Warren spoke up. It was only by chance that Warren, who was looking down toward the castle town, noticed them.


  “W-where are they?”


  Warren pointed in the direction of the harbor.


  How could he know the details at such a distance…? Sylvird was about to complain, but even from here, he could see that they were there.


  Lloyd, who had turned on his heel, also looked in that direction and formed a smile.


  “…That’s El and Al, isn’t it, Your Majesty?”


  “There’s nothing more we can do about it,” Lloyd said in a muffled voice.


  “It is as Lloyd-dono said. Also, I believe that the twins are pulling a ship belonging to the August Trading Company. Incidentally, my guess is that they are borrowing it without permission.”


  Is this what it meant to be stunned and unable to say anything?


  Where will the two have the twins pull the ship to? That was hard to predict, but they knew they were going to leave the royal capital.


  Then Sylvird stood up and approached the terrace fence.


  “You… runaway crown princeeeeeee!”


  He shouted loudly toward the ocean. The whole group, including Laralua, laughed at this unusual attitude for Sylvird.


  “Hah… hah… good heavens, that crown prince! I always see his mother’s face… on his face! Good grief!”


  The ship that Ain boarded had sailed away.


  Then there was a knock on the door, and Martha stepped in.


  “Excuse me. I have a letter for Your Majesty from Ain-sama.”


  After being allowed in by Laralua, she knelt down and handed the letter to Sylvird. Sylvird tore open the envelope and opened the sheet of paper inside.


  “I will use the reward for defeating the red fox by taking a day off today.”


  This was the only sentence written on the paper.


  In contrast to Sylvird, who looked up at the ceiling with a twitch on his face, Warren noticed as he rubbed his beard.


  “Martha was probably silenced by a royal decree.”


  “Yes. I was under strict orders to give you the letter after the two of them went out to sea.”


  Today, Ain seems to have been surprisingly meticulous in his preparations. And, although Sylvird wanted to get angry, he actually couldn’t get too angry.


  The only thing he asked for as a reward for defeating the red fox was a day off, which was not balanced.


  “…..Was it you who gave the hero such wisdom, Warren?”


  “Dear me, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


  Sylvird looked at the ship Ain was on with a final, relaxed expression on his face. His expression was not visible to everyone standing behind him, but he was secretly smiling.


  What kind of a king would not allow a hero to have just one day off?


  “Goodness gracious… they will be back by night!”


  The gentle voice he spoke was carried by the wind to the sea.


   


  Boyhood Epilogue: The Cherry Blossom-Colored Gem


  After crossing the sea, he was on horseback in the port town of Roundheart and was making his way to the royal capital of Heim, which was guarded by knights.


  The knights were all equally surprised, and understandably so.


  It was the middle of a festival in their home country, and the appearance of the crown prince in formal attire was enough to make them wonder what had happened.


  But without explaining, he continued on his horse.


  “H-hey… what’s wrong with you, bringing me all of a sudden to this place?”


  “I’ve got a lot of things on my mind, too.”


  “A lot of things? …Geez. Even though it’s the first day of the festival, you’ll get scolded if the crown prince isn’t present.”


  “It’ll be fine. I got a day off for Krone and me today with the reward for taking down the red fox, so don’t worry about it.”


  With such a big reward, even his grandfather would have been granted his wish.


  “Are you sure you’re okay with spending it on something like this?”


  “It’s all right. I can’t think of a better use for it than for today.”


  “…I-is that so?”


  Krone didn’t seem convinced, but today he was more forceful than usual. He seemed sorry, but he couldn’t tell her the reason yet.


  Then, perhaps because Krone realized that he would not tell her the reason, she gave up on further pursuing the matter and sighed.


   


  After that, they talked about nothing else and continued on their horses toward a certain place.


  “We arrived.”


  “This place… it used to be my home, wasn’t it?”


  The remnants of the Gluttonous World Tree still loomed over the ruins of Augusto’s Archduke’s mansion.


  It may eventually wither and die, but its current appearance had none of the disastrous looks it had the other day, and its leaves were lush and fresh.


  The sun was shining through the trees, and birds were chirping.


  Stopping the horse there, they looked up at the Gluttonous World Tree.


  “I’ve always wanted to come here.”


  “Fufu, we just spent the last time we were here together. What’s the windup?”


  “Well…. a lot of things.”


  Having dismounted first, Ain put his hand on Krone’s side and set her down.


  “I was bigger than you at first, but it all happened so fast, didn’t it?”


  “Did you not like it when I did this to you?”


  “No. I was so happy that I almost hugged you.”


  “I’m glad to hear that. But now I want you to let me escort you first.”


  When Krone hugged closely to the arm he held out to, the distance between them was close enough that it would make it difficult to walk away.


  Although she had spoken her doubts with her mouth, there was a sense that she had entrusted him with everything.


  “Shall we go?”


  The warmth of their hands, which were naturally laid on top of each other, was lovely. It seemed that Krone also felt the same way, and she smiled prettily, twisting her arms around him without any change.


  There was no other experience, except for now, of walking so close to someone for so long that he could almost hear their breath and their heartbeat.


  Even so, there was no nervousness. The only thing that made him nervous was the thought that he was happy to be doing this.


  “You know what?”


  “Yes, what is it?”


  “Do you remember our date at the harbor a few years ago?”


  “How could I forget? I am confident that I remember everything that happened with Ain.”


  So was he. He has not forgotten a single memory with Krone.


  …..Even so, the sound of heartbeats in his chest was almost audible to his own ears.


  He was so nervous that a bead of sweat broke out on his forehead. He wiped it away with a handkerchief he had taken out of his pocket and took a breath without letting Krone hear it.


  “Fufufu, that’s weird, Ain.”


  The streets around here were still hard to walk on, but for Krone, it’s still her parents’ house, which she knew all too well. Krone left his arm and went forward with a nimble step.


  She was moving forward daintily like a fairy with her hands clasped behind her back.


  “You know, Krone.”


  “Hmm? What’s wrong?”


  Krone, walking in front of him, answered without turning around.


  “At the time, I didn’t know what it meant to give it to you. Even on the day I confided in you that I was worried because of my monsterization, I think I only had a vague idea of what it meant to me to give it to you.”


  But now it’s different.


  Because it’s to convey the feelings he had in his heart.


  …..His chest was beating fast. Just looking at Krone in front of him, his heart was beating so fast that it hurt.


  Eventually, Krone stopped.


  They stood facing each other at the same place where they had first met, the same place where Ain had woken up the other day.


  “You know what, Krone?”


  She tilted her head and looked at him.


  Her scent drifting by the wind made him even more nervous.


  But the tension was starting to feel good, too.


  “Geez….. what’s really going on with you? Your face is redder than usual, and when we were linking arms earlier, I could recognize that Ain’s heart was beating very fast, you know?”


  “A-ahahaha… It’s impossible not to be nervous just for today.”


  “As I said, why are you nervous? Are you… feeling sick?”


  He would tell her the answer right now. There was no need to look worried.


  It’s time to calm down.


  “There’s something I really wanted to say to you here.”


  The annoying thumping in his chest stopped. The only thing reaching his ears now was the voice of Krone, who was standing right in front of him.


  Even his eyes could only be directed at Krone.


  “…The words you wanted to say?”


  It’s already been decided.


  There was no need to make any further preparations. And there was no more hesitation.


  So… therefore.


   


  “Krone.”


   


  ──A moment after he called her name, all the little birds on the ground flew off at once. As if to congratulate the two of them, they soared high into the sky.


  All that remained was to think of the woman he loved and to spin his last words.


   


  “Will you──!”


   


  He got down on one knee in front of Krone and offered it to her.


   


  
    [image: ]
  


  


   


  When she saw it, she shed a single shimmering tear and accepted it with a radiant smile on her face, something that had never been seen before.


   


  The one and only──cherry blossom-colored star crystal in a jewelry box.


   


   


  Afterword


  It has been a while. My name is Yuki Ryo.


  I am happy to be able to greet you all like this again.


  I hope you enjoyed the ninth volume.


  This ninth volume was written as a break in the story that concludes Ain’s “boyhood” and continues into his “adolescence.” I hope you enjoyed it as much as I did.


   


  Incidentally, although there are no plans yet to publish the following “adolescence” in book form, I have already written the web version to its completion.


  In addition to the dungeon where the first prince and Chris’ sister disappeared and other things that Gail hinted at in this ninth volume, there is also a story that reveals the truth of what the goddess said at the beginning of the first volume.


  When the day comes when we are able to show you these in book form, we hope that you will be with us again!


   


  On a related note, there is also Yuki’s Twitter account, where he posts the latest information on Magic Gems Gourmet as well as updates on his other works.


  Currently (in the spring of 2021), we are updating other full-length works in addition to Magic Gems Gourmet.


  If you are interested, I would be very happy if you could keep in touch with me on Kakuyomu or other sites!


   


  Twitter: @_ore2gou


  Kakuyomu: https://kakuyomu.jp/users/ore2gou


  Syousetu: https://mypage.syosetu.com/1152209/


   


  ──And so on, I have greeted you with the same greetings as usual, but in fact, I have not thought about whether I could make a special greeting to mark the end of the “boyhood” period.


  However, it seems to be difficult.


  In fact, I spent nearly two hours writing and rewriting to reach this sentence, but none of it felt right because it sounded lonely to call it a break.


  So I’ll try to be upbeat this time and give my closing remarks as usual!


   


  Now for the customary acknowledgments.


  The two editors in charge of this project have been very kind to me since I started writing the first volume. Everything they have taught me has been a valuable asset to me.


  Also, the book designer always gave me wonderful covers.


  I would also like to thank the bookstores and the bookstore clerks who put the Magic Gems Gourmet on the shelves. I would also like to thank everyone who was involved in the distribution of the book.


  I would also like to thank Sugawara-sensei, who is in charge of the manga adaptation.


  Sugawara-sensei has been very helpful in making the manga version of “Magic Gems Gourmet” a success. I would also like to express my gratitude to the manga editorial department.


   


  ──And most of all, Naruse-sensei has been a great help to me.


  Everything that Naruse-sensei has drawn for me is my treasure and precious memories. Thank you so much for all the wonderful Ain’s you have created for us!


   


  Last but not least, to those of you who have picked up the ninth volume in this way.


  Thanks to all of you, Magic Gems Gourmet has been able to come this far. Thank you for always supporting us!


   


  With that, I think it is time for me to leave this time.


  I don’t know yet whether the next greeting will be for the “adolescent version” of Magic Gems Gourmet or for another work. However, I am sure that I will have another opportunity to greet you.


   


  I hope to see you all again on that occasion──!
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