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    Chapter 1: 'Chasing After That Back' - next to you -


    
      His brother-in-law opposed it until the very end.



      However, his parents and grandparents were all too eager, and so his brother-in-law had to give in. “Refuse immediately if you don’t want this,” he said, and then stepped back with regret. That was because it was to be a marriage of convenience.


      The boy was ten years old; his partner rumored to be seven. He was led to a deep green park, rented by both families. Somewhere in the park would be his partner, a girl. He would, as if guided by fate, encounter her, and their relationship would begin. It would deepen as they grew closer to each other, and eventually a most natural marriage would come about.


      How stupid.


      Going to such great lengths to set up this charade, calling it a work of fate – a work of farce, more like! Every part of the script, from beginning to ending, was unnatural.


      He’d heard that the setup was created by some famous matchmaker, who’d already arranged about a hundred marriages in his career. For his part, the boy was already fed up with the matter. Two hundred men and women were brought together by this incomprehensible method? Allow me to express my sincerest condolences. Please wish me luck, for it is my turn to undergo the trial.


      Those thoughts running through his head, the boy stepped off his carriage and entered the park.


      Within the park grounds was a small lake, a sidewalk running around it. He also noticed a flower field, along with a dense grove that gave just enough convenient cover from peeping eyes. Nausea churned inside him. What transparent attempts to create a romantic atmosphere.


      “…Let’s just get this over with.”


      The boy felt sorry for his brother-in-law who’d gone through the trouble of transporting him here, but in truth he felt quite indifferent about the matter. He came from a family where boys his age were tools for these kinds of marriages. From the very beginning, he’d understood that love and romance were fleeting dreams.


      Then there was the other matter to consider – the age of his fiancee. Seriously, seven years old? Three years younger than me?


      “They’re both children, so it’s not a problem,” the one who’d proposed this marriage had said. That person probably didn’t understand a thing. It was a typical mistake for grown-ups to make, being so oblivious of the enormous gap in three years’ worth of life experience for children. They were children once, too – how can grown-ups forget about such elementary things?


      …Well, it doesn’t matter. Where is this seven-year-old, anyway? I’ll just check all the romantic spots one by one.


      Flower field? Nope.


      Gazebo on the hilltop? No sign of her.


      Windswept sidewalk around the lake? He walked around the lake as much as he could, but still couldn’t spot her.


      If that’s the case, then…


      She was only seven years old, after all. Just a kid. What if she didn’t understand the meaning of this melodramatic farce? Could she be thinking they were playing a game of hide-and-seek?


      If that was the case, then the situation suddenly became troublesome. Perhaps in order to heighten the illusion of having stumbled into an once-in-a-lifetime experience, he hadn’t been informed of his partner’s appearance.


      Maybe I should check the other places again?


      “What a pain…” As he turned around, annoyed, his eyes met with those of a little girl not too far away from him.


      “Ah…”


      “Oh…”


      Thinking about it, it made sense. On one hand, a boy who’d already submitted to the bothersome world of adults; on the other, a girl three years younger. Their views on the situation would naturally not be the same. Of course the girl, forced to marry an unknown man, would be wary about her soon-to-be partner.


      And of course she would try to delay their fateful encounter as long as possible, in the meanwhile trying to observe her partner, even if only a little, to get a better idea of him.


      The girl let out a soft scream, turned on her heels, and made to flee… but instead stepped on the hem of her long, expensive-looking dress and came crashing down magnificently. The dress, heavily decorated with light-blue lace, was instantly stained with dirt.


      To her credit, she tried her best. She was able to hold back her tears for a few seconds, but then it all came pouring out in a wail.


      The boy went to her side, holding a handkerchief wet with lakewater, and wiped the dirt from her face and dress as much as possible.


      Her expression remained scrunched up and her mood dark, however, so – reluctant though he was – the boy threw himself onto the ground too and rolled around until his own suit was as stained as hers had been. This turn of events seemed to have been quite a surprise for the girl, who stared at him blankly before bursting into joyful laughter.


      “Well?” he asked. “Now even if they get angry at us, we’ll be scolded together.”


      “Yeah!” she replied happily. There was a rustling sound, and then from under her dress a hairy black tail popped out.


      


      The girl had animal features.


      As she took off her dirty gloves and started brushing off her dress, it became obvious. Although she was born into a family of markless, she must’ve had beast blood somewhere in her lineage that’d manifested in her generation.


      Fur, covering both her hands and feet. A black tail. Small kitten-like ears hidden under her hat. Taking a closer look at her, the boy saw that her irises were catlike too, and six thin whiskers protruded from her cheeks.


      “Good-fer-nothing, meself.” She spoke with a slight accent too – perhaps because of her different throat. “Good match fer you, they sey.”


      “A-ah, I see.”


      She probably belonged to a typically proud family, who would have viewed a beast-like child as a disgrace. Now he finally understood why their marriage had been pushed so strongly. Her family could rid themselves of what they saw as trouble while strengthening their ties with another respectable family. It must have seemed like a masterful plan to them.


      “Are you a normal markless?” she asked.


      “Well, more or less. But I’d rather not call my marklessness normal, you see.”


      “Eh? But if yer markless, then yer like all’o the rest. Yer living a normal life, right?”


      “That would be a… di-ver-gence… of opinions, I guess. There are many people in this world who differ greatly from your mother and father.”


      “I… don’t get it. Can’tcha say it better?”


      “You’re just seven, after all. I’m ten, so you wouldn’t understand compared to me.”


      “Not fair! I’ll become ten too, very soon!”


      “And I’ll be thirteen. I’ll study more and know more than you.”


      “U-urk!”


      The sight of her childishly puffing up her cheeks was rather cute. Of course, she was still far too young for a serious marriage. But he had to admit it – she was pretty.


      


      They’d had a sort of dramatic encounter, and the distance between them certainly had narrowed. All that was left was for the flow of events to naturally lead into marriage.


      This can’t possibly have been calculated by those organizers, but to think that the outcome might still end up being the same… The idea irritated him.


      “Um…” The girl, looking apologetic, was pulling on the muddy sleeve of his suit. Did I let my irritation show? “I… haffa go home now.”


      “Oh, really?” He glanced at the big clock erected near the lake. Indeed, a long time had already passed since the beginning of their meeting. No more than ten minutes left. “Well, it was fun,” he said, stretching.


      By playing along with the farce to this point, he had probably more or less fulfilled the expectations of his family already. His grandfather had demanded him to “Accomplish this even if you must use your Eyes!” However, he personally couldn’t bring himself to do it – or rather, there was no need for it.


      So then, let’s divert from the plan. Let’s not transform this little girl and myself into tools for our families. I won’t let things go the way they want.


      “You know, it might be good for you to find a way to escape from your house after you grow up,” he said. “Definitely better than remaining locked up at home like are now.”


      She tugged at his sleeve.


      “What?”


      “Is this goodbye?”


      He didn’t answer.


      “I wanna talk to you more.”


      If she says it like that…


      “I don’t have anything to talk about.”


      The grip of the small hand on his sleeve grew tighter. The girl probably had never been allowed to have this kind of free conversation with anybody before now. If she had talked to somebody and learned of the world, she’d stop feeling ashamed of not being a markless. That wouldn’t sit well with her family, and doubtless was why she had been raised so sheltered.


      If he shook her hand off now, it’d be over. He would return to his regular life as before. And she would return to her regular life, just as before.


      “Please…”


      She’d probably mustered all the little courage she had. Her breathing grew rough as she pleaded. “Can we meet again once more?”


      It can’t be helped. How can I refuse if she says it like that?


      I suppose I have no choice but to applaud the ability of a certain person who brought together almost a hundred pairs.


      “Okay, okay. I’ll agree to meet with you again, you hear? So stop making such a teary face,” he said, waving his hand and admitting his defeat. “But I’ll warn you – this relationship may continue for a long time, so be prepared for that, you understand?”


      “Long… something like three yers?”


      “People wouldn’t talk about marriage like this if three years was enough…”


      He tried to imagine the girl three years from now. How would she look after she’d grown up a little more? And even further – how would she look when she was a woman?


      To his horror, he realized he was actually anticipating such a future.


      “If we can meet lots more, that’d be so nice!”


      “I see, I see… as long as you’re happy, I’m glad.”


      Although he said it flippantly, those words had reflected his true emotions hidden deep inside his heart.


      But the girl, probably completely ignorant to the intricate nuance of his statement, took his words literally. “Yes!”


      He had to turn away to hide his expression from the radiant, dazzling smile that surfaced on her face.


      


      His parents were delighted, as were his grandparents.


      Only his brother-in-law wore a complicated look on his face. But after he explained that “She was just an ordinary, good, girl, so I became friends with her,” his brother-in-law had replied “I see,” nodding doubtfully.


      After this, the boy and the girl occasionally received a chance to meet with each other.


      Every time they met, the girl would press him for new stories. In order to meet her expectations, he was forced into increasingly diligent studies.


      Of course, that didn’t bother him – though the actions of her family created more than enough irritation regardless.


      That aside, those were fun and happy days.


      So much that, from the bottom of his heart, he wished that those bright days could continue forever and ever.
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    Chapter 2: 'The City Waiting For The End' - metalcraft miniature garden -


    Part 1: The Young Fourth Military Officer


    
      Nearly half a year had passed since the city of Lyell was condemned.



      As he had expected, it was slowly becoming abandoned. Every day the pedestrians were fewer in number, and in the once-bustling market district the shutters were being lowered one after another.


      Fortunately, his favorite bakery was still open. Although there were fewer items on sale, the main products were still going strong. And so, in accordance with his growling stomach, Feodor ordered a package of donuts.


      Well then, where to go? Feodor thought as he left the store, its employee’s perfunctory “Thank you very much” following him. It wouldn’t be very appetizing to go back and eat these at the barracks. Since I snuck out here without permission, I may as well stay for a while. And as long as I’m still in plainclothes, I’d like to eat somewhere with a good view.


      He popped a donut into his mouth and, chewing on it, set off with the city’s distinct scent of rusted metal filling his nostrils.


      This place was once one of the largest mines of Regul Aire. The old mineworkers’ living districts had been wrapped against a steep mountain range, and from there the rest of the city grew almost spontaneously with little rhyme or reason as barracks were erected, roads were paved, and tramline tracks were set in place. Stone as a construction material immediately ran short; metal, much more plentiful, replaced it. Kobolds and gremlins, coming from all over Regul Aire, worked and installed excavation machinery one after another. Pipework and wiring built up over the years, spreading and clumping into unidentifiable masses along the roads and walls.


      It was a sight that one wouldn’t see anywhere else in Regul Aire: a city born of metal.


      “Oh – woah.”


      He awkwardly stepped over something that’d almost tripped him. The main streets were still on the easy side when it came to travelling; depending on the area, there could be enough room for a carriage to pass through. However, the back alleys were an entirely different matter.


      First of all, there were hardly any level paths, but rather steep hills and flights of stairs. Ascending and descending those cramped stairs, one’s path would circle around and around in a spiral.


      On top of that, the whole area was dimly lit, and to the untrained eye the scenery appeared to continue ceaselessly. A traveler’s sense of direction would quickly become useless, and it went without saying that a compass wouldn’t be of help either.


      The city Lyell is unkind to strangers – if you were to say something like that, most of its citizens would reply “Yeah, right!” and laugh you off. The city treats all equally – so the actual saying went. “This town ain’t kind to us either, not even a smidgen.”


      However, that was all in the past.


      “Phew…”


      Stepping onto a large pipe, Feodor squeezed himself through a small space, pushing into the forest of metal buildings atop a nonexistent path.


      A long time had passed since this island’s mines closed. The pipes probably hadn’t received maintenance since then. On the way, rivets had popped out in a few places and he’d almost slid off the platforms.


      “…It sure is lonely.”


      Sitting down on a wide pipe to catch his breath, he took out another donut. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted a few small-model golems busily running along.


      Golems were tools, capable of diligently following instructions installed when they were built, but no more. It was possible to give them somewhat complex orders, and within that range they could act with moderate discretion, but they were incapable of acting beyond those boundaries.


      These ones were likely created to service some machine in Lyell. Presumably, resting wasn’t included in those orders, and so they would continue to work until their parts ground to a halt.


      “…It sure is lonely,” Feodor whispered to himself again, standing.


      He walked up a little spiral stairway on the side of an abandoned theatre. At the top, he was greeted by a heavy-looking and rusted door.


      In the center of this cramped and messy city, there were few places with a scenic view. One of those locations, the roof of a larger building, happened to be behind this door.


      He’d eaten half of his donuts on the way here. But to put it another way, he still had half left.


      Leaning his whole body, he pushed against the door. “And here…we…go!”


      A low grating noise sounded as the door opened, and his eyes were suddenly met by light.


      Beyond a sea of clouds, the sun had just begun to set. Below him was a faint and grimy cityscape, resembling a series of bronze plates laid out chaotically. Empty of people, a sort of quiet – like falling asleep – had gently spread across the city. In front of him–


      A girl.


      Feodor nearly let the donut in his mouth slip out in his shock. He’d thought nobody would be here, he’d practically been sure of it!


      And yet a girl was sitting on the corner of the roof, her feet dangling over the edge. She was gazing emptily at the sky, swinging her legs back and forth.


      The girl seemed completely lifeless. While she most assuredly was alive, nothing seemed to support that fact. It incurred a peculiar feeling of uncanniness, the sort that one might feel when looking at a doll carved with impossible delicacy. Her expression was unreadable; it wasn’t empty, but rather the exact opposite. Multiple emotions mixed together, making her face almost appear as an indiscernible cloud of gray.


      Ah…


      He took a half step back.


      This is one of those times where I shouldn’t get involved, isn’t it?


      Almost certain of that, he decided to turn back. He didn’t think silly things like “I wonder what kind of things she’s worrying about,” or “I wonder if she has issues.”


      No shit she does. For someone to worm all the way up here, to have that kind of look, there’s no way it’s just something like “I’ve been scared lately to check how much I weigh.”


      What’s more, upon closer examination, the girl didn’t have any horns or fangs. Her white skin wasn’t covered by fur or scales or anything like that, and she didn’t have any wings sprouting from her back.


      The race which held that appearance were colloquially referred to as Markless, despised by many and widely considered a symbol of misfortune. One shouldn’t go near them or get involved with them. Doubtless nothing good will come from it.


      Understanding that well, Feodor was stunned by what he did next.


      “You know, it’s dangerous there.”


      Flustered, he clapped his hand over his mouth. Of course, it was far too late for that; his words had reached the girl’s ears.


      It was as if she’d been aware of him this entire time – although that couldn’t really be the case. The girl blinked, raised her head, and looked his way. His eyes met hers, still devoid of lif… Oh, she’s back to normal.


      She appeared a bit younger than Feodor, probably around her mid-teens. Her soft green hair fluttered in the breeze. Sunlight, reflected in her verdant eyes, shimmered ever so slightly.


      Right after he’d decided to not get involved, he’d gone and ended up doing exactly that. Crap.


      “Huh?” She blinked again, now wearing a truly innocent and almost childlike expression. “Oh… I think I’m okay? I mean, I’m not so clumsy that I’m going to slip and fall. There’s a container of water down below, anyways, so either way it’s safe.” As she spoke, the girl glanced down from the edge she was sitting on.


      Well, that’s probably right. There was a storage tank there, filled with a decent level of water. Even if one fell, they ought not to end up with any serious injuries.


      “But you were concerned for me.” The girl smiled. “Thank you.”


      It was a bright, carefree smile – at least, the appearance of one – that almost made him doubt if her earlier gloom had even existed.


      It’d be fine to stop the conversation here. Even if he left without another word, it’d still be natural.


      “No, that’s not what I meant,” Feodor said. “I’m guessing you just came from another town recently, right?”


      “Mm-hmm, I did.”


      “Okay, then I’d like you to sit and listen for a bit. A long time ago, this place was the place of a great mine. After a nearby island reformed their currency, a ton of miners came here. Their equipment got shipped in one after another. They couldn’t keep up at all building enough living space.”


      The girl tilted her head as Feodor went on. “That mine’s completely dried up by now, but traces of it are still around. Like how this city is made of metal and rivets, or how there’s a lot of slopes which were originally part of the mountain, or how the machinery scattered around the housing district is still operating…”


      “Uh, okay? I can tell it’s an odd-looking place just from seeing it.” The girl looked back at the city. “There’s no soil anywhere, but somehow the ground kinda feels warm. It’s completely different from the towns built with stone. It’s a little strange.”


      “Well, that’s because…” Feodor trailed off.


      The warmth she felt might have been the network of pipes and machinery that circulated warm water underground around the whole city. I wonder how’d she react if I told her that. Would she be shocked and amazed? Would she be exasperated and think it’s lame? Or perhaps she would smile and be happy about it?


      “…I wanted to see it. The things that we’ll spend our lives for.” He heard her make an odd remark. “Going around a place you don’t know, looking at the scenery you’ve never seen before, talking with people you don’t know. If it’s a place you’ve been to, with scenery and people you’ve seen once before, then you could fight for it, right? I thought it’d be way easier to inspire myself that way.”


      “Are you… fighting something?”


      The girl gave a honest nod. “I’m glad you came and talked to me. Even when I was walking around there wasn’t anybody anywhere. I almost wondered, has everyone gone extinct already? It was a little scary.”


      “Oh, I know what you’re talking about. When you’re the only thing moving, everything else is still, and it feels like it’s after the world’s ended.”


      “Yes, yes! And you see how the golems just keep working like nothing’s happened? It’s super freaky!”


      The two nodded back and forth in agreement with each other’s words, laughing once they realized how strange it looked.


      Then Feodor remembered something. “Hey.” He pointed past where the girl was sitting, at a wall covered in layers of patches where a flickering and battered lamp, faded from age, hung. “You know the thing I was talking about before?”


      “This?”


      “Yeah. This city has some features that you could never understand just by seeing them. That lamp’s one of those.”


      She looked perplexed. “Alright?”


      “The machinery left running that I mentioned before doesn’t quite function the same as it originally did. Nowadays they’ve been retrofitted to supply heat and handle the city’s water supply. Problem is, the machines themselves are still old, and their exhaust systems in particular have never been touched.


      “Okay…”


      “So after the alarm light blinks, occasionally a bunch of steam comes rushing out.”


      Right on cue, the phenomenon Feodor had just described occurred.


      Its temperature was not particularly high, nor was there any concern to be had about its pressure or volume. Even if one were to be hit directly, there was no risk of getting burned by the steam. To a citizen of Lyell, it was the kind of mundane incident one saw everyday.


      “Wh-whaaaaaaaa–?!”


      With a remarkably ferocious scream of panic, the girl who’d only just arrived in the city scrambled as far back as she could, and her butt happened to slip off the roof’s edge.


      As one might recall, a storage tank was located underneath her perch and filled with a decent level of water. Even if one fell, they ought not to end up with any serious injuries.


      Thuuunk!


      Whoooooooooosh!


      The sound of a mighty impact exploded, followed by a column of water no less magnificent.


      


      “That’s why I said it was dangerous,” Feodor grumbled, pulling the dripping girl out of the tank.


      “And then you started talking forever….”


      “Ah, sorry about that. I got carried away…”


      Winter was over, and from time to time even furless species could appreciate the mild breeze. But still, it wasn’t so warm that she could stay completely drenched.


      “You should go back and take a bath. Are you okay with the way back?”


      “I-I’m alright…” The girl shivered. “I’m good… for now. But to make it clear, I wasn’t caught off guard back there. I felt like going for a swim, so I jumped in. Got that?”


      Feodor snorted. “I think that one’s a bit too far-fetched.”


      “U-ugh… you think so?” She abashedly hid her face. He wasn’t sure how the girl who’d been so honest earlier had managed to come up with such an absurd excuse.


      And then she sneezed. “Hee-choo!”


      “Hey, you should get going. In this city, the temperature drops like crazy once the sun sets. It’d be stupid to catch cold from something like this, wouldn’t it?”


      “I’ll do that.” The girl shook herself vigorously like a small dog. “Oh, um… thanks for telling me it was dangerous. Even if it didn’t really help.”


      “The last bit was uncalled for, but you’re welcome. Now go on,” he shooed her away with a hand. “Be off, be off.”


      “Okay. Ew-choo!” After a rather cute-sounding sneeze, the girl turned away from Feodor. “Um, this might sound strange, seeing as we don’t even know each other’s names, but…”


      “Hmm?”


      “I was wondering… It’d be nice if you could forget about me?”


      The girl ran off with those strange parting words, scattering water droplets in every direction.


      Of course. You don’t need to tell me that.


      After all, Feodor wasn’t wearing his fake glasses. Without them, he couldn’t hold a fake smile. His face was undoubtedly twisted into an unsightly scowl right now. Although the girl hadn’t said anything in particular, she might’ve been looking ruefully at him. As two strangers, it was fortunate that they were unlikely to ever meet again. He wanted nothing more than to erase the memory of her.


      “…What the hell am I doing?” Feodor snarled. He bit into another donut, chewed and swallowed it, then glanced up at the faraway sky.


      The weather was very clear today. Without anything blocking the way, he could see farther than usual.


      Beyond the sea of clouds, a distant blackened mass loomed.


      The 39th Floating Island.


      A mere five years ago, it was once good neighbors to the 38th Island. Its fertile fields had made it a cornucopia of food that easily supplied all of the surrounding islands. It’d been led by the beastkind, and many people of various species had lived there.


      But all of it was in the past now. On that day five years ago, the entire island had transformed.


      What was left now was nothing but a colossal gravestone, floating through Regul Aire’s skies.


      It was known as the Croyance, Restraining and Imprisoning Eleventh Beast.


      


      The world has always been at the brink of extinction.


      If there was a single subject to mention at the start of this kind of discussion, it would be the atrocity committed by the Emnetwyte and the last days of the surface.


      It would be hard for someone living in the present to believe, but nearly all of the surface’s vast lands were once rich and bountiful. Forests and fauna covered the lands, a vast basin of water called the sea existed, and the surface overflowed with countless different species of life.


      The Emnetwyte destroyed that world.


      They created the immense, unyielding ravagers, the 17 Beasts, and unleashed them upon the world. The Beasts swiftly devoured the Emnetwyte along with the rest of the surface, turning both land and sea to barren gray desert.


      The few survivors, under the tutelage of the heroic Great Sage, fled to the sky.


      The 17 Beasts were incapable of flight. Thus, having found their footing on countless gigantic floating boulders, the survivors could briefly grasp a sanctuary. They built houses, charted the land, and raised cities, all so that they could live safely beyond the reach of their enemies.


      The surface had been extensive; the world of these floating rocks was small.


      What had been lost was unbearable; what remained was too little.


      But they had no choice. They named the final frontier that would accept them Regul Aire, and made it their new homeland.


      


      Five hundred and some years had passed since Regul Aire’s founding.


      During that time, one could say that the peace had been preserved.


      There were still attacks from the 17 Beasts, in which a number of islands had fallen and the lives of their inhabitants been lost.


      But from a different perspective, the losses had been contained to those islands. Facing the Beasts who had annihilated the surface in a matter of months, Regul Aire remained alive in the sky.


      However, that peace would too come quickly to an end.


      On that day five years ago, the Aurora, Piercing and Penetrating Second Beast, appeared on the 11th Island.


      Two days after that, the Materno, Embracing and Smothering Fifth Beast, appeared on the 13th island.


      Virtually the same day as that, the Croyance, Restraining and Imprisoning Eleventh Beast, appeared on the 39th island.


      These Beasts were incapable of flight. For those which could not take off from the surface, it should have been totally impossible for them to attack Regul Aire. Yet, the truth remained: those three Beasts suddenly appeared in the sky in front of unprepared people and massacred them.


      The tragedy’s cause eventually came to light. The Elpis Trading Federation city-state, who existed on the 13th Island at the time, had conducted research on Beasts and, for the purposes of political maneuvering, brought them up from the surface.


      Who on earth would try to do that? everyone thought. Rather, before that, they hadn’t even imagined that a method of technology might make it possible to capture and contain Beasts. Their lack of foresight led to this tragedy.


      Among the three, the Beasts who attacked the 11th Island were miraculously held off.


      For the other two islands, no such miracle happened.


      On the 13th Island, every object and living being was dissolved into a transparent blue substance.


      On the 39th Island, every last thing was transformed into beautiful shining black crystal pillars.


      The real problem began afterwards.


      The Beasts cannot fly. Consequently, the Beasts who had engulfed the 13th Island and devoured the 39th Island remained on each respective Island. At the moment, they didn’t possess the means to invade the other Islands. However, the immortal Beasts could live on the floating islands indefinitely.


      As of this moment, the 39th Island was slowly moving towards the 38th Island.


      According to the calculations of the Winged Guard’s navigators, the two islands would collide before long. It wouldn’t be head-on; at most they would violently scrape each other. In a normal situation, although the tremors would be very noticeable, the entire island’s existence wouldn’t be threatened by the collision.


      In this particular case, the warning was akin to a death knell. The Beasts would surely cross over to the 38th Island and absorb everything they touched, just as they had on the 39th.


      Even knowing that destruction would arrive, it was impossible to avoid.


      The first rumors began to circulate about half a year ago. Upon hearing it, a fraction of Lyell’s citizens immediately fled to other Islands. As the time left decreased, more than half of those who remained gradually followed their neighbors. The amount of people in Lyell now amounted to less than a fifth of what it was five years ago, barely maintaining the semblance of a city.


      Although Lyell was not yet dead, the city’s life had already gone; it existed now as a mere hollow shell that hadn’t completely fallen. A miniature world nearing its end.


      

    

  


  


  
    Part 2: The Winged Guard’s 5th Division


    
      Feodor Jessman disliked his appearance.


      His wavy and dull silver colored hair was difficult to comb. His deep purple eyes, glittering with natural menace, had to be hidden behind black-rimmed fake glasses. As expected of an Imp, his unblemished skin was pale white.


      He had no horns, fangs, or scales – the clear, unavoidable appearance of a markless.


      The markless whose numbers included Feodor were hated by most of Regul Aire’s inhabitants. The whole bunch was rotten to the core, and Feodor had on several occasions mused to himself half-seriously that it’d be considered a favor to the world if every last one of them were to disappear.


      Like many of those living in the cramped environment of Regal Aire, Feodor’s own race was mixed. His father’s great grandmother was a troll, and far up his mother’s side were ancestors who had been fox-beastmen. However, Feodor’s blood didn’t appear to have done anything for him; his appearance and traits, like the majority of the Jessman family, were that of a typical Imp.


      The Imps were a subspecies of Ogres, the descendants of a demonic race that arose within Emnetwyte civilization long ago. Lurking in the shadows of the Emnetwyte, they had lived a most misguided existence, leading individuals towards debauchery and ruin with their cursed eyes and dark whispers.


      The Emnetwyte were long extinct now. For no apparent reason, their shadows lived on.


      Imp eyes were once said to hold an outrageous power capable of confusing and manipulating others. When their activity was at its height, one great individual supposedly drowned a small country in revelry and depravity with their eyes alone. However, through the passage of time and mixing of species, the Imps no longer possessed such splendid power. They were now just another typical markless race, perhaps slightly better with words and lies than most.


      Feodor Jessman was but one of the many sorry descendants produced by that pitiful race.


      


      Boom! An explosion-like sound rang out. Slamming his feet into the bronze-paneled floor, the wolf-headed beastman launched into the air. He violently twisted his large body forward and swung his arm down. The mass of conditioned muscle arced, whiplike, and down from the sky came roaring a mighty punch that could split someone from skull to groin.


      It was a cleanly executed fist technique with graceful form in every seemingly-brash movement. One might call it refined brute force; believing in one’s strength, obeying that strength, and ultimately relying on it. The idea was to entrust everything to one’s own muscles and power, one’s greatest weapon. It was a state only attainable through solely pursuing the concept of “crushing,” something that the beast races born with “rending” claws could not easily reach.


      Well, I doubt I can stop that.


      His opponent was just too ridiculously strong. Even if he were to try and push that incoming arm, its trajectory likely wouldn’t budge an inch. He could go for a leg sweep, but the foot his opponent pivoted on was currently midair. Before any of that, considering his opponent’s momentum, it was obvious that he would be sent flying no matter where he made contact.


      He dropped into a low crouch, his right hand hidden in the shadow of his body. The beastman’s eyes reflexively darted there as Feodor shifted his center of mass onto his left foot, then made a sharp sliding motion with his still-hidden hand. The almost magician-like flourish imitated the moves of a dagger-wielder; it hid the user’s intent, the blade’s shape, and all other information from the enemy until it struck.


      If one thought it through, of course, that was an impossible scenario. They were in a training arena, sparring with bare hands. There was no way for a fighter to bring in a real weapon. Still, the beastman flinched, his inborn instincts and hard-won warrior experience instantly perceiving the most dangerous attack Feodor’s actions could result in, and he twisted his body to avoid a fatal blow. His head – having eyes, nose, and ears, all areas impossible to toughen no matter how strong one might be, all weak points through which his skull could be pierced – jerked back and out of the way of any angle Feodor’s attack might come from.


      The graceful sequence of movements faltered, a fatal error introduced into it.


      No matter how rapidly a top spins, it will lose control and motion if its axis is shifted. Every ounce of momentum that had served to support the beastman’s landing instead became exhausted by his hasty dodge. By the time the first inklings of regret surfaced in the beastman’s eyes, everything was over.


      Bam! Wham! Whaaam!


      The beastman tumbled, flipped upwards, and rolled through two nearby sparring soldiers, sounding much like someone pulverizing a barrel with an axe, until he came to a stop against the wall.


      A few seconds passed as everyone present turned their eyes to the fallen beastman, their own matches long forgotten. An uneasy silence filled the training field.


      “…Gahahahaha! Oh, that was great stuff. You’re good, you know!”


      The beastman raised his head good-naturedly. “To think you got the better of me with that sneaky trick of yours! If it weren’t for that little counter move, I would’ve pummeled you flat!”


      Feodor shook his empty hands. Of course, he wasn’t holding any real dagger. He had merely made a suggestive movement in front of a master, which had caused his opponent to reflexively dodge and lose balance.


      One by one, the questions rose among the people surrounding them: What happens now? Why is this giant beastman so happily declaring his defeat? Only the two involved could understand the situation.


      Feodor fixed his misaligned glasses back into position. “Your assessment boosts my confidence, Portrick.” He went over to the toppled beastman, took his extended arm with his own hand, and pulled him up with all his strength. “Though, you don’t need to praise me. After all, I cheated rather than used my own power. It’s something that could only work against an overly strong person like you.”


      Imps were a deceitful race. The affinity for deceiving others was rooted within his species. It was only natural that the methods of his fighting style would reflect that wicked nature.


      “What strange humility! Still, that’s not a bad way to put it.” Portrick slapped Feodor’s shoulder with explosive bams until it hurt. His words aside, his body language was like that of a pleasant old man towards the neighborhood troublemaker. A lycanthropos known in the division as “Bruiser,” Private First Class Portrick was the strongest, perhaps the second strongest, of the soldiers belonging to the Winged Guard’s 5th Division.


      “It hurts.”


      “Ah, my bad.” He withdrew his hand with a half-baked apology, laughing heartily.


      Just then, the flighty voice of Private First Class Nax came floating in from a nearby doorway. “Oh, hey – hey, Fourth Officer Jessman. The Division Chief’s calling for ya. Didya get up to anything you shouldn’t have?”


      “Hmm? The First Officer wants to see me?”


      I wonder what it is.


      Feodor wasn’t sure why he was being summoned. As Fourth Officer, he had irreproachable conduct and was an exemplary soldier. His actual personality and behavior aside, he should at least have that much of a general record.


      On the other hand, if any of his past misdeeds turned up in his records… That would be unpleasant. But if he was summoned for that reason, there would’ve been some forewarning. Probably.


      “Could it be? A talk about promotion?”


      Feodor vaguely smiled at Portrick’s wildly positive guess. “If that’s the case, I’ll be happy.”


      As he started towards the corridor that went to the general headquarters, his thoughts went back to the earlier physical training.


      How idiotic.


      In the first place, the army was formed to battle the 17 Beasts, destruction itself given form. All it took was witnessing the Beasts for one to lose the will to live. Punching or kicking them was unlikely to be of much use.


      Our training is meaningless. It’s nothing more than the excuse that ‘we’re doing as much as we can’. Supposedly it’s intended to keep us ready to go, but it just exposes how much we’ve become complacent in peace.


      “Absolutely idiotic.”


      After making sure nobody else was in the corridor to hear him, Feodor vented.


      


      The Winged Guard was the sword and shield of Regul Aire. For better or worse, that was what their entire existence hinged on; their greatest strength and weakness.


      To begin with, Regul Aire was not a monolith. Countless races called it home, numerous communities flourished within it, and endlessly differing values clashed. No single system of morality, no single definition of good and evil intentions, could be shared by all who dwelt upon the floating islands.


      And this unnatural state of existence was born of the Winged Guard’s creation.


      Roughly four hundred years ago, a Teimerre had drifted up from the gray plains below and come to rest onto the 27th Floating Island. Because of the great threat to all other islands presented by the Teimerre, it was then suggested that all those who inhabited the islands should band together to battle it.


      What had happened next could only be called comedy.


      First, goodwill groups obstructed military operations one by one, insisting that attempts at communicating with the Beast should be made.


      Next, a fleet was unable to even leave its port because it was swarmed by civilians demanding that they should also be allowed to fight.


      Another incident came about when soldiers were detained and prevented from fighting by groups who waxed philosophically on the evil of life-or-death battles.


      Again and again, emergent governments competing among themselves subverted one another’s plans of attack. An army appeared one day, pretending to work in concert with the Beast. Conspiracies that the Beast’s entire invasion was nothing but a false flag were thrown around. The value of the silver coin was rewritten almost every day, certain people becoming extremely rich while others lost out. Groups that were disliked from the start were blamed for the arrival of the Beast and wiped out one after another.


      Around that time had been the birth of the “Heaven’s Arrival” cult, who claimed, among other things: The Beast is a messenger of death sent by the Visitors; for those of us who dwell in sin, we must accept our deaths joyfully and without resistance… The cultists, believing in their righteousness that everybody should be sacrificed to the Beast, worked in unyielding conviction towards their goals.


      Throughout all this time, though not a single ship reached the 27th Floating Island and not a single shell was fired at the Beast, dozens of airships crashed and tens of thousands of lives were lost.


      A decade or so after the disaster, the Winged Guard was established.


      Regardless of what those on the islands might believe, the Winged Guard existed only to protect Regul Aire, obeying the Constitution of Regul Aire alone and disregarding any other laws or customs. It was only dispatched to go against confirmed invasions of the Beasts and defeat them. Furthermore, any military power aside from the Winged Guard was strictly prohibited from participating in these battles. By single-handedly assuming the responsibility to deal with internal and external threats, further problems were therefore prevented from occurring.


      The Winged Guard was founded under that principle, and uphold it to this day.


      


      “Of course, I don’t intend to talk about any minor wrongdoings,” the First Officer said. The smoke from his cigarette wafted through the general headquarters office of the Winged Guard’s 5th Division. “Though, I suppose something like, say… a military officer slipping out a hole in the chain-link fence to buy and eat donuts… would go against regulations.”


      Feodor winced. That’s one crime exposed.


      “If you do sneak out and buy something, you should get something forbidden like alcohol. That way you’d gain prestige even if it was found out, right?”


      No, wait a minute, what’s he going on about now?


      “Ah, well,” the Armado sighed. “Now, about what I actually called you in here to talk about…”


      “…what you said just now wasn’t the main topic?”


      “Nope, just a little chitchat. There’s a matter I want to put you in charge of.”


      Among the military officers belonging to the 5th Division, Feodor was particularly outstanding. Individual martial arts, knowledge of tactics through the ages, battlefield artillery operations… he was more proficient than anyone else in pretty much in every skill required for military officers. That was why, despite being an Imp with poor physique, he’d been able to rise up to the position of a ranking officer.


      If there was any obstacle to his success, it would be that he was still quite young and hadn’t yet been blessed with the opportunity to distinguish himself in actual combat. That was a problem that would in time be resolved, however. There were whispers that he’d soon be charging up the ranks to 3rd and 2nd – and he intended to do just that.


      The First Officer nominating him for the upcoming duty meant it should be an opportunity to rack up achievements. It seemed like a good chance.


      “I’m glad to receive your assessment, but it’s a bit intimidating to be selected as the person in charge,” Feodor said. “Have we even discovered the plans those Heaven’s Arrival fanatics have in mind for causing mass destruction?”


      “No, but fortunately that won’t be your mission. It’s a bit more of the peaceful variety.”


      Huh? That was strange. If it was that kind of thing, it didn’t seem like Feodor’s talents would be needed.


      “I understand what you want to say, but I’m certain that you’re the most qualified individual.” Finished speaking, the First Officer glanced at the wall clock tiredly. “They’re late.”


      “Sir?”


      “Your duty will be the supervision of four first-class equivalent soldiers dispatched from the 11th Floating Island by the Winged Guard’s 2nd Division.”


      “…Huh.” The First Officer was moving at his own pace, forcing Feodor to rapidly digest what he was saying in order to keep up with the conversation. Because of that, his responses were delayed. “They’re equivalent soldiers?”


      Although the term was unfamiliar to him, he had memorized the Winged Guard’s military regulations, and thought he recalled a description about such a rank.


      As it went, the rank of “equivalent soldier” was special, temporarily issued when it became necessary for someone to have the same authority as a regular soldier over a period of time. By itself, it seemed like a convenient framework; scattered among the various races of Regul Aire were individuals whose raw strength equalled a trained soldier, and to obtain their cooperation without creating confusion in the chain of command was attractive.


      In reality, however, it was impossible to put into action and had never been done before.


      That was because the requirements were strict to the point of being unrealistic – specifically, a line stated ‘The signatures of three ranking officials of first rank or higher are required’. The Winged Guard currently possessed within its ranks thirteen First Officers and 16 First Technicians, and above them only seven generals. Obtaining approval from three of those thirty-six people was a request on the same level of uniting the entire army in agreement. Consequently, it was pretty much impossible to utilize in response to the immediate needs of a combat site.


      If you wanted to treat an ordinary civilian as a soldier, it was much quicker to give them an actual military title rather than the troublesome position of equivalent soldier. As a matter of fact, there were positions such an event: purely decorational officer ranks like that of Third Patrol Officer and Second Enchanted Weapons Technician, for example. The fact that someone on the 11th Floating Island didn’t do just that meant that there was some reason to not do so. In other words…


      “Infamous criminals, I’m guessing..?”


      As he muttered, the thought seemed plausible. They need to be used as military personnel, but can’t actually be given military status. If there’s some politically delicate situation, it makes sense to jump through all those hoops.


      He sketched out his mental picture of one possible first-class equivalent soldier. The fierce, hardened criminal is known to everyone on the 11th Island. His physique is the same as or larger than Private First Class Portrick. Perhaps he could be a member of the Giant tribe. His hands dyed red from the countless people he murdered, his prominent blood vessels pulsing along his bald head, his eyes constantly bloodshot, his mouth distorted into a heinous grin.


      I understand. I definitely wouldn’t give somebody like him a regular military rank. The decision to treat him as an equivalent soldier is understandable.


      The Armado nodded, as if he had read Feodor’s mind. “If nothing else, they’re certainly a troublesome group to deal with.”


      “But why now?” Feodor questioned. “We still have time before the day comes to make an attack on the Croyance, but there’s not much time left either. The 5th Division already has its hands full.”


      “That’s true.”


      “Right. Which means there’s no time to deal with some outsiders who have their own problems–”


      “That’s why I asked for you.”


      “…What does that mean, if I may ask?”


      Knock-knock-knock.


      A steady tapping came from the door of the general headquarters. A young woman’s voice, sounding very much lost, spoke. “Um, sorry for being late. We’ve arrived.”


      “Please come in,” the First Officer said.


      “Excuse me…”


      The knob turned. The door slowly opened–


      “Sorry to keep you waiting!”


      The door vigorously banged open and a girl with orange hair came tumbling forward into the room, accompanied by a slight shriek. She had probably been the one knocking.


      A girl around the same age with cherry blossom-colored hair energetically strode into the room next. “Is this the general headquarters?”


      She was followed by a quieter young girl with purple hair, who bowed. “Pardon the disruption.”


      All three of them possessed no fangs, horns, or any other extraneous features. They were markless.


      Feodor was silent for a long second, then looked back over his shoulder. “…Um, First Officer?”


      Three girls in front of him. First-class equivalent soldiers visiting from the 11th Island. His wordless gaze asked, Surely not?


      “They are the soldiers.” The Armado’s answer was straight and to the point. It was also exactly what he’d hoped to not hear.


      Feodor looked back at the girls. By their appearances, they were only fifteen years old. “Question. When did the Winged Guard start training children?” He himself was seventeen, not actually that much older than them, but that was of course an entirely separate matter altogether.


      “As I said, they are the soldiers.”


      Annoyance was clearly present in the First Officer’s voice, but Feodor persisted regardless. “No matter how you slice it, they’re delicate ladies. To put it mildly, our division is a den of vulgarity, isn’t it? Is this really a good idea?”


      “Hey now, are you calling this place a den of vulgarity in front of the officer responsible?”


      “Are you going to deny it?”


      Just then, Private First Class Talmareet’s angry shouts could be heard from the training grounds; a morally questionable tirade of words whose utterance outside the military base would have vigilante groups dogpiling the speaker. The orange-haired girl blushed and looked downward, while the cherry blossom-haired girl tilted her head, looking puzzled, and the purple-haired girl chuckled strangely.


      “…See? Isn’t this place a vulgar den?” Feodor’s lip curled; he was beginning to feel a sinking sensation. “Whatever, I don’t care anymore.”


      “Be that as it may, Fourth Officer Jessman,” the First Officer waved his hand, “I wasn’t asking for your personal opinion on this assignment. Your orders are to supervise these first-class equivalent soldiers, and I won’t permit any objection.”


      Well, that’s that. This was the army. Whether or not the explanation was to your taste, you couldn’t choose what you wanted to do.


      “I have no particular objections. I am honored that you entrust important tasks to an inexperienced person like me,” Feodor replied grudgingly. “But at the very least, let me ask something. I’m a military officer, this is the armed forces, and we’re in an emergency situation. Our capabilities are limited. What in the world am I supposed to do to supervise these children?”


      “Nothing.”


      “…What?”


      “These first-class equivalent soldiers will be stationed here. As far as peacetime training and duties are concerned, treat them the same as any other soldier. They’ve passed the basic training curriculum on the 11th Island, so you won’t need to worry about their ability at that level.”


      The cherry blossom-haired girl added a cheerful “Yep, yep!” in agreement.


      “However, they’re still our precious guests. As much as I’d like to allow them to run freely without restraint, that’s impossible under the circumstances. These girls must always be under the supervision of the military, and their overseer must be of the officer rank or higher. A superior officer in name is necessary. And furthermore–”


      His stumpy finger jabbed in Feodor’s direction. “Just as you’ve said, the 5th Division is a vulgar place, and one would be reluctant to simply throw these girls out into that chaos. So in short, they need a chaperone. That person needs to be somebody who’s glad to help others, understands the 5th Division well, doesn’t have prejudices against markless, and has a logical mind. It just so happens that, in this entire division, there is exactly one ideal Fourth Officer who satisfies all of these conditions. Any questions so far?”


      “…None, sir.” It was a reasonable evaluation of him. Feodor Jessman was a good person. He was calm and conscientious, kind to everyone and yet strict. He excelled at many things, but didn’t lord his superiority above others. He always remained positive, had grand goals, and never slacked off.


      At least, others looking at him would assume so. That was the image he’d carefully cultivated.


      “Of course, I don’t make the decision without any concerns. Your races are similar and you’re close to them in age, not to mention you’re male and they’re female – so that makes me slightly uneasy. Say, you’re an Imp, aren’t you? When exactly is your mating season again?”


      “I don’t have… that kind of thing.” Why is this old man talking about dirty things in front of girls?


      “Uh huh. Well, whatever, as long as there’s consent involved I don’t care what you do. It’s a delicate time for all of us though, so don’t do anything untoward or else the whole division’s morale will be damaged–”


      “I won’t,” Feodor interrupted heatedly. Feeling the girls’ gazes on him, he reconsidered. Maybe immediately rejecting the idea was a bit too much. I don’t want them to think badly of me. “Er, that is to say, while I do think they’re pretty enough, I’m devoted to my fiance. I’m not about to drift away to other women.”


      That wasn’t entirely a lie. His family had once chosen a fiance for him.


      But I’ll never be able to see her again. He hid his innermost thoughts behind his smile.


      “That so? First I’ve heard of it.”


      “Yes, well, it’s not something I spread around too much. By the way, First Officer…”


      “What?”


      “Earlier, didn’t you say ‘four first-class equivalent soldiers’?”


      “I did,” the Armado nodded.


      Feodor turned to the girls and did a head count. The orange-haired one was blushing bashfully, the cherry blossom-haired one had boldly puffed her chest up for some reason, and the purple-haired girl just stared back amusedly.


      “…I seem to count only three present.”


      The orange-haired girl seemingly mustered up some courage and raised her hand. “Ah, um, may I speak?!” she asked a little too eagerly.


      “Oh, what is it?”


      “Erm… First-Class Equivalent Soldier Tiat Shiba Ignareo isn’t here.”


      That’s an overly long name.


      “S-she’s not feeling well. She might be a little late, b-but she’ll be right here…” Going off her attempts to stand still and the cracks in her voice, the girl was desperately trying to cover for her missing companion.


      “Ah, I see.” In contrast, the First Officer’s reply was delivered with almost breezy nonchalance. “That’s fine.”


      Out of the six divisions of the Winged Guard, the 5th Division is said to possess the highest grade of laziness and irresponsibility among its troops. Whether or not that reputation is caused by the people in charge having the personality to match, or else those leaders are chosen by the top brass due to the notoriety of the division itself, remains a mystery.


      “It’s not like you girls have a schedule to follow yet, anyway,” the First Officer was saying, “so as long as you’re not late for something important it’s not a probl–”


      The door, still half-closed, suddenly burst all the way open as if kicked.


      “E-excuse me for being late! First-Class Equivalent Soldier Tiat, reporting in!”


      This one has poor timing, Feodor mused. As he’d expected, the newest girl was the same age as the other three, with grass-colored hair. She’d probably run here as fast as she could; her face was flushed and she was out of breath.


      She was the girl he’d met atop the abandoned theater the other day.


      Ah… Feodor found that he wasn’t entirely surprised by this new development. Somehow, I had a feeling it’d be like this.


      The girl swiveled her head around, taking in everything her wide eyes could see in the room as she rushed and tried to catch up with the situation. Once her gaze landed on Feodor’s figure in front of her, she froze.


      “…Wait, y-y-you?! Wh-why are you here?!”


      “Er…” He wasn’t sure if he was still supposed to have forgotten about her. Nevertheless, Feodor took the first move, acting in accordance to what she’d wanted from him back then. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ladies. Apologies for the late introduction, but I am Fourth Officer Feodor Jessman. Just now, I’ve accepted the duty of being your supervisor and guide to our humble 5th Division.”


      He placed his hand on his chest in salute and flashed them his best smile. “You may already be aware of this much, but the 5th Division is currently engaged in battle preparations. I believe this can be confusing even for the 2nd Division’s elite members, so if you have any questions please come talk with me. As your superior, I shall try my best to be of assistance.”


      “Y-y-yes s-sir – ow!” The orange-haired girl had bitten her tongue. “It’ll be… pleashure worhking… with you!”


      “Oooh!” The cherry blossom-haired girl exclaimed, oddly impressed. “The smiling face of a womanizer!”


      “Nice to meet ya, Fourth Officer.” The purple-haired girl grinned at him. “I’m sure we’ll get along. Hopefully it won’t be too brief.”


      Feodor turned to the girl with green hair, the one he’d seen slip and fall into the water tank yesterday.


      “Nnh… Nice to meet you…” Her eyes flickered back and forth nervously, the situation having passed her by long ago, but she managed to keep up with his act. “I-it’s my… pleasure to work with you…”


      


      

    

  


  


  
    Part 3: The Girls


    
      As the day of battle drew near, tension slowly crept into the 5th Division.


      According to a report from the observation team, the Croyance on the 39th Floating Island showed no signs of movement. Therefore, there would be no change to the plan. The first combat operations began three months from now.


      As the days passed, everyone spoke less and less, morale dropping like a stone. The negative, frightened atmosphere clung to the soldiers like a disease.


      The enemy they were preparing to fight was a Beast which, until five years ago, had only been sighted on the surface. There were no combat records to read. Likewise, data such as the most effective methods of attack, the Beast’s radius of action, or its range of attack were completely unknown.


      Moreover, although the Winged Guard’s mission objective was to fight and repel Beasts, very few of the soldiers had any actual combat experience in that regard.


      Those who fought the Materno and the Croyance five years ago had all died. What remained of them were chaotic and disorderly battle records which, no matter how much they were analyzed, only produced one coherent piece of information: We couldn’t do anything to it.


      The records from the time period before five years ago, when only the Teimerre drifted through the sky, were rife with issues as well. The Teimerre battles had been fought by the 2nd Division, an artillery team comprised of bulky Reptrace who utilized mysterious secret weapons. Only that division could claim to have “real combat experience” against the Beasts, and the nature of the weapons they had used remained classified.


      Consequently, the soldiers of the 5th Division continued to worry. Their minds remained solidly fixated on the inevitable destruction gradually approaching, and as their hopes waned it became increasingly difficult to go about one’s everyday business.


      


      What is the Croyance, Restraining and Imprisoning Eleventh Beast?


      Little is known about its true appearance or how to destroy it. However, when it comes to its outward appearance or threat, plenty of material can be found on the subject.


      The Croyance is a clear black crystal.


      Of course, it is no normal crystal. There are two points regarding its nature that stand out. First, it assimilates whatever it touches and grows larger in the process. Second, any impact causes the assimilation to quicken.


      Speaking relatively, it is not a threat unless you touch it. If you encounter it, it is harmless as long as you maintain your distance.


      The trouble is that there is no means of destroying the Croyance. Even if it starts as a tiny black chunk, it will continuously keep growing while absorbing its surroundings. The bigger it becomes, the more it can touch and slowly consume. If you strike it with a sword or shoot it with a bullet, it will assimilate the weapon and grow again. The only thing it is unable to assimilate is sand and rock, which could be considered its only known weakness.


      The initial assimilation process is slow. For example, it may take slightly more than 24 hours to absorb the whole body of a beast-person in contact with the crystal. If he chops off his arm, he can possibly escape and survive. However, if in his panic he struggles against the crystal too much, the assimilation will progress rapidly and instantly transform him into a silent crystal statue.


      …They sure are carefree.


      While he was careful to not let it show on his face or in his voice, Feodor despised his comrades.


      They had not known anything so frightening before now. Until seeing the Croyance with their own eyes, they must never have imagined they might be confronted with the day of reckoning.


      This world has always been on the brink of destruction. When we constantly live on thin ice, it’s not so unusual to come face-to-face with death.


      For Feodor, it wasn’t just idle talk; it was a reality he had personally experienced. After that day, nothing remained that could make him afraid anymore.


      


      Several days had now passed since the four girls arrived.


      Feodor was acting as their superior officer, but he honestly had nothing to do. On the first day he had given them a brief tour of the grounds and introduced them to some important people, but that was all. He wasn’t an instructor, and had no particular need to attend their training. Moreover, the girls willingly became familiar with the 5th Division without his help.


      “Well, I’m not complaining about how easy it is, but…”


      Feodor was absentmindedly gazing at the scenery from the barracks rooftop.


      As a general rule, military bases, are designed to have a bad view. Being surrounded by terrain that’s easy to appreciate and understand in a single glance is disadvantageous in battle. Because of that, however, they also tended to be fairly unpleasant as living spaces.


      He had just taken a bite out of some sugarcoated fried bread when a voice suddenly piped up from behind him. “So, I heard. You have a fiancé, don’t you?”


      “What’re you talking about?”


      “Huh? Didn’t ya say as much in front of the First Officer?”


      In front of the First Officer? Oh, from that day.


      “And here I thought we were friends, but now’s the first I’ve heard of it! Do I know her already?”


      The flapping sound of wings filled the sky, as Private First Class Nax Selzel landed just behind Feodor.  As they were different ranks, Nax usually spoke politely to him in public (as much as the Falcon soldier could manage to), but in this place with nobody around they spoke familiarly as soldiers who used to be former roommates tended to.


      “Well, I was engaged. My hometown vanished a long time ago, and the engagement with it.” After making sure they were alone, Feodor removed his glasses. He kept them on mainly to conceal his twisted glare; as to not reveal any of his faults while acting like a perfect role model, he’d developed the habit of only speaking frankly without his glasses on.


      “Vanished?”


      He ignored the question. “I only brought it up as an excuse. You’ve seen those four markless kids? We’re close in age, and I didn’t want the First Officer to worry too much. He wondered if my relationship with them might get out of hand.”


      “Hmm… yeah, that’s true,” Nax conceded. “I’m sure for you it’s an unavoidable problem.”


      The problems of races with mating seasons were hard to understand for races without them, and vice versa. The same might be said of anything else between the two varieties of races, but this fact in particular was especially troublesome. Many beastfolk with mating seasons had strong notions of virtue and it was deeply rooted within their cultures to prohibit approaching or touching those of the opposite sex who were of marriageable age. With good reason, as several times a year the delicate balance between reason and instinct collapsed on a grand scale.


      Being far more numerous than markless, the beastfolk were consequently used as the point of reference for most of society’s laws.


      “If you’re not lying about that, then you can even keep up that honest appearance of yours. As expected of an Imp, you’re good at small tricks.”


      “Don’t talk bad about my character. It’s more like…” Feodor smirked, shrugging his shoulders. “A little maneuver, to make the conversation go smoother.”


      “So, anyway, what is it actually like?” Nax rubbed his chin. “I get the impression that they’re all sorta kiddy, but someday it might be the female subordinate scenario everybody dreams about. Gonna sneak off somewhere, make a move on ‘em?”


      “Not a chance,” Feodor brushed off his teasing remark. “They’re markless, aren’t they? That’s not my preference.”


      “Hello, Feo?” Nax asked disbelievingly. “Taken a look in the mirror recently?”


      “I don’t care about my own race. I like fluffy white-haired cat features. Ears like these,” Feodor made a gesture, “standing up straight. Furless girls… well, they’re a bit cute, but that’s about it.”


      “This guy’s seriously sick,” Nax mumbled, looking up at the sky. “Okay, well… that’s boring, but I get what ya mean.”


      “What do you mean, boring?!”


      “Your whole honor student deal means ya can’t have any fun. If ya get caught up in a scandal, folks’d get a kick and some out of it. That’s why I keep telling ya, drop that guy already! Get some new material!”


      “I’m not going to mix my work and pleasure.”


      “Fine, fine! The killjoy routine works on our brainless comrades anyway, so I’ll drop it for now. More importantly…”


      His flighty tone suddenly gone, Nax lowered his voice, “How’s the main act going? Looking after these kids gonna make it harder to get around?”


      “It’s fine, it’s hardly gotten in the way. It might make it a bit of a squeeze, but I can still take my time. If some problem does happen, then I’ll contact you again.”


      “Roger that. Don’t overwork yourself, kay? Even if it’s not needed, you try too hard to please others.”


      “Sure. Take care.”


      Whoosh. Nax was gone, only feathers left in his wake.


      


      Now then, what was the daily life of Feodor’s four charges like?


      The one most familiar with her surrounding environment was the excessively energetic girl with cherry blossom-colored hair.


      “Hiii-yah!”


      Her overly long name seemed to be Collon Rin Purgatorio, and she rushed over to the sparring room every day whenever she had free time. According to her, in the place she usually lived there weren’t any opponents who could keep up with her.


      Perplexed, Feodor had asked her, “Aren’t you a member of the 2nd Division’s veteran unit, with their group of tough guys?”


      “Nope, not at all,” she had replied cheerfully. “I live in a house with a warm atmosphere!”


      He didn’t understand that at all.


      That aside, her arrival had turned out to be especially enjoyable for two of the officers superior to him, Portrick and Talmareet. Both of them were gigantic beastfolk obsessed with unarmed fighting, and even though they were on bad terms and constantly quarreling, they could only use their full strength on each other. Feodor might have combat prowess of his own, but his underhanded style didn’t suit those two, who preferred to fight with honor.


      Collon jumped in between the two giants, declaring fearlessly “Let’s be friends with fists!” As it turned out, she was able to put up an equal fight for both soldiers.


      “Even with how much smaller she is, she locked up my joints and jabbed at my pressure points wonderfully,” Portrick had said later of the first match. “When it came down to pure hand-to-hand fighting, she really didn’t want to lose to us. I think she was using some kind of magical method, but… she was able to control her magic like it was her own limbs, so she deserves praise for that too. To exert her power and use it to guide her technique, letting the flow boost her skill and ability… that flow alone is already art!”


      Then he added, in a weirdly fervent tone, “I can’t believe I’m being charmed by a girl young enough to be my daughter of a different race.” Through the bristles on his face, the lycanthropos’ face was tinged a little red. “How did something like that happen?”


      “Oh, really?” Feodor managed a casual response. Even though the other party is markless? Such absolutely putrid taste.


      The next one he was growing familiar with was the perpetually nervous orange-haired girl.


      “Amazing! The oven here – it’s really amazing!”


      Her name was Lakish Nyx Seniolis – unsurprisingly, another long name – and she frequently appeared in the dining hall to help the kitchen staff. Lyell’s uniquely-crafted cooking utensils seemed to be her favorite, and every time they met she would breathlessly tell Feodor all about a new recipe she’d memorized and how much she wished she could have the equipment here inside ‘the warehouse’, which seemed to be what the place they’d lived before was named.


      That girl isn’t much like a soldier.


      Of course, if he thought about it, none of them were strictly soldiers. First-class equivalent soldiers. Their rank was the same as a Private First Class, but they weren’t actually part of the army.


      “She’s really a good girl, so honest and hardworking!”


      “If she had small horns or fangs, I’d ask my son to marry her!”


      Her achievements seemed to be popular with the kitchen ladies, for them to say stupid things of that sort. Geez, even though she’s markless? For the sake of your son’s feelings, think before you speak.


      As for the purple-haired girl, the one who might be named… Panival Nox Katena?


      “Hm…”


      Feodor wasn’t sure what to make of her. Every time there was free time, she disappeared without a trace, then was nonchalantly back among the soldiers when roll-call came around. The very picture of a phantom. It’s almost like she’s a fairy.


      What’s more, because there were multiple eyewitness reports of her presence within the base’s premises, it didn’t seem like she was leaving without permission.


      He had tried to tell her off once for wandering off all the time, and she had replied, “You didn’t lose sight of me, did you?” With a cheeky grin on her face, she had gone on, “To begin with, can you say your eyes are really looking at me? Do you trust your own eyes to that extent?”


      I don’t get what she’s talking about. Why do girls choose to be difficult at that age?


      Oh, right, she’s markless. If it’s like that, then it’s normal for me to have no clue about her. As far as Panival was concerned, he could rest assured that way.


      As for the last of the four, Tiat Shiba Ignareo…


      


      One day in the city of Lyell, the door to a certain abandoned theatre’s rooftop was pushed open.


      Stepping out onto the roof, Feodor spied a familiar person he had once before spoken to in this very place. Carrying a fresh bag of donuts under his arm, he sat next to his guest. “You show be aware that it’s a violation of military regulations for a soldier under supervision to leave without permission.”


      As was usual when he went out and about, Feodor wasn’t wearing his glasses and, as he wasn’t currently acting the model soldier, didn’t see any need to be polite. Ordinarily that would mean making the effort to not make conversation with anybody he met – but in this instance, the young woman sitting next to him was now a fellow soldier, and so it would be pointless to try and hide his true face from her.


      “I don’t suppose you could pretend I was never here?”


      “As if.” Feodor scoffed. “That became impossible as soon as I found you.”


      “So you won’t overlook it?” Tiat sighed. “How stingy.”


      “I’m fine with being stingy. Society’s maintained by people who single-mindedly focus on rules and moved by people who openly break rules. What’s important is for both roles to be divided evenly and maintain balanced.”


      “Feodor, I’ve thought this ever since we met, but even though you seem like a good person at first, aren’t you actually pretty mean?”


      “I’ll accept your compliment.”


      “…That part of you…” she mumbled. “…It’s almost like Willem, but you’re the exact opposite of him.”


      “Hmm?” The name wasn’t familiar to him. “Who’s that?”


      “I was just talking to myself, don’t worry about it. Ah, can I have one of those?” Tiat reached out her left hand, wiggling her fingers as if begging for something.


      “You do realize I’m in the middle of telling you off?”


      “Kind of. But you’re right next to me and you’re eating something delicious-looking, so it’s only natural for me to want some.”


      “Well, I understand that…” Feodor sighed. “I don’t know if you’ll enjoy it, though.” Taste was invariably one of the differences between races. Even if two people were markless, the same food wasn’t guaranteed to be good-tasting for both of them.


      “I won’t know until I try it, right?”


      Giving up, Feodor handed her a donut. “Here.”


      “Okay!”


      Together, both of them bit into the freshly-fried food.


      “…It’s good!”


      “Oh!” Surprised, Feodor leaned forward. Until now, there had never been anybody else who shared his tastes. “This shop doesn’t vary much in product, but just deep-frying is plenty delicious, don’t you think? It’s not like just upping the sugar for different races… I dunno how to put it, but I think it’s making the best use of the flavor?”


      With his glasses off, he couldn’t find the specific words and skillful phrases he wanted to express himself with. Fortunately, Tiat seemed to have understood the gist of it, and was nodding rapidly.


      “By the way,” Feodor added, his mood increasingly improving, “when you dip it in milk, it’s so good it’ll make your mind go blank!”


      “Urf–” Tiat’s excited gasp became gagging as she choked on her donut, pounding her chest several times and gasping for air until she finally caught her breath again. “D-did you bring any?!”


      “Bring what?”


      “Milk!”


      “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s tough enough just getting up here with this bag.”


      “Struggling is just an unavoidable part of enjoying delicious food.”


      “Don’t say such a selfish thing and disguise it as a good argument.”


      “So it’s no good, then?” Tiat lowered her head, crestfallen. Feodor took the opportunity to start stuffing himself with the remaining food.


      And then the girl’s hand reached out once again, requesting a second donut.


      


      There were many clouds today, blotting out even the dark shadow of the 39th Floating Island from view. For all intents and purposes, the sky was calm and peaceful.


      “Who are you girls?” Feodor asked abruptly.


      “Hmm? What do you mean by that?”


      “I mean exactly what I said. You’re too secretive about yourselves,” Feodor said. “I don’t know why they dug through the rulebook to make you equivalent soldiers, but it’s plain to see that none of you are really soldiers. Going off appearance alone, you’re just young girls and your only distinguishing feature is being markless.”


      He shook his head. “Even so, you’ve all completed the training course as if it’s second nature and started to mix in with the real soldiers. It’s expected that new recruits end up huddled over in a vomiting mess for the first two months of service, but you girls have been composed from day one. And if you’re about to tell me you were trained by the 2nd Division, that’s clearly not the case.”


      “Ah…” Tiat scratched her cheek, evidentially bothered by what he was saying.


      “What’s more, just from looking at Collon, it’s obvious something absurd is going on,” Feodor went on. “Handling magical techniques at your age – what’s more, mastering it to the extent of being able to use it in combat whenever you like – just isn’t natural.”


      What exactly Venenum was had been recorded in the textbook he’d thoroughly read in preparation for the rank advancement exam. Therefore, while he couldn’t handle it himself, Feodor understood the gist of it.


      Venenum was the power to forcibly distort the fabric of the world. Those who were detached from the world or deliberately weakened their own lifeforce were able to summon stronger power and exert greater force from their innate Venenum, but for that same reason, continuing to use Venuneum meant burning up one’s own life.


      Yet, regardless of the harsh requirements and consequences, these young girls were already masters of Venenum to the extent where they could wield it freely on the battlefield?


      “Not natural, huh?” Tiat asked quietly.


      “That’s right!”


      “So then, what do you think is normal? Somebody like you?”


      That’s – crap, that’s not what I meant. “No, not like me. I mean, nobody joins the military because they’re normal. Don’t you have anyone else at home – anybody to teach you?”


      “Ah, well… right now, it’s just us, and one troll–”


      “What?! That’s amazing!”


      A troll. They live with a literal man-eating demon?!


      As legend  had it, trolls once considered the Emnetwyte their staple food, but now that that accursed species was thankfully eradicated, the man-eaters had no choice but to remedy their lifestyle and become less picky about their food. Now they simply devoured anything and anyone.


      Though the race was in smaller numbers as far as markless went, one of Feodor’s acquaintances was a troll. He was morally bankrupt to the core – in other words, an explementary markless. I couldn’t imagine living with somebody like him. That’s like raising a wolf and sheep in the same pen.


      “Living together with a troll… more and more mysteries are piling up…”


      “You don’t know anything about us!” Tiat snapped, as if her situation wasn’t unusual at all. “W-Well, I do know our situation is strange, I’m not unaware of that, but… but everyone has special circumstances of their own, so doesn’t that make us actually very ordinary?”


      “Saying that like you’ve only just realized how it might look to others… that shows just how abnormal you are.”


      “R-really?”


      Feodor rubbed his neck. “When I asked the First Officer, he wouldn’t say anything about your background even though I’m supposedly your direct superior. Geez, it’s as if your existence itself is being treated as classified–”


      “–If that’s the case, wouldn’t that be the answer you’re looking for?”


      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Something cold pricked Feodor’s cheek, intruding into his train of thought. He wiped it off with a finger and looked at it. Water. The faint echo of rolling thunder rumbled in the distance.


      “…It looks like it’s going to rain,” Tiat said. “We should get back home now.”


      Feodor thought about it, then nodded. Setting aside the question of if her existence really was classified or not, she clearly wasn’t in the mood to talk about herself anymore. Trying to force details out of her wouldn’t lead the conversation in a good direction. If I want to learn more, I’ll have to rethink the way I do it next time.


      “We can meet up here another time and talk again?”


      He shook his head at her suggestion. “It would violate military regulations, so I won’t make that promise.”


      “What’s with that? So boring…”


      In just the span of their idle conversation, the rain had started falling in earnest. “Really though, we need to get back soon before we get completely soaked,” Tiat said. Wearing the charming smile one would expect of a mysterious woman holding her secrets close to her heart, she made to stand up.


      Then her butt happened to slip off the roof’s edge.


      “Ah…”


      “Huh?”


      Thuuunk!


      Whoooooooooosh!


      The sound of a mighty impact exploded, followed by a column of water no less magnificent.


      


      

    

  


  


  
    Part 4: Rumors of the Four


    
      Feodor tracked down Nax, who had skipped training again to nap in the canopy of a rustling tree. “Hey, you up there! I wondered if you could help me with a bit of a job.”


      “Haaah?” came a lazy yawn. “Can’t I catch a Z or two?


      Rubbing his eyes, Nax sat up on his tree limb. “Falcon muscles ain’t good for marathon training, y’know? I’m so bad at running it only takes a little sprint to tire me out.” He gave his legs a little shake, wincing. “Go on, check ‘em out – all crampy ‘n whatnot.”


      Normally, it would have been entirely within reason for Feodor’s character to be outraged by such disrespect shown to a ranked officer, but Nax was one of his few friends – and besides, alone as they were, he didn’t have to worry about such petty things.


      “I’m in the middle of getting some sweet beauty sleep so I can survive afternoon training.” Nax stretched his arms, yawning again. “If you’ve got any business with me then do drop by later, mister Fourth Officer.”


      “No, not official business.” Feodor checked that they were alone, then lowered his voice. “I want your skills as an underground information broker.”


      “…Oho?” Nax’s bored expression instantly twisted into a smirk. “It’s been a while since you’ve been a client of mine, Feo. Alright.” He leaned forward, all tiredness gone from his frame. “So whaddya want to know? The Division Chief’s vault combination number? Third Officer Hartynaccio’s favorite hair products? The desserts for tomorrow’s mess hall menu? Or maybe, just maybe… the underwear color of them girls you fancy?”


      “Wrong, wrong, and wrong again. I want you to look into the background of those four girls we talked about before.”


      “What, their underwear after all?”


      “No. They’re my subordinates. I don’t want to see them that way.”


      “Well, I expected you’d say something boring,” Nax sighed heartily. “Okay, be that way. What, then?”


      “As I said, their backgrounds,” Feodor rubbed his head. “Just before the battle with a Beast, they’re sent from the 2nd Division – people who’ve dealt with the Beasts in the past. They seem like ordinary girls at first, but their combat abilities are unexpectedly high-level. If our division is to work with them in battle, we’ll make a powerful attack force… that’s what I thought, anyway, but for some reason I haven’t been able to work out, the higher-ups have been going to a lot of trouble to obscure their talents.”


      He paused, and Nax prompted him to continue. “To begin with, why am I – somebody who’s supposedly their direct superior – only being ordered to supervise them on a simplistic, superficial level? That suggests they’re not likely to operate under my command during the actual battle, so are they going to move under some other commander, or on their own judgment? Either could be the case.”


      “Uh huh…”


      “Even if it’s not, we’re still about to end up in a very important battle. To do so with an unknown factor?” Feodor shook his head. “It’s irritating. I just want to be sure I can rely on them.”


      “Alright, got it,” Nax replied briskly, spreading his wings. “I’ve some contacts from the 2nd, so I’ll give it a try.”


      The leaves around him danced in the wind as he flapped his wings, preparing for takeoff. “Say, all this stuff you’re talking about – ya sniffing ‘round the military police by chance?”


      “Hmm?”


      “It doesn’t really matter if you are or aren’t, I guess, but even if there’s no proof, you probably won’t find anything good. I can sort of feel the wind, and there’s definitely something there in the backwinds. It ain’t a big threat or nothing, but be careful not to get found out. Since you’re a valued client, I’ll get ya something just this once – as a special service to ya, y’know.”


      “Sure…” Feodor nodded, vaguely lost in thought. “Thanks. I’ll be careful.”


      


      “Feodooooooooor!”


      While walking back through the barracks, Feodor heard his name be called as a warm, soft body wrapped around him.


      Then in the next moment something gouged into his pressure points, twisted his joints into unnatural positions, wrapped around his neck – in the split-second it’d taken to realize he was attacked, he’d somehow been put into a joint lock, something that had never happened to him before, as well as a stranglehold combined with other painful techniques.


      “Owowowowowowowow?! W-wait a minute – ow, OW!”


      Regardless of how much he tried to struggle, his body wouldn’t move. More than a simple matter of force, it was as if he’d been impaled by sharpened stakes and tied down to the ground.


      However impressed I might be at their great technique, though – it hurts! Hurts! More and more – hurts, really, seriously, hurtshurtshurts!


      “How’s that! Give up yet, d’ya?!” Collon’s voice shouted from somewhere behind his neck, close enough for her breath to warm his ear.


      “I give up, I give up already! But why – argh – why the surprise attack?!”


      “Combat readiness at all times is the warrior’s law! It’s bad not to keep your guard up!”


      “I-I can’t agree with that kind of logic! Ngh…” He tried to twist his arm and shift his ligaments back into position, but soon regretted it. “Ow, ow! That hurts!” Crap, it’s no good! I can’t move my shoulders! Can I fall and slam her into the floor? No, that’s no good either, my ligaments might snap if I put too much force on them!


      Then he heard a high-pitched scream, accompanied by the pitter-patter of quick footsteps, and looked up to see Lakhesh. A gust followed her as she ran, peeling off a nearby flyer warning Do not run in the hallways. “Collon! What on earth do you think you’re doing?!”


      “Lakhesh, you got here just in time!” Feodor coughed out. “Hurry and get her to stop! I don’t think I can bear this for much longer!”


      “Aw, it’s fine,” Collon giggled. “It took more than just this to take down Willem, after all!”


      Eh? That name aga – OW! OW! OOOOOW!


      “He’s not Willem, Collon!”


      “Ugh, fine…” the girl on his back relaxed her right arm slightly, loosening her grip on Feodor’s shoulders. His arms spun back to their regular position. Slowly, bit by bit, all the points in his body that’d been immobilized by Collon’s limbs were released until the overwhelming pain vanished like it’d never been there and his body was back under his control.


      In the absence of pain, Feodor suddenly became aware of Collon’s body, soft and warm as it was. If we remain in this compromising position, that’d be more than enough time for ridiculous thoughts to start forming in my head.


      Before any weird ideas could appear, he shook himself and untangled Collon from his back. “Get off already!” She slid down to the ground with a surprised yelp.


      “I-I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry!” Instead of Collon, it was Lakhesh apologizing and bowing her head at high speeds reminiscent of a bird drinking. “Y-you see, Collon, she’s always been like this! She’s not mean-spirited or anything, she just jumps on people she gets along with like that – ah! B-but she’s not a bad girl, honest! She’s a really, really good girl, it’s true, it’s true!”


      “I get it,” Feodor said, rubbing his aching shoulders. If she’d had just a tiny amount of bloodlust or bad intentions about him, his arms would’ve already been snapped. “It’s fine, it’s fine.”


      “I… I see. I’m glad.” Lakhesh smiled wanly, placing a hand on her chest.


      “Me too!” Collon added.


      “And you! Don’t say that like it’s someone else’s problem entirely!” Lakhesh turned on her wayward comrade, whacking Collon with her tiny fists as the other girl chortled. “Just who do you think we’re talking about?!”


      “Hey, Lakhesh,” Collon got out between giggles, “You think of me as your friend, right?”


      “Eh?” Lakhesh paused in her assault.


      “That’s good. With someone like you, we can all be happy.”


      “N-no way, but… to say that kind of thing about me, um…”


      “Woohoo!” Collon smiled and laughed. “I’m so happy, so happy!”


      “I-I’m happy too, but can’t you be serious for once?!”


      …How charming.


      Though markless weren’t his type, Feodor couldn’t help but feel soothed whenever he saw little kids getting along. It always created an inexplicably warm sensation in his chest, something like what one might feel from seeing a puppy playing in its cage.


      He observed Collon again, the girl giggling and beaming without a care in the world. No matter how he tried, he couldn’t see her physique as anything other than delicate – or rather, normal for the girl she appeared to be. Her arms and legs were relatively thin without much muscle. Beastfolk aside, being a man alone should give Feodor greater muscular strength than her. Yet, on top of having his movements sealed off in an instant, he had been literally unable to free his limbs for the duration of her time on his back.


      “Hey, Feodor,” Collon suddenly said, meeting his eyes. “Would you show me how serious you are in battle, if I fought you?”


      “Huh?”


      “Portrick said you’re super strong, but you didn’t seem like that at all just now.”


      “…Ah, I see.” So that’s what’s going on. “It’s not like I’m acting weak. I’m really not very strong at all. How should I put it…?” Feodor thought a moment. “I use an unique kind of fighting style, one that’s only possible against strong opponents like First Officer Portrick.”


      Technically speaking, he was half-lying. He did have confidence in his own strength. More than just my deception skills, but explosive power, tactics and judgment, keeping in shape, among other things – I’ve trained myself in the abilities necessary for battle.


      He didn’t intend to reveal that fact, of course. He planned to keep his cards hidden as much as possible.


      “No, no, wait!” Collon threw up the palm of her hand, as if telling him to stop. “Isn’t that kinda weird logic? I’m strong enough to not lose to Portrick, so if he’s good enough for you, why not me?!”


      Feodor hesitated. “…You have a different kind of strength. That goes for me too, though I can’t explain too well.”


      “Uh huh…” She hummed, not looking convinced.


      “…Oh, by the way.” Though he was still cracking and loosening his muscles, Feodor tried to pose the question he was about to ask naturally. “About that Willem person you mentioned before, who is he?” The name had appeared often enough, but it was a topic that probably wouldn’t be confidential… probably.


      Sure enough, Lakhesh was quick to start filling him in. “Um… you see… I think you already know this, but we must always be under the control of distinguished military personnel.” It was the first time he’d heard the always part, but that wasn’t an unexpected surprise. “It’s a story that’s okay for anyone to listen to if they’re more than a ranked officer, I guess.”


      She took a breath, then continued. “There aren’t many soldiers who’d be glad to go and babysit children like us. Everyone else immediately resigned and left. Willem was sent to our warehouse like the other soldiers, five years ago. He was an incredibly admirable Technical Officer… and… he was… like a father to all of us.”


      Oh… I see. He felt a plunging sensation in his gut. The person Collon and Tiat both talked about had the same position I do now. In other words, they’re comparing me, Feodor Jessman, to their beloved father?


      “Do I look old enough to be your father?”


      “I-it’s not like that, but – well–” Lakhesh fidgeted and glanced at his face. “Your age m-might not be so different than Willem’s at the time.”


      Seriously?! He felt aghast. He wasn’t much younger or older than me, 17 years old as I am, and yet he’s loved as a father by these nearly 15-year-old girls? Just how much willpower does one need to visit them so often as they’re growing up?


      For Feodor, so very aware of his youth, it was impossible to imagine. He felt deep respect for the Technical Officer Willem, whose face remained shadowy and unknown.


      


      Some time after that incident, after the day’s training concluded, Feodor sat down to eat in the tumultuous mess hall.


      “Thossse new recruitsss of yoursss, they are a group of good girlsss.” One of his fellow Fourth Officers – he couldn’t recall his name, but his hissing accent and body shape gave away that he was a Findantropos – sat down next to him. “Essspecially that Lakhesh. Here in the military, with the sssortie nearing, everyone isss becoming worked up, yesss? If there isss a girl like her presssent, who treatsss everyone kindly, then her presssence must be quite healing for you.”


      “No way, not a chance,” the Third Officer seated across from Feodor – a Scarsalantropos with the black shell signature of his race, but whose name he also failed to recall – opened his big mouth. “If it’s one of little Feo’s new recruits, then Collon won’t lose so easily. That one has the overwhelming courage to blow through all her fears. Her bottomless cheerfulness would revive the willpower of the most cowardly soldier. I’d gladly snatch her away for my squad if she wasn’t here as a guest soldier.”


      “Mm…” The Findantropos murmured. “But Lakhesh isss the cuter one, isss she not?”


      “Hmph. You need courage to survive in battle ‘til the end, not cuteness.”


      “Tsssk! Courage, courage – if you love it ssso, why not marry it?”


      “That’s what my wife told me too, before she left me.”


      “…Ah, I apologize. That wasss inconsssiderate of me.”


      The atmosphere became ever-so-slightly awkward.


      They’re looking at me, Feodor noticed perfunctorily. As the direct superior of the two in question, it seemed that they expected him to somehow have some comment to add. “Er–”


      In the first place, the meals in the 5th Division were never exceptionally tasty. In order to provide food that could be eaten by soldiers of various races – and various tastes – it was intentionally given a flat flavor with no texture or taste to it. Large condiment bottles placed on each table suggested their use to tune the meal to one’s liking, but there were only so much you could dump on to affect how it tasted, and many tired of either option.


      Now, in such a gray mealtime, Feodor was expected to offer up his opinion on an equally dull topic. Give me a break.


      “…Speaking of those girls, they’re all markless, aren’t they?” he eventually said, allowing roughly half of what he thought on the subject to show on his face.


      The Findantropos and Scarsalantropos exchanged blank glances, before the former hissed softly, “Ah, yesss… I heard that Fourth Officer Jessssman hatesss the marklessss.”


      “Mm-hmm, that’s right. Since you’re usually so friendly to everyone around you, I’d completely forgotten.”


      They said it as if it was a big surprise. Everyone around me, he says? I know that’s how I act, but…


      “Still, I didn’t take him to be so foolish as to let prejudices cloud his eyes. The girls are excellent personnel. You can’t deny that, can you?”


      “Yesss. You are willing to confessss they are good girlsss, are you not?”


      Asking me that, pressing me from both sides for answers? The nerve of these two…


      Even for someone as prejudiced as Feodor, however, there was one thing he could grudgingly say about the four girls.


      They lived every day to its fullest, recklessly racing through the passing hours. Before a battle where they might die, they had enough strength of mind, enough emotional control, that they wouldn’t crack under the strain of mortality. Whether that was bravery or ignorance, he couldn’t say, but all the same, that singular quality was visible to even his markless-hating eyes. And so…


      “…I suppose… I can admit to that much,” he grumbled in a low voice, accepting his loss.


      Triumphant smiles, identical after a fashion, appeared on the faces of the pair to his left and right. “And now I asssk,” the Findantropos said, “boy who sharesss their race, which do you favor? Perhapsss, the modessst type?”


      “Indeed!” the Scarsalantropos added. “What a man truly desires to have at his side is a comrade in arms, one who will dash through the battlefield named life with him!”


      This is bad. Even though they know I hate all markless, how did the conversation turn out like this again?


      “Hmmm…” the Armado First Officer that he’d spoken with before, eating at a nearby table, suddenly looked over. “Well, it’s fine to answer that honestly,” he said in his usual disinterested tone. “I know you hate markless, and don’t care to blame you for it.”


      “But,” he continued, suddenly appearing almost like the adult his age suggested him to be, “if I may add this much, I trust you’re not a narcissist who just enjoys saying ‘I hate myself’ or some sort of nonsense. So rather than getting some weird fixation on hating them, it’s fine to have opinions like ‘I like them when I like them.’ You’re still young, after all.”


      “I completely agree!” Private First Class Portrick added, baring his fangs in a joyful grin. “As expected of the Fourth Officer, I knew we were kindred spirits! Well then, for the sake of those innocent children, let’s be people who’d willingly march to our deaths to protect their happiness!”


      I wouldn’t go that far. Although he did feel lonely on occasion, he was committed enough to his role as the explementary role model to hide whatever growing desperation he might feel. And as for Portrick’s remark – if the teen girls were children, then as somebody who only had two or three years on them, Feodor himself shouldn’t be considered so different. In which case, how does Portrick classify them…? Well, I don’t think I want to know his reasoning, so I won’t ask.


      “A good markless doesn’t exist.” He was snapped out of his train of thought by Private First Class Talmareet’s blunt statement. The old Ayrantropos walked over. “But you must agree, those youngsters are growing the soul of a tail.”


      Is that the punchline? You share my hatred on markless, and yet you have a fondness for those girls too? “Well, I don’t see any tails sprouting from their buttocks.”


      He gave him a flat, irritated glare. Feodor returned a snide half-grin, behind which the meaning of “it’s the truth” laid.


      Ultimately, Feodor was just too different from them. He wasn’t honest, nor did he live life to the fullest. He was a devious Imp, sneaking around in inconspicuous places and deceiving everybody around him. He wasn’t worthy of their favor.


      “…Hmm.”


      Feodor glanced at Nax, hearing the Falcon’s noncommittal noise. For some reason, he hadn’t risen to any of the bait being laid down, and had instead nodded along to everybody else’s comments. Usually, he would blather on and on about him, along the lines of “Well, well, well! So Feo’s finally gonna wake up and discover women exist, ain’t he?! My lucky day! Don’t ya worry, fellas, I’ll teach this useless guy everything about women from now on. Seeing as there’s four of ‘em, I reckon he’ll be able to blow it with up to three,” wearing a stupid smirk the whole time. Seeing his lack of interest now was… unexpected.


      


      “Yo. That investigation ya got me for. I’ve found something.”


      “Already? Even by your standards, that’s fast.”


      “Eh, no biggie. Just ‘cause it’s called classified don’t mean the info itself is handled all that strictly.” Nax lightly waved around an envelope with some papers poking out of it. “Cases like this one, there’s something they really want to hide, so most of the stuff up-front are just dummies, but… well, this time my intuition told me it wasn’t like that. Most likely this is what ya want. Honest evidence. The real deal.”


      “…You know, the way you’re talking is a bit odd. You wouldn’t happen to be overexaggerating it, would you?”


      “Nah. Even for me, it was intriguing stuff.” Nax’s eyes flicked to the folder, and his lip curled. “Normally, I’d feel bad taking a peek.”


      Heh?


      Feodor considered it. Nax was, to speak of him generously, easygoing. Speaking badly, he was an irresponsible slacker. His insincere attitude never broke, he didn’t reveal his real feelings, and he acted like he was teasing someone or enjoying himself all the time. It was bizarre to see such seriousness on his face, to hear the heavy disgust in his voice. “Going on about it like you are… are they the bastard children of some important family? Some story like that?”


      “You’ll understand once ya read it. After that? Burn it.”


      So cold. That’s… really odd.


      Nax shoved the envelope into Feodor’s chest and turned on his heel. “Honestly, I didn’t care what ya were planning to do with it, but I think I get it now.”


      His back to Feodor, the Falcon spoke with frustration floating through his words.


      “Regul Aire may be about to fall.”


      


      Bing bong.


      The lodge’s front entrance grandfather clock chimed as Feodor returned to his room, the consecutive tones telling him it was 7 in the evening.


      Once he was inside, he opened the envelope and removed its contents. It wasn’t very thick, but if there was anything to Nax’s words, then it had significantly more information than it seemed.


      …Muster up your courage and read it quickly. With that running through his mind, Feodor turned the pages.


      427/6/15: Spirit Va captured on Floating Island 23.


      “…Huh?”


      It wasn’t informative at all. Rather, it was a type of document that had been cleaned up into a report format. A familiar format.


      These are… management documents of disposable weapons in the Winged Guard. They’re used to confirm the stockpile of one-shot ships and rare, unique munitions.


      I get it – I get that much, but I don’t understand anything beyond that.


      What is this meant to be? I asked for an investigation into those four girls, so what’s with this stuff? That ass, Nax… did he make a mistake and throw the wrong documents into the envelope?


      Putting aside his concerns, Feodor continued to read.


      427/6/16: Spirit Ur opens Fairy Gate during battle on Floating Island 72. Disposed of.


      427/6/19: Spirit Ro reaches maturity.


      427/7/08: Spirit We is tuned to Dug Weapon Insania.


      427/7/11: Spirit We opens Fairy Gate during battle on Floating Island 14. Disposed of.


      427/8/15: Spirit Ro is tuned to Dug Weapon Insania.


      427/8/22: Spirit Ti is captured on Floating Island 47.


      Although the information’s origin was unknown, if he could assemble the numbers with some hypotheses, the meaning would emerge.


      First of all, what’s recorded here is a material situation designated with the title of “Spirit.”


      When they use the word in this context, it indicates a whole spirit body with an concrete anchor which I don’t know of yet. It might be something that inhabits an container, or perhaps something that inhabits a place… or if it’s a different species altogether, does it dwell in a faith or contract? No, wait, not all of those possibilities are usable in military terms, so is it better to assume it indicates a specific race among us?


      By the way “spirits” are mentioned here, I can tell they form all over Regul Aire and have been captured regularly. It takes a reasonable amount of time for them to mature. After that, they perform a “tuning” with another part called a “Dug Weapon” and head into a battle. There, they activate a phenomenon called a “Fairy Gate” and are afterwards disposed of.


      The battles occur quite often. The only enemy the Winged Guard wars with that much would be the Teimerre. That means these items are, most likely, high-powered explosive bullets that are utilized for enemies such as the Beasts, said to be otherwise invincible against conventional weaponry.


      437/12/16: Spirit Ti is tuned to Dug Weapon Ignareo.


      A familiar proper noun caught his eye.


      438/3/30: Spirit La is tuned to Dug Weapon Seniolis.


      438/6/05: Spirit Pa is tuned to Dug Weapon Katena.


      438/7/20: Spirit Co is tuned to Dug Weapon Purgatorio.


      Names he knew, lining up one by one.


      Their ridiculously long names floated into his mind as if by random chance. Tiat Shiba Ignareo. Collon Rin Purgatorio. Panival Nox Katena. Lakhesh Nyx Seniolis. Damn it. Damn it to hell. It’s the beginnings of their names – and the names of their Dug Weapons? It’s completely consistent.


      “…What the hell… is going on here…?”


      Feodor double-checked it. Indeed, what he was holding was management documents of disposable weapons. Items used to manage a number of disposable small airships or munitions.


      So why, why were their names in that list?


      “………”


      He understood. Thinking about it logically, there was only one conclusion that could be made. To approach it from any other direction, try to see it any other way, was simply impossible.


      “You should be happy,” someone’s insidious whisper slipped into his ear.


      Why did Feodor Jessman place himself in danger, put his body on the line, in some place like the Winged Guard? Was it to protect the world? No. To get a good career and become rich? No.


      It must have been to search for this.


      The Winged Guard and the Orlandri General Trading Company had been wielding secret anti-Beast combat weapons. It was never determined what sort of thing had prevented the Teimerre’s invasions countless times. Until now. That goal had been achieved. It’s done.


      But joy didn’t erupt within Feodor. Instead, something like frustration or anger, something not dissimilar to both feelings, did. Pitch-black emotions distorted, coiled, twisted into a whirling vortex in his chest.


      Choked with emotion and unable to be rid of it, Feodor hurled the papers in his hand at the wall. They hit with a thud and scattered upon impact, dancing and spinning across the room.


      One such paper fell on the floor at his feet. It was a page of the previously-tightened document, with writing on it he had not yet read.


      443/5/11: Spirit Ti to open Fairy Gate during battle on Floating Island 39. Disposal planned.


      443/5/11: Spirit Co to open Fairy Gate during battle on Floating Island 39. Disposal planned.


      443/5/11: Spirit Pa to open Fairy Gate during battle on Floating Island 39. Disposal planned.
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    Chapter 3:  'Left and Right Sides of a Breaking Balance' - expensive bullet -


    Part 1: Disposable Weapons


    
      An airship landed at the port.



      It was the Utica, a tactical airship boasting the greatest energy output and loading capacity of all the ships owned by the Winged Guard.


      Before now it had never been in actual combat, in large part due to its invisible costs. Not only did it reputedly have an overly large heavy-cyclical enchanted furnace that, by itself, was insufficiently powerful to feed the ship’s outrageous fuel consumption, it also had no less than four pairs of auxiliary wings built at – of all places – the bottom of its base! The hull was roughly hewn from red steel so that it might not deform from the ship’s monstrous bulk, aided by sixteen rotors that were each four times larger than they would have been on a regular airship. Its main gun, as suited a ship of this magnitude, was of the highest physical power imaginable. Even then, the engineers had at one point tried to install the “Mountain Thrower” urban-defense weapon into the ship.


      To sum it up, the Utica was the ultimate airship. A crystallization of arrogance built with the most powerful of the most powerful mechanical gadgets, constructed while ignoring all concerns of fuel consumption, maintenance costs, spell burn injuries, and so on, it could be called the greatest piece of artwork ever created.


      “Hey, you,” the Division Chief asked Feodor, “what do you think of that airship?”


      Feodor contemplated his question, then replied honestly. “…The people who designed it probably had a lot of fun.”


      It was nothing more than a toy that had been designed, manufactured, and somehow made operational. He thought that everyone involved with the project would probably say, “How badly drunk was I when I made this piece of junk?!”


      “This thing’s supposed to be our ace in the hole for the next strike. We were handed down the order from the General.”


      “Is that right.” Feodor reexamined the airship. By his reckoning, it was capable of destroying everyone equally, whether they were friend or foe. One shot of the main gun could blow away a small city – and would likely cost enough to starve out another small city. It was an utterly ridiculous weapon, even without taking into account the matter of having to transport it to the battlefield.


      There was only one thing he could say about such a monstrosity.


      “Sounds like it’s gonna be a pain.”


      “It is a pain.”


      To begin with, it was common knowledge that conventional weaponry that weren’t infused with Venom were weak against the Beasts. It wasn’t that they were completely invulnerable to those weapons, but at the same time they simply didn’t have enough decisive power to deal a finishing blow. In the battles against the Teimerre and the Aurora, records of which the Winged Guard had plenty left over, conventional artillery had only been used to keep them in check and to buy time.


      Any normal person would have thought to search for some other method. And perhaps, just perhaps, an abnormal person would have thought along these lines:


      “Since it’s not effective, let’s put aside the simple problem of firepower for later. If our artillery only produces so much results, wouldn’t it be better for us to strike with an item that has a hundred times that power?”


      Needless to say, the kind of factory floor where such things might have been discussed concerned Feodor a hundredfold.


      In many ways, Venom was something akin to fire. One reason for that was that it couldn’t maintain itself. If one desired to use their Venom, it had to be ignited on the spot at a specific time. Furthermore, Venom ignited within the body could only exert its effects on outside forces if they made contact with that body.


      In other words, it couldn’t be used for risky stunts such as charging and then releasing it like an arrow or shell. If one wanted to unleash a Venom-infused attack on an Beast in any kind of circumstance, it had to be in direct close-quarter combat.


      “…Ah, wait. I see… there is just one other method we can use.”


      At present, Feodor too knew about the existence of that method.


      If a spirit with the ability to ignite their Venom was used, rather than an artillery, shell, then effective attacks without approaching the Beasts were possible.


      I don’t know who thought of it, but it’s a logical method. As far as anti-Beast combat goes, it would be a shining ray of hope through the clouds of unreasonable demands.


      “First Officer,” Feodor said abruptly. “I wish to ask you an unrelated question.”


      “Hmm?”


      “It’s about those First-class equivalent officers, sir. I believe you should’ve received three signatures from ranked officers who are higher than First Officer, correct? May I ask who those three might have been?”


      The Division Chief paused momentarily. “First Officer Limeskin of the Second Division. First Officer Baroni Makish of the Military Police Division. Myself of the Fifth Division. What of it?”


      At the least, those three should be aware of them. Of the people who, though they might live in this base and be treated as equivalent soldiers, could never become soldiers. The reason for their existence, and their true identities.


      “Well then, First Officer, perhaps–”


      Feodor snapped his mouth shut. It wasn’t something he could ask about. He hadn’t yet been informed about their identities. I mustn’t ask questions based on knowledge which I shouldn’t know about. “No, it’s nothing. Thank you.”


      “Is that so?” The Division Chief tilted his head, his eyes narrowing slightly, but he didn’t pursue the issue. “…All right.”


      


      Tiat was there atop the abandoned theatre again, sitting with her arms around her knees.


      Feodor had thought that she would’ve learned her lesson after two falls. At the very least, she was keeping her distance from the steam ventilation port. She seemed to have recognized him by the sound of the door opening, as she was giving him fleeting sidelong glances as he walked closer.


      “Donuts,” he said in greeting. She nodded, beckoning him closer with little gimmie, gimmie gestures. “…Just what do you think I am?”


      “Someone who’s somehow always eating delicious food.”


      Gah. It stung, but he couldn’t really deny it.


      “Oh, I know!” Tiat smiled. “Why don’t you tell me where you get them?”


      “What are you going to do if I tell you that?”


      “I thought I should buy something good for Collon and the others, but there’s only lots and lots of flavorless food on this island…” she paused. “Wait, is it bad for me to always think about delicious things?”


      “That’s why you left the base without permission?” Feodor tsked. “You know by now that’s against regulations, don’t you?”


      “Yep,” Tiat replied brightly. “Our superior officers are way too serious to ask about this stuff.”


      “Oh?” He raised one eyebrow. “So really, just what do you think I am?”


      “My not-so-serious superior officer.”


      …Oh, damn it. He wasn’t going to admit it, but he couldn’t beat her in smack talk. Feodor sighed. “Since you’ve gone on walks so much already, why don’t you try using your feet some more and find it yourself?”


      “Hmm… oh, but I don’t have enough pocket money to use for tasting and comparing food at random…”


      It wasn’t like soldiers in the Winged Guard weren’t paid cheaply. Ranked officers could provide for a large family with a bit left over to indulge themselves. With that kind of money, they could easily walk around the city spending, unlike university students pinching coins.


      She only had to be considered a soldier to be granted that much.


      “You’re always here, but why’re you so interested in this place?” Feodor eventually asked. “It’s not all that different than other places you could find around town.”


      “Hmm, I don’t know if I’m interested, but…” He tilted his head as Tiat started mumbling to herself. “…No, wait, am I really?”


      He waited, and eventually she volunteered another sentence. “I think this one probably feels the saddest. The wind’s strong, but quiet, and there’s no one here – except for when a certain someone drops by.”


      Her logic made sense. “It’s the best place to be when there’s something on your mind,” Feodor agreed, sitting on a spot of the roof near Tiat. From his vantage point, Lyell City spread out below him as it always did.


      “I wonder…” Unbidden, the words left his lips. “Is there any meaning in protecting this world?”


      “Huh?” Tiat sidled up to him, her outstretched hands not matching her expression. “What kind of question is that? If you’re a Winged Guard officer, shouldn’t you already know the answer?”


      “It’s not about me, but rather you.” He dropped another donut into her hands. “Not you as in the First-class equivalent soldier you claim to be, either. I heard about how you’re a Spirit, tuned to some kind of Dug Weapon thing.”


      Tiat popped the donut into her mouth. One bite, two bites, and then three bites came before she answered. “How’d you know about that? It’s supposed to be super classified.”


      “Well…” It’s because I secretly investigated you using an information broker! Like hell could he say that. No, wait, it was illegal to begin with, so why did I just tell her I know everything?!


      What in the world am I doing?


      “It’s because I’m your supervisor, and even if it’s just for now, also your superior officer,” Feodor said, feeding her a fake reason. “I need to know what I can do for you, that’s all.”


      Tiat snorted, then burst into laughter.


      “Why’re you laughing?”


      “Ah, sorry, I just got a bit nostalgic.” Tiat patted her chest, small tears welling up in her eyes. He wondered if perhaps some donut pieces had gotten caught in her throat. “You see, someone told us something like that once before. He was a big show-off, but clumsy at heart. Acting so cool really didn’t suit him.”


      A name floated to the forefront of Feodor’s mind. The name Tiat had given him before while making the same face he saw now, belonging to the person Lakish and Collon spoke of, the one who had been their previous caretaker. “Is it…. that Willem guy? The one you mentioned?”


      “Yep, that’s right.” Tiat giggled fondly. “Our no-good father.”


      He couldn’t tell if she respected him or not, but… at the least, that man seemed to have been both a close friend and someone she loved dearly. I don’t know whether it’s because of our ranks or because we might have been similar in age, but it’s honestly unpleasant to be compared to someone I don’t know a thing about.


      “I’d protect it,” Tiat said abruptly. Feodor gave her a questioning glance, and she went on. “What you said before, about if this world is worth protecting? There’s no way I’d know something like that. It’s not like I’ve seen enough to think about it for myself, and I don’t have many people I know either. So I don’t think about complicated stuff like that.”


      She took a breath. “But I decided that I’d protect my friends, the world, and a bunch of other stuff. I don’t need to wonder about if it has meaning or not. It’s what I’ve decided to do, so I can’t afford to back down. That’s all there is to it.”


      “That…” Feodor searched for the right words. “That sounds almost like you want to be a hero.”


      “Hmm, I think it’s a bit different from that, but maybe that’s close enough. It’s cool to fight and throw away your life, right?” Tiat chuckled a little. “Any boy or girl my age would worship people who did that.”


      “I–”


      “There must be a person more precious than your own life, right?”


      “That’s why the one who discovers that person is so very happy, and so very fortunate.”


      “…I disagree.” Feodor shook his head. “My own life’s more important than some stranger’s.”


      “Whaaaat? Geez, boys like you have no sense of romance…”


      “It’s exactly because I think that way and only try to satisfy myself that I’m alive now.” He put down the bag of donuts besides him and looked out across the town again.


      It might have been because of his perspective or because of the distribution of districts, but in the part of Lyell he could see, there were almost no visible people living or even just moving around. It was impossible to tell if that was because the number of citizens here had shrunken so much, or because they were already gone. The line between a world that had ended and a world still ending grew vague here.


      “That might be true for you,” Tiat said in a quiet voice, the last pieces of her donut swallowed. “But, you know, we aren’t exactly alive.”


      “What’s that mean?”


      “It means what I mean. Um, how much do you know? About us?”


      “Not much.” He crossed his arms. “You’re naturally occuring spirits that become assets to us by being tuned with dug weapons, and you’re gonna be disposed of after performing this Fairy Gate thing.”


      Tiat scratched her head. “Oh, that’s all? Alright, then I’ll just have to fire up my wonderful memory to tell you the rest! Now let’s see, should I give you the rough explanation first…?”


      After counting details off her fingers, she began, “Well, first of all, we’re a natural phenomenon called Leprechauns. We can move, talk, and think, but we’re not technically living beings…”


      


      Tiat told him everything.


      According to her, Leprechauns were a variety of ghosts and, strictly speaking, couldn’t be considered truly living.


      Fairies were originally nothing more than whispered self-assertions, psychic phenomena whose existence were fragile at best. Chuckling laughs heard from within the forest; milk that decreased a tiny bit overnight; flying around and teasing cattle, and all of it invisible to the naked eye.


      Leprechauns, a subspecies of fairies, couldn’t change their nature. They appeared near Emnetwyte habitats and disappeared without being noticed by anyone. But if they happened to be found prior to vanishing, then they would settle into the existence of a single markless child and begin as a counterfeit living being.


      Joy, laughter, pain, sorrow, longing, grief…


      Until they died, they would act as if they were truly alive.


      


      “…Well, to put it another way, it’s like playing the leading role in a ghost story,” Tiat concluded. “We’re like ghosts who don’t know they’re dead, or something like that. Although we don’t have regular physical bodies, our high-density souls organize pseudo-matter into a form that imitates them…. or something like that.”


      “You don’t have… physical bodies?” Narrowing his eyes into something like a glare, Feodor scrutinized the girl next to him. Short bright green hair swaying in the breeze. The hem of her skirt fluttering majestically in the wind blowing in from the direction of the town. Donut crumbs clinging to her mouth.


      No matter how I look at her, she only seems like an energetic, slightly underdeveloped, teenage girl.


      “Don’t stare at me. Pervert.”


      Feodor rolled his eyes. “I don’t want a markless kid for a partner. Anyway–”


      “Hey, don’t call me a kid! Just so that you know, even these–” Tiat made a few gestures, “–have gotten a bit bigger recently!”


      “I don’t care.”


      “Huh? That’s no good, you know.”


      “Oh, give me a break,” he shook his head. “Anyway, I can’t understand what you mean about having no physical body.”


      “Hmph…” Tiat pouted. “Just so that you’re aware, we Leprechauns have an unbelievable amount of energy packed inside of us. That’s one of the reasons we’re so highly classified. If we sever our souls from our physical bodies, we can make a massive explosion!” She opened her clenched fists with a “Kaboom!” sound. “Of course, we can’t do that so easily. If that was possible, it probably wouldn’t be so good if you were right next to us.”


      Letting her arms fall back to her lap, Tiat continued, “It’s because we can unleash those big explosions that the Winged Guard calls us their final secret weapon. Since it’s naturally connected to our Venom, our results even against a Beast are exceptional. And because it’s something that they kept using in battles against the Teimerre, its practicality has been fully demonstrated by the great fairies that came before us!”


      She gave Feodor a snappy thumbs-up, grinning a radiant smile. “We don’t know for sure if it’ll work on the Croyance, but…”


      “The strike operation scheduled three months from now,” Feodor replied flatly. “You know, we have an information-gathering unit that can find out just how much of a threat the Croyance is by attacking it to a certain degree, withdrawing, and revising strategies with our newly obtained information. So even if you’re that kind of superweapon, there’s no reason to go about using that power in a hurry.”


      “That’s wrong, isn’t it?” Tiat asked him. “You won’t know for certain until we hit it once just how well us bombs can match up against the Croyance. It would be more helpful to you all if we moved first.”


      Feodor could feel frustration boiling up inside of him. “How have you guys protected this world from the Sixth Beast’s attacks up to now? You should be getting praise heaped on you! To accept this disposable-weapon treatment… don’t tell me you actually agree with it?!”


      “Oh well, I guess it can’t be helped.”


      “Don’t you ever think ‘I don’t want to die’!?”


      Tiat smiled.


      It was a chilling, unfeeling mask of a honest and cheery smile.


      “There’s no way I’d think that. After all, from the beginning, we were never alive.”


      “…Are you telling me it’s hard for you to be afraid?”


      “Even if I feel scared, the facts about us won’t change.” Tiat grew quiet, mumbling to herself, until her eyes widened as if she’d just come up with something, and she punched her fist into a nearby metal wall.


      That wall was part of a large-scale mechanism that formed part of the city itself, and as such had many moving parts and edges just below surface level. Specifically, the area Tiat punched had a narrow slit carved into it for heat exhaust ventilation with an eave hanging on its upper edge. Depending on how one touched it, it could act as a sort of dull knife.


      The skin on her knuckles tore, red blood spraying onto the wall and floor.


      “Wha–” Feodor froze, not understanding any possible reason for her self-harming action. “What the – what the hell are you doing?!”


      “Proving what I said before,” Tiat said calmly, blood still seeping from her fist. “As you can see, I’m not afraid of getting hurt or dying.”


      “D-doesn’t it… hurt?”


      “Oh, yes, it hurts. I can definitely feel pain. But it’s just that.”


      Living beings were afraid of getting hurt because it moved them closer to death, but if a being didn’t fear death, they would be unable to avoid harming themselves. Here that logic was at play.


      “I’m not afraid of artillery shells,” Tiat said pleasantly. “As a weapon who’s used for do-or-die fights, doesn’t this ability come in handy?”


      Feodor felt cold sweat running down his forehead. According to what she’d said before, she must have felt at least some pain. Yet she still smiled, even while saying so many outrageous things.


      I can’t bear to see this any longer. “…Okay, I get it.” Feodor looked away from her as he stood. “I’ve decided that I don’t know anything about this. So you’ll have to do your duty. If you want to save Regul Aire so badly that you’re going to throw away your life, then do as you please. I won’t get in your way anymore.”


      He opened the collar of his uniform as if to rip it off, tore out a simple first-aid kit that had been sewn into its inside section, and tossed it towards Tiat. “If you’re going to call yourself a weapon, you should know that it’s bad if you don’t maintain your own performance ‘til you’re on the battlefield. And as your superior, I order you: meaningless acts of self-harm are forbidden from now on. Understood?”


      “‘Kaaay!” Tiat replied flippantly, opening the kit and taking out some gauze soaked in liquid medicine.


      

    

  


  


  
    Part 2: Dug Weapon-Compatible Spirits


    
      Wedged into the corner of the Fifth Division’s female-only barracks is a small room reserved for the use of four people. Until their arrival, it had been used for storage. In preparation for their guests, the previous owner had cleared out everything once in the room: graffiti-covered desks, drawing models, artillery maintenance tool sets, tattered plush toys, and wooden dolls with twisted-up joints, to name a few notable items. Once these knickknacks were stored somewhere else for the time being and the room was cleaned, beds were carried in for the four guests to use.


      Presently, the room was occupied by several people, one of whom was writhing and shrieking with pain.


      “Owieeee!” Tears ran from Tiat’s eyes as she shuddered. “Owwww! That huuurts!”


      In the midst of Tiat’s screams, Panival wandered in through the doorway. “What’s going on?” she asked, dropping her bags at her bedside. “Hmm? When did you hurt your hand?”


      “She went and blabbed to Feodor about us,” Lakish said irritably as she clapped shut the first-aid kit next to her.


      Panival took a moment to process the information, then turned back to Tiat. “In that case, how did you end up back here in that kind of state?”


      “I wanted to show him… proof that I wasn’t afraid of dying,” Tiat mumbled.


      “Oh, Tiat,” Lakish sighed. “That was really stupid.”


      Panival nodded. “Extremely stupid.”


      “Why…” Lakish’s voice wavered, about to shift into outright chastisement. “Why would you do something like this?”


      Tiat flinched, taken aback by Lakish’s unexpectedly harsh rebuke and the astonishment in the other two fairies’ stares. She turned away, flushing red. “Because he asked me if I ever thought maybe I didn’t want to die.”


      “…Huh?”


      “He’s like Naigrat, I guess,” Tiat went on. “He couldn’t accept the fact that we have to die. He thought it was inexcusable and yelled at me.” She winced and bit back a scream. Eeeeowowowowowow! That medicine stings, stings, stings!


      “…So, if that’s the case,” Panival began, looking confused, “then what made you hurt yourself and come back?”


      Lakish answered before Tiat could. “Is it because you wanted him to be afraid of you that you did such a ridiculous thing?”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “You were thinking that even someone like Feodor wouldn’t want to be involved with you if you did something as incomprehensible as hurting yourself in front of him, right?” Lakish glanced at Tiat’s hand. “I guess… you did it to keep your distance from him?”


      “…Why would I want to do something like that?”


      “Why you wanted to push him away? Because…” Lakish closed her eyes, sadness falling over her like a blanket. “Because he’s someone outside of the warehouse, who might not be an enemy? If he was like Willem, then perhaps…”


      “Use that name and you know what my answer will be!” Tiat snapped, still refusing to meet Lakish’s eyes. “There won’t be anyone like Willem except Willem! We’ve already agreed to open the Fairy Gate! We don’t need any reasons to want to stay alive anymore!”


      Lakish’s voice came out as a quiver on the verge of tears. “Then… then why are we talking about such sad things?”


      “Why? Did you forget?” Tiat giggled weakly. “Because we fairy soldiers are just that way to begin with, aren’t we?”


      


      After Leprechauns like Tiat appeared and were captured in various locations around Regul Aire, they were gathered up and raised at a place called the fairy warehouse.


      Apparently, a fairy’s pseudo-body creates itself in imitation of the Emnetwyte that were wiped out long ago. That’s why they can eat when hungry, sleep when tired, bleed when hurt, and even grow as time passes.


      In the warehouse, fairies of similar ages lived in a group of around thirty. Some fairies were older fairies and looked after ones like Tiat, while others were younger.


      Once, back then, there was a girl named Kutori Nota Seniolis.


      Tiat remembered her very well. Her sky-blue hair had been long and silky, and her eyes were clear blue as well. Her favorite food was milk stew with plenty of mushrooms. She didn’t eat sweet things often, nor put sugar in her coffee. She tended to read a lot of romance books, and had the habit of starting with her right foot first when she washed herself in the bathtub.


      She was the most powerful fairy, tuned with Seniolis, the most powerful Dug Weapon excavated from the surface by the Winged Guard. Without ever opening her Fairy Gate and triggering a massive explosion by making her Venom go berserk, she had destroyed countless Teimerre. Although fairies are considered disposable, it’s naturally better if they can be recycled. In the Winged Guard’s military records, she holds an indisputable first place in the number of battles a single fairy was dispatched to.


      When she had first met Kutori, Tiat had thought, She’s so amazing! She’s so cool!


      She had looked up to the older fairy, admiring her and chasing after her. And before long, the first time Tiat was able to wrap her arms all the way around Kutori and hug her, that admiration turned into hope.


      I’ll be in battles too, someday. When I am, I’ll definitely be splendid and cool like Kutori. I’ll be the greatest and strongest fairy ever!


      


      A very long time ago, the largest Teimerre battle yet was predicted. It was foreseen that Kutori Nota Seniolis would not succeed unless she opened the Fairy Gate. When they asked her to die and save the world, she quietly accepted her destiny without hesitation or fear. At least, that was the impression Tiat had, looking up at her.


      Then a man appeared. Second Enchanted Weapons Technician Willem Kumesh. A surviving Emnetwyte who should have been long dead, and a surprisingly capable technician who was able to repair broken-down Dug Weapons back to a perfect working state. On occasion his expression grew dark, like he was carrying shadows on his back, but otherwise he was her stupid-looking and unreliable older brother, always showing his weaknesses.


      Before Tiat knew it, Kutori and Willem fell in (maybe) love. A maiden about to die; her encounter with a man who should be dead. Walking by one another, touching one another, their feelings (maybe) melding and overlapping, becoming budding love. If she had to put it another way, what she saw was (maybe) a classic fictional romance storyline unfolding before her eyes.


      Sadly, their time and trysts together couldn’t last forever.


      Fairies live hopelessly short lives. Kutori Nota Seniolis lived just a bit longer than initially planned. However, the end came for her all the same, and she died fighting in a place Tiat didn’t know. To protect those precious to her, she drained all the remaining time she had left as herself and swung her Dug Weapon with all her might… or so Tiat heard.


      When she learned the news, Tiat cried and cried. The older fairy she respected so much was gone. She couldn’t ever again meet her beloved big sister. She was so sad, so lonely, that it was unbearable.


      When her tears dried, her resolve hardened.


      The story of the fairy called Kutori Nota Seniolis is finished. That’s why, from here out, it’s my turn.


      I’ll chase after her back, which I’ve admired all this time with all my might. I’ll catch up, bit by bit. Surely, someday in the far future from today, I’ll become like her too… I believe I will.


      That’s what she genuinely believed and hoped back then.


      


      “Come on, it’s not that sad.” Tiat gently stroked Lakish’s hair with her uninjured hand as the other fairy broke down and started to cry. “It’s not like we’re all going to die alone in vain, you know? If we go boom, then you and the children will have an easier time fighting to protect Regul Aire. Don’t you think that’s a good trade-off?”


      “I-I-I don’t think sssoo!” Lakish whimpered through her tears. “Didn’t Mr. Limeskin even say it?! He told us to survive as long as we could! To hang in there, so he could try and reverse their decision!”


      He did say that, but he was probably just trying to console us, Tiat thought. The strategy that called for them to be tested against the Croyance was an order that came down from the top ranks of the Winged Guard. It was intended to reconfirm the viability of using fairies as weapons. At the same time, data for the next plan would be recorded from the attempt. It was a logical, efficient military operation, which would never be revoked without a backup plan.


      “I can’t do that,” Tiat said. “Because someone, someday, will need to go.”


      “That might be true, but… but…!” Lakish sobbed. “I don’t want it to be you!”


      “Ah, well, that’s nice of you to say…”


      “I’m not just being nice!”


      “But, Lakish, you know the value of our lives aren’t the same.” Tiat hugged Lakish’s head to her chest. “My life is cheap. I can’t be like Kutori. I wasn’t able to become like her. So, Lakish Nyx Seniolis… I’ll entrust my dream to you.”


      “Don’t want it…” She shuddered, shaking her head fiercely. “I don’t want that kind of dream!”


      “Oh, I know!” Ignoring the rejection, Tiat lightly tapped Lakish’s head. “How about you try going after that Feodor guy?”


      Her shoulders jerked. “Mmuh?”


      “I hear he hates markless, but I’m sure he’ll be fine with someone like you,” Tiat said brightly. “He’s slightly different from Willem, but really, I can guarantee he’s not a bad guy.”


      “W-Where did this come from?!”


      “Well…” Tiat laughed. “I have the heart of a big sister, you know? It’s saying you should live a long life, and you should be happy while you’re at it.”


      “Where’s this big sister?! Our ages aren’t that far apart!”


      “Heh heh heh. Half a year might be a small difference, but it can never be narrowed, you know?”


      “Y-You…” Lakish was at a loss for words. Sniffling, she buried her face into Tiat’s chest. “Stupid big sister…”


      “…Yeah. That’s true.” Tiat hugged Lakish’s head again, mumbling to herself. “I think so, too.”


      Quietly sitting in her spot a little ways off with thoughts nestled in her mind, a snort escaped Panival as she watched their ongoing melodrama.


      

    

  


  


  
    Part 3: A Contentious Pair


    
      Feodor sat down at an empty seat in the mess hall, lunch tray in tow. A girl he might have met before was there already. She raised her head a bit, groaning when she saw him.


      “Why are you here?” Tiat asked, annoyance written all over her face.


      “Nowhere else is free,” Feodor grunted, just as unhappy as she was.


      “Isn’t there a table reserved for ranked officers? Go sit there, please.”


      “Why don’t you use your eyes? The Second Officers are all eating here today for whatever reason, and it’s not a big table in the first place, so there’s no place for an underling like me to sit.”


      “Hmph, as if–” Tiat glanced towards the corner of the mess hall Feodor had indicated. Her shoulders drooped. “That’s true.”


      “And so,” Feodor said with no small amount of self-satisfaction, “I shall be eating here today.”


      “I guess it can’t be helped,” Tiat grumbled. Having lost the argument, she directed her attention next to the various condiments lined up on their table.


      Incidentally, as mess halls like that of the Fifth Division hosted the tongues of many different races, such condiments are always waiting at the ready. As the meals themselves are almost never seasoned beforehand, this is a method for the consumer to introduce whatever flavor their personal taste may find desirable.


      Tiat selected a few jars and plunked them down in front of Feodor: finely powdered mustard, pepper, garlic, salt, herbs, and something vaguely resembling kneaded lard.


      “From left to right, three, two, four, three, one, two,” Tiat said frostily. “To add more and better flavor, sprinkle just one pinch of the rightmost bottle afterwards without mixing it with the rest.”


      Feodor nodded, doing as she instructed, and they started eating.


      “I see,” he said after a few minutes. “Despite tricking the tip of the tongue with its bitterness, the way the last condiment combines with the herbs creates a strong enough flavor to disguise the taste and even smell of the underlying food? Not bad, considering it’s not been long since you started eating here.”


      “Right? Right?” Tiat puffed up pridefully, her reaction wholly unfitting of the matter-of-fact assessment he’d given. “Heheheh…”


      “But it’s too targeted,” he continued. “Since you’re always hanging around races similar to mine, don’t you think your thought process is getting too narrow?”


      “Huh?” Tiat emitted an irritated hiss not unlike that of a boiling teapot. “Whaaaaat? If you’re gonna go that far, then how about you come up with something better?!”


      “Hmph.” He hardly had to go to that much effort. “Just add half a spoonful of the substance in that black jar over there.”


      Tiat grabbed the jar he pointed out, tilting her head at the label to skim it as she opened the lid. She abruptly shrieked and jerked back.


      “Yeeeuugh?! W-what’s this stink?! Is it some sort of Beastman-only thing?!”


      “How very perceptive of you,” Feodor said dryly. “It’s made by fermenting animal innards. As the scent can linger for some time, you’ll need to be careful not to get it on your clothes.”


      “Y-you’re telling me to eat this?!” By the way tears glittered at the corners of Tiat’s eyes, she’d clearly received a large dose of the scent wafting from the jar’s contents. “Seriously? Are you insane? Without a doubt, this absolutely isn’t something we’re supposed to eat!”


      Feodor shrugged. “Run away if you want, or don’t. I don’t especially care.”


      Tiat’s face twisted as she looked down at the jar, furiously wrestling with the idea of letting Feodor win or taking his bait. She finally unleashed a mighty howl and crammed her spoon into the jar.


      Watching them from the table Feodor had so dearly wished to sit at, Portrick shook his head. “What a strange conversation,” the lycanthropos mumbled, sinking his fangs into a slab of medium-rare meat. “Looking at them from here, I can’t make heads nor tails of what their relationship is. Do they get along or fight like cats and dogs?”


      “Our Tiat is straightforward, but she sure ain’t honest,” Panival remarked, biting into her own huge slab of meat right next to him.


      “Oh–” Portrick jolted, not having noticed her there. “I see,” he nodded quickly, recovering. “Even though a guy like Fourth Officer Jessman is honest enough you could give him an award for it, it’s still possible for something like this to happen if he’s thrown together with a girl he doesn’t know how to act around, huh?”


      “…Honest?” Panival laughed slightly, some meat sticking to her cheek.


      “Hmm? You don’t think so, purple-haired girlie?”


      “Did I say that? If nothing else, I agree that he appears to be a likeable person.” Panival took a huge bite into her lump of meat and tore off another piece. “For someone like Tiat who acted all coldly and tried to drive him away,” she said while munching, “she sure seems to have moved past that overnight.”


      Panival swallowed. “It looks like I’ll have to stop seeing him as just an average guy.”


      Portrick followed the direction her fork was pointing just in time to catch the end of their conversation. “…Blargh! Gross! Wait… what’s this? It’s so disgusting, but for some reason I want to eat more!”


      “Some say that the difference between medicine and poison is just dosage. If you know how much to use, the tiniest bits of anything can become an exciting–”


      “Errrrggh! Ugh! Seconds, please!”


      “Were you even listening?! I just told you to be careful with how much you eat! And don’t let it get on your clothes!”


      The way Tiat was acting right now truly suited the phrase, “This is the way things should be.”


      


      As Feodor left the mess hall, he was assaulted by good and bad luck at the same time.


      The bad luck: it suddenly started raining at the exact moment he stepped outside. Very heavily. The good luck: as he ran through the torrential downpour, he saw a rest stop with a roof attached to it. Feodor rushed for the rest stop and the roof’s salvation.


      Panting, he ducked inside it and found himself face to face with another person, similarly dripping wet and out of breath, who had arrived just before him.


      After a while Lakish, now with his officer’s jacket draped over her shoulders, cleared her throat nervously. “…Um…”


      “What?”


      “I-I’m sorry. About your jacket, I mean. And, um, thank you very much.”


      Feodor shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. I’m also responsible for keeping you all in good health.”


      He shook water off his clothes and took off his glasses, quickly wiping raindrops off its lenses before putting them back on. Taking a look outside revealed gray skies that hid the sun, with rain continuing to pour down. Though the cold was tolerable enough, he didn’t feel like running back out and getting himself soaked again just yet.


      “U-umm…” She was glancing repeatedly at him for some reason, grumbling and muttering to herself. “Stupid Tiat… going and saying all that nonsense… I’m completely aware of it now…”


      “Your face’s a bit red,” Feodor offered.


      Lakish jumped. “Ahhhh?!”


      “You might’ve caught a cold. It could be a good idea to visit the medbay later.”


      “O-oh! Yes, got it, I’ll d-do that!” she cried in a panic, curling up into a shivering ball and wiggling as far away from Feodor as possible. It reminded him vaguely of a baby rabbit. How cute.


      Even Feodor was still a guy. Although there was a great deal of things to keep in mind where these girls were concerned, it didn’t keep his heart from racing just a bit faster in these kinds of situations where he was alone with one of them.


      But she’s markless. With just that one fact, he felt that the distance between them might as well be an impassable canyon. He’d have to put aside any passion he might feel.


      “Um…”


      “Hmm?”


      “This might be sudden, but do you… you know… hate markless?”


      Wait, did she read my mind?! Instantly, Feodor was on his guard. He didn’t consider it an overreaction to take such an idea seriously. He knew all too well that there were some underhanded races in this world who were more than capable of doing just that.


      “I know it’s strange to ask, because you’re also markless, but… if you do, is there any reason why?”


      “…Not especially.” Feodor took a breath, calming himself. “It seems natural to me. Ever since I was born, there’s never been any decent characters among the markless I’ve known. No matter where I go, I only meet the twisted sorts.”


      His own family members already fit the definition of strange, but that wasn’t where it ended. Even the markless Feodor formed relationships with as friends or acquaintances due to their similar races tended to be very much abnormal in varied ways. After the number of incidents and breakdowns he’d been through, he wasn’t sure if the markless were cursed or just screwed up to begin with.


      “If you’d had as many bad experiences as I did, you’d dislike the markless even if you didn’t want to,” Feodor concluded, all too aware that he himself was no exception.


      “Then, could it be that…” Her voice shrunk. “Talking to you like this… am I possibly making trouble for you too?”


      “Don’t be stupid,” he replied bluntly – perhaps too much so. “I mean, you don’t need to worry. I hate markless in general, but I recognize that you and the other girls are decent. I don’t think of any of you badly as individuals.”


      “I-Is that so?”


      Feodor gave Lakish a sidelong glance. She seemed somehow relieved. At any rate, she’d fortunately swallowed his hasty backtrack. It honestly made him worry about what would happen if she ever ran afoul of a scammer or conman.


      “So…”


      He fought back an annoyed sigh. “What now?”


      “I-I’m sorry! But, um, I think Tiat might’ve told you something weird…”


      “Weird?” Feodor wasn’t entirely sure how seriously he should react. We haven’t known each other for long, but my memories are already full of countless times she’s acted or spoken oddly.


      “Yes.” Lakish said nervously. “Something like, ‘since we’re not alive, we’re not afraid of dying’.”


      “Oh, that?” It had without a doubt been a strange conversation, perhaps the oddest among all that he’d had with Tiat. But… “It wasn’t all that weird, but it did sound rather ridiculous. Was she telling the truth?”


      “Y-y… yes..” Lakish gave him a small, bitter nod.


      “If that’s so, then there’s nothing strange to speak of. Honestly, I’m glad you were even able to tell me something like that.”


      “…Alright.” She nodded again, a little happier.


      “That aside, while I believe you, it’s still hard to comprehend.” Feodor put a hand to his chin. “Might you have anything I can see as proof you’re all ghosts?”


      “Um, that’s not easy to… oh!” Lakish perked up. “Now that you mention it, there was this one time with Collon. A while ago, she drank a bottle full of protective holy water and it messed up her stomach really badly!”


      No, doing something like that would destroy anybody’s stomach, wouldn’t it?


      Lakish swallowed, seeing the skeptical expression on Feodor’s face. “U-um, do you… do you really hate ghosts, after all…?”


      No, no, who’s going to answer that with ‘Of course not’?


      “If you’re asking me which side I take, I’m firmly on the side that hates ghosts,” Feodor said.


      “O-oh…”


      “You see,” he went on. “My uncle loved scary stories. He always forced me to listen, carrying on with the most frightening tones even though he knew how scared I was. Afterwards, I never could go to the toilet by myself in the middle of the night.”


      “Huh?” Lakish stared at him, not catching on just yet.


      “And so, whenever that happened, I’d wake up my brother-in-law and force him to accompany me. Sometimes he wouldn’t be in the mood, and I ended up not making it in time. It might be because of all that that I don’t particularly appreciate ghost stories.”


      “U-umm, wait…”


      “Oh, keep that a secret from Tiat and the others, though. They’d tease me to bits if they heard.”


      Lakish burst into a short giggling fit. “F-Feodor, you’re terrible! Now I might really hate you the next time I see you. Couldn’t you see I was really scared?”


      “You shouldn’t let your expressions show so much.” Feodor smirked. “It makes people want to tease you even more.”


      “Oh, you–” she punched his elbow lightly.


      With Lakish calmed, Feodor looked up at the sky to take a measure of the rain. It unfortunately showed no sign of stopping, and when he dropped his gaze to eye-level, he saw the trees shaking minutely from the rain and wind.


      “I had a big sister once.” Approaching Feodor to watch out at the same world as him, Lakish spoke again. “She was a Leprechaun like me, of course. She was incredibly strong, kind, and amazing. All of us loved her so very much. Tiat always said I want to be like her. It might be her favorite catchphrase.”


      It’s in past tense, he noticed. “I’m guessing this big sister of yours is…?”


      “Yes. She fought the Beasts and died in battle–” Lakish cut herself off. She took a shaky breath. “She accepted that she would… would die for everybody’s sake, so she was about to head to the battlefield. But before she could, she… fell in love with a wonderful man. She didn’t want to die after that, she wanted to… to live more. Even though she was disposable, like all of us, she tried her hardest to survive and made it back to the side of the man she wanted to be with forever. But then… in her final moments, she went to battle again by herself for the people important to her. She knew she wouldn’t ever come back again, and despite that, she left smiling…!”


      “…Hmm.” That was all Feodor could offer in response. Yet another dramatic story, I see. He couldn’t help but feel slightly disgusted.


      “Oh, wait!” Something seemed to have just occurred to Lakish. “I don’t know if they were l-lovers or not, it might have been a little different from that! How should I put it… we were so little at the time, so it seemed like typical love between adults to us, but when I think about it now, that wasn’t really the case…”


      “What’s with that?!” He felt somehow cheated. “So her feelings were one-sided, then?!”


      “No, no! I think they were mutual. O-or rather, it was like both of their feelings were one-sided?” Lakish’s face was slowly turning red in an oddly cute way as she talked. “Our big sister, back then, was around as old as we are now. She didn’t entirely hide her feelings about l-love and, and stuff, and she spent as much time as she could by Willem’s side. And Willem… he liked her too, but he kept treating her like his daughter, so it was like he was trying to keep his distance from her? Ah, but, but! No one really knows what was really going on! Even if it looked that way to me, it’s like…”


      As Lakish rushed through sentence after sentence, Feodor thought to himself.


      “Was he really so great of a person?” he asked at last. “This soldier named Willem?”


      “H-huh? Oh, yes! He was incredibly amazing! Um, if I had to say what kind of person he was in the shortest way I could…” She thought a bit. “A doting father, maybe?”


      …I don’t get it.


      “You see, there’s a fairly large number of us fairies. Around thirty now, and back then too. And Willem – well, he was Willem,” Lakish laughed. “He was the sort of guy to say ‘You’re the cutest girl in the world’ to each and every one of us with a completely serious look on his face.”


      Oh, I get it now. “So he wasn’t actually related to you by blood?”


      “Yep. We don’t have parents in the truest sense of the word.”


      “…Then he was really a very strange person.”


      She giggled awkwardly, unable to deny it. “But he really did care for us. He showered us with affection and kindness. I thought of him as my real father, the closest thing I had to a true parent.”


      Lakish’s voice became nostalgic as she gazed up distantly at the sky beyond the rainclouds. “I… I think it’s the same for the others. Because of how we’re born, all of us are starved for love. Some of us might deny it, but there was hardly anybody who didn’t love Willem.”


      I understand everything now. Feodor nodded to himself as if he’d just solved a great mystery. A man with affection to spare thrown into a place full of young girls who’ve never been loved. And so the picture is painted of the loving father with his thirty daughters, all of them sporting a father-complex.


      …Wait. Wouldn’t that make for a considerable quandary?


      Mental images rose in his mind to be quickly buried and replaced by others. He wasn’t sure what to feel about the idea.


      Okay, moving on… He shook his head violently. In any case, the fairies are existences destined to die on the battlefield. Regardless of how much that man might have loved them, they would inevitably die before him. For that kind of man to act as a parent, even a partner… No matter how much resolve he mustered up, he couldn’t imagine such a thing, nor did he want to.


      “Tiat says she wants to be like our big sister,” Lakish said. “Even now, she still does. That’s why… um, maybe, just maybe, even if you hate Tiat… could I make a request of you?”


      The way she put it sent wariness skittering down Feodor’s spine. “…Depends on what it is.”


      “For the next three months, until the day of the operation… could you get along with her? T-that is, could you treat Tiat like a woman and spend time with her as a woman? Just until the battle–”


      “In other words,” Feodor interrupted, “you want me to be a replacement for that man you speak of so fondly. Do you really believe I’m so easily capable of loving other people or treating them like my own daughter?”


      “W-well… um…” Lakish stammered weakly. “I’d like… if you could try being like that, I think?”


      “That girl has decided she wants to die, and even now throws herself fully into making her fate a reality. You propose that I allow the scenario to form where she gives me a tearful farewell on the day of the operation, and then she explodes most fantastically as I mourn her?”


      “T-that’s…” her voice cracked and broke.


      Perfunctionarily, he noticed that his glasses had begun fogging up from the rain. Calm down. At this moment, Feodor Jessman is a honest and exemplary soldier. That’s how you must be.


      If Feodor was being honest with himself, he had somehow come to feel affectionate for the four girls. It was fun to be around them, and they were – normally – nice girls. He wasn’t without the usual ulterior motives one might expect of a boy his age regarding girls the same age. While he doubted he would ever need to, he wouldn’t mind telling one of them ‘You are the cutest in the world’ as long as he was permitted to walk a hundred steps away beforehand.


      But that was one thing and this was another.


      In this world, there are lies you play along with and lies you don’t. This case was the latter.


      “I suppose… you have a point.” Lakish said, not looking his way. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you about… about this. Please forget about that conversation just now.”


      Seeing how despondent she looked made something twist in Feodor’s heart. He felt as if his tongue was about to move all on its own against his will.


      As usual, I said too much.


      Feodor was bad at these kinds of conversations; no matter what he did, they always got too emotional. He opened his mouth, about to apologize-


      Something in the distance exploded, violently enough that the ground shook a bit.


      “Huh?!” The noise drove Feodor right out of his thoughts and back into the real world. The skies remained gray, but now the path could be seen shaking through the rain.


      That explosion came from the harbor! Did an accident happen during airship boarding?! Or…


      He made his decision. “I’ll go check it out.”


      Lakish made a startled noise, lifting up her head. “Y-you will? Um, wait, your jacket–”


      “Keep it.”


      Leaving only a few words in his wake, Feodor dashed into the rain.


      


      The explosion was fairly small in scale, and so there wasn’t any major damage to the harbor. However, the picture painted by the scene showed extremely slim chances that it was mere accident, and so the military police ended up deciding it had to have been committed by a criminal.


      After examining the scene, the police concluded that whoever had that whoever had detonated the bomb had most likely wanted a diversion. It was entirely plausible the true culprit had been carrying out their malicious goals elsewhere.


      “So, in short, we know absolutely squat,” the Division Chief finished, looking very unamused.


      “It’s only a possibility, but someone may have escaped our search and could be sneaking around behind our backs as we speak,” Feodor said. “Still, if this is the only incident that occurred, we don’t have any reference to compare it with.”


      “You think it was more than one culprit, then?”


      “Perhaps.” He put a hand to his chin in thought. “Was there anything here? A possible target, some clue hidden somewhere, or evidence that the culprit was hostile towards the Winged Guard…?”


      “Who knows.” The Division Chief shrugged. “It could be that the military police are keeping something under wraps, but if they let anything slip, it’d just be more hard work for me.”


      Obviously. Feodor frowned. That said, it’s also possible the group that did this is hidden within the military.  “…Could it have been those Heaven’s Arrival fanatics?”


      The ideology of Heaven’s Arrival proposed that the Beasts and their attacks were divine revelations passed down from the Visitors on high, and therefore the best response was to quietly lie down and allow the Beasts to kill everyone without resistance.


      More a cult than a true religion, its terrifying doctrine was naturally forbidden throughout most islands. Heaven’s Arrival consequently didn’t have many followers. Even so, on occasion what few they did have would emerge and pick a fight with the Winged Guard, using their beliefs as the reason.


      “Ahh… I don’t like to think so, but I wouldn’t put it past them. That bunch does nothing but cause trouble for us.” The Division Chief shook his head tiredly. “At any rate, this mess has nothing to do with us for now. Our enemy is that flying black crystal, not some mysterious person plotting something from somewhere.”


      Before Feodor could give his skeptical agreement, a sudden chill assailed him and his mouth erupted into an enormous sneeze.


      “…You should get going and take a bath. Just looking at you is making me feel cold.”


      Feodor hugged himself, just now noticing how completely soaked he was. “I will,” he said, shivering and rubbing his shoulders.


      


      

    

  


  


  
    Part 4: His Real Face


    
      The act of tricking others carries with it a price.


      Who pays the debt? Those who make it a career, of course. Wretched liars who excel at the shameful act of guiding others into performing deeds for their own selfish reasons.


      If he had to admit it, Feodor was good at that. Although he had carefully planned out his actions to appear inconspicuous, or rather because he did, he was in the perfect position to act as slyly as he desired.


      But all things have limits. As long as he continued to live, Feodor too would someday have to accept the punishment for his folly. His judgment would belong to him alone, and he would be helpless to escape it.


      All of which is to say: Feodor had, in the most spectacular manner, caught a cold.


      “Ugh…”


      He felt as if the world was spinning and shaking apart all around him. Something clung to the inside of his throat; a heavy trickling thing that should not exist. Cocooned deep within his bed, he slowly turned over. The world abruptly shuddered and realigned, but slipped back into its endless twisting collapse just as quickly. It was like he was lying down on one of those spinning plates one sees at carnivals.


      Vaguely wondering if the entire island had in fact begun sinking already and he wasn’t aware of it, Feodor reached for a thin tissue. He made a pathetic noise as he blew his nose, and tossed the newly mucus-laden missile in the general direction of a wastebin.


      Of course, it missed.


      Not even having enough energy to drag himself over and pick it up, Feodor closed his eyes, wrapped in a formless mass of chills and nausea. Drowsiness eventually crept in, claiming him.


      He had a dream.


      “…Well, there you have it. The world isn’t as bad as you make it out to be…”


      “…Trust me, Feo. I’ve been around longer than you, and seen more things…”


      “Big… brother.”


      Feodor blearily blinked his eyes open, awoken by his own faint voice. There was a blurry outline hovering above him, somehow familiar and yet not. Who is that? “Is… is that you, Tiat…?”


      “Nope, sorry.”


      His eyes gradually focused. The sun had long since set, and so his room was gloomy, only dimly lit by flickering lamps. Still, Feodor could make out pale purple hair gently swaying above him.


      “…Panival?”


      “Correct you are,” she replied, her voice and expression distant. She squeezed water out of a dripping wet cloth with her slender fingers, then placed it on his forehead. The fresh cool sensation jolted Feodor’s unresponsive brain, restoring to him the ability to think.


      Panival Nox Katena. The equivalent soldier with the strangest personality. She went about her days at her own pace, without showing those around her any charm or affection. Even when the other three had free time, Feodor rarely ever saw her with them. It was difficult to understand what might be on her mind, even when he listened to her and observed her expressions.


      Because of how difficult it could be to merely start a conversation with her, she was naturally distant from others. On the other hand, she had a mysterious quality of friendliness, to the point where she could sneak up alongside others before they noticed her and everyone accepted her peculiarities like it was only normal.


      She, like Tiat and Collon, was expected to die on the battlefield in three months.


      “Although it’s not quite a reward for you getting it right, I do have a small meal prepared for you,” Panival said. “How’s your appetite?”


      She glanced at the table besides Feodor’s bed. He followed her gaze to see a small basket there. Shakily propping himself up, he opened the basket to see little sandwich triangles packed into it.


      “Lakish made it,” Panival said by way of explanation. “Said something about it being ‘an apology for earlier’? Oh, she cleaned and returned your jacket too.”


      “I see…” Feodor reached for one of the sandwiches, putting it into his mouth–


      W-Woah?!


      He jerked upwards, an euphoric sensation melting from the tip of his tongue all the way into his whole body. Even with his cold having neutered his tastebuds, Feodor could tell that it was extremely delicious; A delicate, mild taste shaped by caring hands, completely distinct from the bland meals he always ate in the mess hall. A meal created by a Leprechaun girl, made to be as suitable to an Imp’s palate as possible. The fact that it was so delicious meant she fully understood his preferences.


      Oh, damn it all. He felt as if he’d lost, somehow.


      “You know,” Panival said conversationally, watching him wolf down the sandwich. “This is the first time I’ve seen you without your glasses. I must say that it does give you a very different impression.”


      Feodor looked away from the sandwiches to meet her scrutinizing look. That’s right, I don’t wear my glasses in bed. He mentally sighed, realizing the irritating position he’d gotten into.


      It wasn’t as if there was some trick or gimmick to the glasses themselves, of course. Rather, they served as Feodor’s mental switch – the key to his self-hypnosis, so to speak. By concentrating on the fact that he was wearing them, he could maintain his act as a perfect model soldier.


      Unless he didn’t have anything in particular to think about while wearing his glasses, he could be confident that his faults wouldn’t leak out and he could continue concealing his true nature. Conversely, when the glasses were removed, his true feelings and desires would easily show on his face.


      “…I look naturally menacing, you know? I cover it up so I won’t disturb other people.” Feodor looked away, feeling his expression twist with annoyance. He took and bit into another sandwich. “Why’re you here, anyway?”


      “To take care of you,” she replied easily. “At first the four of us were going to come, but we realized you’d get overexcited if we all crowded into your room. So we decided to choose by lottery, and I was the lucky person who ended up here.”


      Oh, I see. He appreciated their concern. As far as the results of the lottery went, he was secretly thankful for that as well; it was fortunate that the reasonable and quiet Panival was here instead of the loud and energetic Collon. It’s not like I dislike her, but she would definitely have been much more exhausting to put up with.


      “…I borrowed the key from the manager after telling them about your situation,” Panival was saying. “Speaking of which, I’ve heard that you don’t like having other people in your room.”


      “Oh, that? Well…” Feodor faked a vague laugh, still chewing on his sandwich. “…It’s because it’s such a mess. It’s embarrassing.”


      “You do certainly… seem to have some things lying around.” She looked around his room, a tiny measure of shock making itself known even through her typically stoic face.


      “Hah, don’t stare too much.” Feodor lightly scratched his cheek, making a face of embarrassment. “It used to be a dorm room multiple people shared, but I guess it doesn’t look like that now, does it? I recieved my own room as soon as I was promoted to Fourth Officer, and this is what I got. It’s a pretty half-baked backstory, but–”


      “Oh, I don’t know about that. If I had to sum it up in a few words… it’s a very calculated clutter, I guess? A forest that hides the trees.” She laughed lightly. “You know, it’s difficult to hide something in a place that’s been tidied up before. If someone were to search your room, they’d find what they were looking for immediately.”


      He nodded vaguely, struggling to reach a third sandwich.


      Then the full meaning behind her words hit him. He froze, his mouth suddenly dry and his appetite gone. “What are you…”


      “While you were sleeping, I thought I might tidy up a bit. And looky looky, I found something veeery surprising!”


      Feodor’s heart lurched in his chest.


      “Internal documents belonging to the Winged Guard, confidential stuff that someone in your position shouldn’t be aware of–”


      The gears whirring in Feodor’s mind abruptly shifted. His artfully manufactured and light expression befitting a humble Fourth Officer vanished as if by magic, replaced by a brutal and savage thing which leapt from beneath the broken shell. The glint in his eye sharply distorted into an animal-like rage and he bared his mouth, exposing his canines.


      At the same time, his body moved. Forgetting that he should be almost incapacitated and bedridden by his high fever, Feodor sprang off his bed, sending his blanket flying, in the same motion grabbing at Panival. His fingers closed around her neck and he yanked her towards him.


      Bang!


      She yelped as he slammed her onto his bed. The lamps shook, and the world trembled.


      “…Oh. I’m surprised,” Panival mumbled dazedly. She was completely pinned with every limb unable to move. “That was quite a change. The way you moved aside, you attacked me when I wasn’t on guard.”


      There wasn’t any fear in her voice. Feodor couldn’t tell if she was frightened or angry. She just looked up at him, blinking in pure amazement.


      “…What do you know?!” Feodor snarled, lowering his face to hers, until their noses were almost touching and the only thing reflected in her eyes were his. “How much have you figured out?”


      “What I’ve said.” Panival coughed. “That’s enough to know that you’ve been poking around the Winged Guard’s most highly classified information. I’ve also found out just now about your true face that nobody else knows about. Your upstanding behavior wasn’t all bad, but…”


      She smirked. “The Feodor I’m looking at right now has such a wild charm, you know? It’s rather pleasant, if I do say so.”


      “Go to hell.” Feodor forced more power into his arms. Panival’s face contorted with pain.


      “Ah… that hurts.” She took a slow breath. “Tiat and the others are very honest. They grew up straightforward, enveloped in affection and caring. That’s why they’re so absolutely blind to two-faced people, especially if such a person as much as smiles in their direction… but that’s what I love about them, too.”


      “What are you trying to say? Out with it.”


      “That I feel just a little differently.” Panival lightly tapped the back of his hand. Loosen up a little, she probably meant. Feodor ignored her, squeezing his hands even tighter. She rolled her eyes and shrugged her shoulders: Oh, well.


      “I think things like romance or puppy love… don’t suit us. All those things are… traits that belong to races that can… create, raise offspring.” She exhaled painfully. “We, who appear and disappear naturally… we can only fake it…”


      “I don’t care about that.”


      Exasperation entered her eyes. “You asked… ‘What are you trying to say’, yes? I’m… getting there.” Panival inhaled another wispy gasp. “Tiat… holds deep affection for you. Lakish… respect and affection. Collon… is interested in you as well. Three members of my family… have had their hearts stolen by the boy you pretend to be. So my investigating you… is only the natural thing to do… don’t you think…?”


      …Such drivel.


      Will it be blackmail, then? You want me to act the fool? Fine, I will. Want me to hide all this? I’ll do it, by whatever means possible. On and on we’ll go, until finally I must do something impossible. When I fail, you’ll sell me out to the authorities without a second thought. That, above all else, is something I won’t let happen.


      Feodor Jessman is an Imp.


      In the distant past, Imps were a race said to have the power to deceive, manipulate, and corrupt the hearts of the Emnetwyte with the power dwelling within their eyes. Common knowledge had it that they’d lost that ability over the past few centuries. In fact, among the Imps alive today who still have such power, it’s been weakened to the point where it can’t hold a candle to what their race was capable of in the past. Even the past extent of an Imp’s power was long forgotten by the living.


      Feodor tilted his head until the distance between them was so little that their foreheads practically touched each other. A strange light radiated from his eyes.


      “You are my friend. Correct?”


      “N-ngh…”


      As a modern Imp, Feodor too had only inherited the feeble power incomparable to what his ancestors had wielded. It came with several restrictions: first, the area around him had to be dark enough that no excess light could dilute his own. Second, the victim had to be looking into his eyes at a distance so ridiculously close they could probably taste his breath.


      Even once those irritating conditions were fulfilled, the result was disappointingly modest. He couldn’t freely make his victim do whatever he wished them to. He could only plant small suggestions in their consciousness; in this instance, the suggestion to “Feel as if the person in front of you is a close ally.”


      


      “How am I supposed to use this thing?”


      As a child, Feodor had often grumbled and complained to his parents about his power. He wanted something stronger, more flashy. If a power has no practical purpose, it’s no different than not having one to begin with.


      His brother-in-law had once tried his best to comfort him during one of these episodes. “It’s the same for us forehead-eyed Stalla, our powers are all gone. But so what? Isn’t that okay? A weak power means you don’t have a need to use it, right? So in other words, even you Imps don’t need to rely on your invasive powers anymore! You can make friends with just trust and honesty!”


      It was a terrible argument, enough to make his mother and father break out into scornful laughter. Even so, back then Feodor had agreed with the logic. It was because he held such deep admiration for the individual he called “Big brother,” who admitted that his power was gone with a wide smile, that Feodor could act as if that was true of himself as well.


      Yes, back then, he had thought that would remain the case.


      


      Enough time had passed for Feodor to slowly take in a breath. He could never quite get used to his power. Chances to test it were always scarce, since he had no way of anticipating what kind of result might occur. Consequently, he saw it as a last resort rather than an ace in the hole. If it was already all over for him anyway, Feodor decided that he had no reason not to at least give it a try. But…


      I messed up.


      If he was successful, he’d have known it for sure. Their locked eyes and shared gazes was supposed to inflict a sensation akin to a slide, where his will flowed into theirs. However, what Feodor sensed right now was a hollow sense of loss, similar to a tipped-over bucket on top of sand.


      The disaster was entirely due to his own ill health. His loose concentration, unfocused vision, and gamble in conditions where success was already going to be difficult, all combined to create an inevitable result.


      Is this where it ends for me? Right here, right now?


      Feodor Jessman is an Elpis survivor. To make a long story short, he was the survivor of a country that was once Regul Aire’s enemy in the past. In itself, that wasn’t a huge problem. His identity was recorded in the Winged Guard’s register, so they would immediately learn that much just by looking at his file.


      However, it was a entirely new matter if his suspicious actions within the Winged Guard were brought to light. To be an Elpis survivor was to be a Remnant of Elpis. As a survivor of a country who tried to destroy the world, he could be seen as someone who still endangered the world.


      Moreover, the most troubling part of that interpretation was that it wasn’t wrong. As a matter of fact, Feodor was alive now to put the world in danger. His fake mask of honesty, his successful career within the Winged Guard, was all devoted towards that singular purpose. And yet, to stumble at this point!


      Do I still have a chance to escape? Feodor’s mind working furiously, he eyed the door. How about I run away right now, all the way to Lyell? The path there is complicated, so it’d be difficult for those unfamiliar with it to as much as walk straight. They wouldn’t be able to chase me easily.


      …No. There’s an easier way. He regarded the squirming Leprechaun under him. I can shut Panival’s mouth right now. She’s not a living being, anyway, so it hurts nobody if she dies to keep her silence. Isn’t that a nice and convenient story?


      He started tightening his fingers, bit by bit. Do it. Do it, Feodor. Everything will eventually disappear anyway, won’t it? Just kill one person ahead of time. The tally of your sins won’t change in the end.


      Don’t hesitate.


      For the sake of your noble cause! For the world! FOR THE FUTURE! DO IT!


      “…Can’t… breathe…”


      Panival groaned, unable to perform any other act of resistance. “Loosen… your grip… can’t you, Feodor…?” Even before she finished, his grip was relaxing. “Little better… Mm, how should I say this… if we keep talking when our faces are so close… it’s a little embarrassing. If you could, why don’t you back off a bit?”


      Feodor took stock of their circumstances. They were atop a bed in a dark room, in a position where they were almost embracing each other. They were looking passionately at one another, in a certain sense of the word, at a distance where the tips of their noses touched.


      I see. Now that I notice it, it’s true that this is a pretty compromising position. If someone were to walk in right now, they probably wouldn’t listen to any excuses I had to offer.


      “If you want to take my lips first… well, it’s not as if the thought never crossed my mind…”


      “Can it with the jokes.” Feodor poked Panival’s forehead with a finger, moving off her.


      “Hmm?” Panival gave him a mildly confused look. “Did I joke?”


      She stood up, stretching her body and smoothening her ruffled clothes. While she massaged her neck, Feodor moved away to sit on the edge of his bed, which creaked under his weight.


      “If my morals were to lapse because of my relationship with you and the others, then I’d be the one taking responsibility for it. I’ve been pretending to be a model soldier with stainless morals up to now, so I don’t want any annoying rumors about this. Besides…”


      What in the world am I saying?


      Feodor didn’t understand what he was doing. Not only had he lost the opportunity to keep Panival permanently quiet, she was out of his control now. The likelihood of him being caught immediately if he was to escape now rose with every passing second. Altogether, Feodor likely didn’t have a future in the army anymore.


      Even so, he couldn’t help but keep talking. “I hate people who don’t treasure themselves.”


      “Ah… I see. That’s understandable.” For whatever reason, Panival cracked a grin. “That said, even if it’s not strictly a problem in a military disciplinary sense to commit an ever-so-slightly perverted act against a fellow soldier and subordinate under your command and then back out at the last moment, it would be a different matter if it were to affect weapon performance…”


      “You’re supposed to be a first-class equivalent soldier, aren’t you? Why don’t you hurry up and start following the rules as soldiers?”


      Panival laughed. “I see, I see! Both sides of you are the same in that regard, huh? So that’s what you’re really like?”


      “Not particularly. I’m not saying it out of any sense of ethics or morality. It’s just easier to keep up appearances that way.”


      “Coming from you, that’s probably true.” She covered her giggles with a hand, but didn’t attempt to get near him. “I feel like I’m finally seeing underneath that mask now. You’re – how shall I put it – you’re honest, but you aren’t straightforward.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “You’re likeable. If this is your real face, then I can trust you to keep my precious family safe. In the end, that’s good enough to me.”


      “…What the hell?” Feodor couldn’t accept such a ridiculous statement “Don’t spew garbage. You saw it earlier, didn’t you? The kind of secret identity I’m hiding?”


      “Oh, I certainly did. You surprised me.” Panival nodded. “I had no idea you had such unbelievable fangs behind that kindhearted smile of yours.”


      “I’m a dangerous person. Haven’t you realized that?!”


      “Oh, I suppose. I can see all kinds of chaos kicking off if the military police ever learned about this side of you.”


      “If you understand, then…” Feodor rubbed his head. Now that he wasn’t in a life-and-death fight anymore, the specter of exhaustion was creeping up on him. “Why aren’t you more afraid of me?”


      “Because I haven’t heard your story yet,” Panival said. “What is it you want? What are you trying to do? What kind of person are you at the end of the day, to come this far while hiding your identity all the while? There’s so much I want to learn about you, and I won’t be able to reach a conclusion about whether or not I should be wary of you until I know everything.”


      “Ah, so that’s it. Alright.” He nodded. He felt as if something about that logic was twisted somewhere, but he wasn’t sure how or where. In all the fuss, it seemed that the heat of his fever had returned, and his thoughts were struggling to keep up with his mouth. “Well, I… I’ve been investigating the mystery of the secret weapons through all the years I’ve spent here. The Winged Guard’s trump card that they continuously used to stop each and every invasion from the Teimerre.”


      “You mean us.”


      “Yes. So it seems. I’ve finally found what I’ve been searching for..”


      His thoughts kept on swirling in his mind as it teetered on the brink of shutting down, around and over and under and around and over ceaselessly. Himself, his past, his goals, things that nobody should be aware of.


      But Panival was involved, and that meant she should have the right to know, didn’t it? He couldn’t hide it from her because Panival was involved – or was it the other way around, and he should conceal the truth because of that exact reason?


      “I will unravel the mystery of the secret weapons,” Feodor went on, not sure if he was talking to himself or to the person in front of him. “I must obtain one as – as soon as possible, and use it to…”


      He breathed in, out, in, out. This accursed heat muddles me so!


      “To achieve my goal…”


      He shook. His heart raced. He took in one last huge breath.


      “My goal to sink Regul Aire.”


      Feodor’s body, which he had forced to move through sheer adrenaline long past its regular limits, finally gave out. Like a gigantic tree chopped down at the roots by an axe, he ungracefully collapsed onto his bed.


      “…How bothersome. I feel so very heavy.”


      “You’ve been pushing yourself, huh? At least cover yourself properly.” He felt Panival’s arms push him down as he struggled to rise, followed by the soft embrace of the blanket that had been sent flying earlier. “You’ve probably carried a lot of burdens throughout your life, so I can’t claim to know your feelings. At the least, I do respect them. For now…”


      Her cold hands stroked Feodor’s forehead.


      “For now, you seem very tired. Just rest without thinking about anything.”


      “…I’m…” He thought he was supposed to protest. “I’m the one who’s supposed to be older. Don’t treat me like a child.”


      “Hah, patients are patients regardless of how old they are. Isn’t doing this kind of stuff fine, every once in a while?”


      Is it okay? He thought it might be okay. Her hands might be cold, but they felt pleasant somehow. Feeling good is good. Probably.


      Feodor closed his eyes. His consciousness was sinking, pulling him down below his pillow.


      “Now then.”


      A dispassionate, yet kind, voice whispered to him from somewhere.


      “Since the mischief we got up to didn’t amount to much, why don’t we call what just happened a isolated event?”


      Something new touched his forehead, warm yet cold. Feodor, already slipping into a dream, was far past the point of knowing what it was.


      


      Feodor never had good dreams when he was delirious and had a high fever. It was just something he had come to expect.


      There was a theory about why that might be. If he understood it correctly, his brain was to blame for his suffering. It rooted through his memories, studying them for anything that could lead to absolution for the deceit he wrought in reality. It was the same theory as the so-called Revolving Lantern: if he continued to have nightmares, the underlying reason might be that there was actually some way to resolve his problems hidden within a painful memory.


      Not that it mattered. Feodor didn’t know whether or not the theory could be confirmed, and understanding it wasn’t likely to suddenly bring positivity into his life. To him, who was currently having a nightmare here and now, the knowledge was poor comfort.


      In his dream, he was on the 13th Floating Island.


      In reality the Floating Island was annihilated long ago, but in his dream it continued to exist. Here prospered the Elpis Mercantile Federation, a long-established city of vain and wealthy merchants so skilled at flaunting money it was almost instinctive.


      Their influence made it a very rich country indeed. The nouveau riche populated the upper residential area, indulging in ostentatious habits so widespread that it could only be seen as a world utterly divorced from the other sections of Elpis. Here were pointlessly wide roads large enough for airships to float through rather than carriages, surrounded by overly large mansions that competed with one another to have the flashiest exterior possible. Feodor found it all very unsightly.


      His greatest displeasure, however was that his house was located right next to this district. If he wanted to go anywhere or meet anyone, he had to cross that ghastly street.


      “Feodor, d’you hate yer home?”


      Someone was suddenly there in front of him, asking him a question. This girl… right. She’s the fiancee my parents chose for me.


      Five years had passed since that day. However, the girl in his dreams remained as young as she was when he last saw her. She had furry limbs, a tail, and cat-like ears sprouting from the top of her head. The age-old features of a half-Ayrantropos.


      More than wherever I happen to live, I hate all the creatures that call themself markless.


      Back then, he had replied with that. And her response was…


      “Even if yer markless too?”


      “…Yes, even though I’m markless as well.”


      She had considered that, and then asked something else.


      “What ‘bout me?”


      Her ears had twitched and slightly jerked. Since they had been acquaintances for a while now, he immediately noticed the appearance of her nervous habit.


      “No matter how I look at you, you’re more like one of the beast races.”


      “Then d’you like me?”


      “Regardless of whether I hate or like you, I don’t think it’s good to have such a simplistic way of thinking.”


      “Then… d’you hate me?”


      What kind of choice was that?


      “Okay! There’s yer homework! Please think ‘bout it till we meet again!”


      That’s right. She’d had that funny little quirk. Whenever they’d met, she would always make Feodor promise her something before they parted. Sometimes she wanted him to read a book on some topic, or she wanted him to get a present to exchange with her own. Or if they had to stop in the middle of a board game, she’d declare, “Next time! We’re gonna keep going next time!”


      That’s why even if meeting with her all the time could get a little annoying, he still had fun.


      “Regarding the plan, it’s been decided that we’ll move soon.”


      The scene changed.


      He recognized it as a moment that had happened one night after eating dinner with his family. His brother-in-law, looking strangely nervous, was talking to Feodor alone.


      “Very soon now, we – the Elpis National Defense Force – will do something extremely dangerous and utterly unforgivable. However, it’s absolutely vital that we do this, for the sake of Elpis. No, for the future of Regul Aire itself!”


      “That’s… quite the overstatement,” the Feodor in his memories replied, sounding bored.


      “Hah, it might sound like one. But it’s a very serious matter, trust me.”


      His brother-in-law spoke without a twinge of hesitation or doubt in his assertions. “We don’t have to keep getting protected. Right now, Regul Aire is satisfied handing off all the battles with the Beasts to the Winged Guard alone. We’ve forgotten just how terrifying the Beasts are, and that’s more frightening than anything else. Patience has turned into haste, and respect has turned into arrogance!”


      Feodor’s brother-in-law grew more and more agitated. “That’s why we must remind them of the threat of the Beasts once more, in a way where blood isn’t spilt as much as possible! If we can do that, then everybody will remember to be grateful for the Winged Guard! And they’ll realize that we can’t keep relying on our hidden fangs forever, too.”


      What he said was a bit too complicated for the young Feodor to grasp. What he knew was that his brother-in-law was talking about a task that he found to be equally difficult, righteous, and compelling.


      “Why… why are you trying so hard?”


      Back then, Feodor despised the group his brother was part of. They were comprised of races that hated and discriminated against the markless, races that only lived with their own species and chased away any outsiders.


      Feodor didn’t think there was much reason or sense in risking the future for their sake. Moreover, his amazing older brother-in-law didn’t need to be putting himself in danger.


      “Shouldn’t you be living for something far more important and precious than some big goal?”


      His brother-in-law had smiled. “That’s different for everybody. Oftentimes you find something more valuable than your own life. That’s exactly why the person who discovers such a thing is so very fortunate. I just happen to be one of those happy bastards of Regul Aire, ahaha!”


      His teeth glinted when he laughed. Feodor couldn’t see the humor in what he was saying.


      “…I don’t get it.”


      “Oh, er… what I’m trying to say is… to tell the truth, there’s this bunch in our government, a faction of merchants. It sickens me to say it, but they’ve turned against our plan. They’ve spread false information about what we’re going to do and taken some of our airships to other regions for their own reasons. Thanks to the crap they’re pulling, I’ll probably have to go down with the ship if I fail…”


      His brother-in-law trailed off into a grumble, and now Feodor could understand. It was typical for someone like his brother to talk so casually about the possibility of having to abandon everything.


      “…Still, can a corps commander like you really be beaten by some selfish jerk holding a wallet?”


      It’d only been an unconcerned mumble, but his brother-in-law made a troubled face when he heard Feodor.


      “Come now, don’t go and say that now…”


      The scene changed.


      “I HATE you, Feodor!”


      That girl was yelling at him. Two years had passed since their first meeting. He was twelve then, and she was nine.


      That’s right, he remembered. That was the day we had a fight. I can’t remember what it was about now. Something trivial. What type of sauce we put on our omelettes? Or what brand of candy we preferred?


      It was the usual story. They were a couple who got along, and therefore they misread the lines that shouldn’t be crossed. But, as they came to learn, that kind of thing was a normal rite of passage for friendly couples. The next time they met, they’d make up and get just a bit friendlier with each other. As such, the distance created by fights naturally shrunk.


      “I dun wanna see yer stupid face ‘ver again!”


      She’d run off, leaving those words behind. The Feodor of that time wasn’t concerned at all. This sort of squabble was far from uncommon for them. Whether or not it was backlash from not being spoiled by her real family, she often said selfish things to him. Her mood rapidly soured if he couldn’t find the answer she wanted, but she was quick to cheer up again. It reminded him of a kitten he’d seen once.


      At any rate, both of their families were coming together to hold an elegant dinner party the next week. She’d have to meet with him face-to-face again there, even if she didn’t like it.


      Should I secretly bring over a cake for her? One with strawberries and lots of cream, the way she likes it? That’ll definitely fix her mood right away.


      Whatever gets her to show me her usual smile.


      Though he acted nonchalant, his thoughts were a different story. And so he let her escape, without saying “Let’s meet again” or reminding her about the promise of what he’d do the next time they got back together.


      He never even thought about the possibility that he would come to regret it.


      “Starting now, we shall hold the execution of the wicked monster who hath guided the world unto destruction!”


      The scene changed.


      He was gathered in a plaza among a crowd. A cow-headed beastman was roaring, his loud voice melting into the screams of the crowd listening to him. In the center of the plaza a special executioner’s platform had been installed. Although it was clearly made in a hurry, assembled with wooden planks and hastily painted, it looked oddly impressive as it sparkled strangely in the sunlight.


      Atop that platform, restrained and unconscious, was a single Stalla man.


      Who is that? Feodor vaguely felt as if he knew the man very well. Though he had seen his face less often ever since the man became involved with the Defense Force, he still returned home often enough for Feodor to see his face almost daily. Yes, he could almost recognize the man.


      But he couldn’t say it out loud. Because if he did, then it’d be true.


      The one up there was his brother-in-law. Prideful, strong, clever, always brimming with righteousness and confidence. Someone who’d had expectations thrown at him and proved he could match what was expected of him. His amazing brother-in-law, who he loved and idolized enough to make other people ask “Does such a wonderful guy really exist?”


      He was the one who did this?


      There was no way for Feodor to believe it.


      His brother-in-law was a criminal now, covered in bruises and scorned by the public? Someone who attracted crowds in a plaza to drown him in hatred and curses?


      This is… truly a disgusting spectacle.


      “This fiend,” the cow-headed beastman shouted, “broke Regul Aire’s greatest, perhaps ultimate taboo! He exposed the soil of Collinadiluche, a friendly nation, to UNPRECEDENTED DANGER! We will purify his unforgivable sin with blade and flame! We pray that we may cast his depraved soul to the all-healing sky above!”


      The crowd shrieked and howled with rage, hanging on to his every word. According to what he said, the offender, whose face and name Feodor refused to know, had willingly defied one of the most important laws in Regul Aire’s charter by bringing a dangerous Beast into the floating islands. It rampaged through a nearby city, killing many citizens, until ultimately being subjugated by the work of the Winged Guard. However, the lives lost could never be returned.


      So this is an unforgivable sin?


      “NOW, PURIFICATION TEAM!” Cow-head raised and waved the huge flag he had been holding. “FOOOOORWARD MAAAARCH!”


      Soldiers entered the plaza, moving in perfect coordination. They were clad in yellow robes, golden ceremonial armor, and helmets. In their hands were specialized lethal weapons attached to long poles: an axe, spade, scythe, and lance, edged tools symbolizing each of the four types of purification. Instead of a weapon, the final soldier carried a blazing torch.


      The enraged cries emitting from the crowd now gained enthusiastic delight.


      What is this?


      What… the hell… is this?!


      Feodor covered his face with both hands, but his eyes remained wide open. He peeked through his fingers, hurriedly trying to both memorize the person on the executioner’s platform and what was about to happen to him.


      “Oftentimes you find something more valuable than your own life.”


      “That’s exactly why the person who discovers such a thing is so very fortunate.”


      The words he’d heard that day echoed in his head, over and over. His brother-in-law was always right. He would never betray his own words. He protected the things he wanted to right up to the end. Feodor knew that, he knew that.


      That’s why he understood him now. His brother-in-law had decided to throw his life away for the sake of those most important to him. The execution about to happen before his eyes was something his brother-in-law had already accepted for himself. It was the just thing to do.


      If this is just, then I must accept it too.


      No matter how outrageous it was, no matter how much rage it filled him with, out of respect for what his brother-in-law had done, Feodor could not make his resolve be in vain.


      “FIRST BLADE! PRESENT WEAPOOOOON!”


      The first soldier walked out and jabbed his large lance straight upwards into the blue sky. The crowd exulted with delight.


      Their noise, their joy, their cheers, pushed Feodor over his limit. The world boiled over.


      The world his big brother tried to save. The world his big brother had been protecting.


      Big brother!


      Feodor screamed, soundlessly and uselessly.


      The soldier lowered his lance and stabbed it ruthlessly into the chest of the person restrained on the platform–


      


      “Big brother!”


      Feodor woke up to the sound of his own screams. Gasping, he grabbed his chest. His heart pounded loudly in his ears.


      Ahh… even though my screams woke me up, I already feel a little calmer. I’m almost impressed by my own don’t-give-a-damn attitude.


      Probably because of how long he’d been sleeping, the symptoms of his cold were mostly calmed down now. The nausea and urge to vomit he felt now came from somewhere else.


      What a nostalgic dream.


      Nostalgic it might have been, but none of those scenes were ones I ever wanted to see again.


      It wasn’t as if Feodor had forgotten about the past. He’d carry it with him as long as he’d lived. But that was that and this was this. If he remembered everything like he just did, then obviously he would also remember the pain of that moment.


      Feodor bitterly swallowed the lump that had formed in his throat. It slid down slowly with the peculiar taste characteristic to a person with a cold.


      “…I know.” Feodor spoke to thin air. “I know, okay?”


      He couldn’t so easily find what his brother had spoken of, that thing more precious than his own life.


      “That’s exactly why the person who discovers such a thing is so very fortunate.”


      His big brother was always right. He accepted his death, remaining true to his ideals.


      Feodor knew that, and yet he couldn’t help but wonder about what he could have done. If I’d begged him to not die, would he have listened to me? If that happened, would the future be changed, even just a little?


      Five years had passed since that Beast attack, now commonly known as the Elpis Incident. It first began with the attack on the great city of the 11th Floating Island. The damage of that incident had been barely contained, and politically was labeled an aggressive act caused by the chaotic decisions of the Elpis National Defense Force’s commander – Feodor’s brother-in-law. The matter was officially settled by his execution.


      After that, nobody trusted the nation of Elpis anymore on the stage of diplomacy. As the citizens rioted practically every day, even famous merchants pretended to be unknown as they moved their businesses at a shocking rate to other cities. These days, too, didn’t last for long. Half a year later, the nation of Elpis was melted away along with the entirety of the 13th Floating Island by the Materno, Smothering and Enveloping Fifth Beast. It was said that the Beast had been secretly captured by Elpis’s former leader and broke out in the chaos when they fled the nation.


      In that span of time, Feodor Jessman lost everything. His family. His friends. His fortune. All his connections with people he might have wanted to see again.


      “Brother… you found what you wanted to protect. That might have brought you happiness.” Feodor said. He clenched his fists, unbearable feelings welling up within him. “But I can’t bring myself to accept that choice, even now.”


      He was about to swing his fist down – anywhere he could punch would be fine – when his eyes fell upon something indistinct on his bedside table. Lighting his lamp, he saw a new lunch basket there.


      As he opened it, he saw that it was jammed full of sandwiches, much more misshapen than the earlier ones. He hadn’t noticed it before because of the cold stuffing up his nose, but for some reason, a mysterious and terrible odor wafted from the sandwiches.


      What is… this…?


      A folded-up card accompanied the food. Mindlessly picking up a sandwich and putting it in his mouth, Feodor read the message written on the card.


      “Hurry up and get better!”


      The handwriting on the message was slightly crooked, and as he inspected the letter closer, he noticed ink smudges on the edge of the paper.


      As he looked at it, he could somehow imagine a figure of a green-haired girl holding her head, worrying about what to write. “It’s too carefully written,” he could see her moaning. “And what if he misunderstands it? No, that’s so possible!”


      So did her handwriting become untidy on purpose? What a childlike way to think.


      Feodor bit into the sandwich. An indescribable bitterness flooded the inside of his mouth. Fermented food meant for beastmen. Disgusting, but the kind of flavor one could get used to.


      “Now listen here…”


      Tears of unknown origin dripped and fell from his face.


      It’s probably – no, definitely – because of this ridiculously overwhelming flavor. That has to be it. There’s no other reason… no other reason for me to be crying now.


      “I told you before… when you eat this stuff… be careful how much you use…”
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      Chapter 4: Chasing, Chasing After That Admired Back - her blind alley -



      Part 1: A Midday Dream


      At the port of the 38th Floating Island, inside the strategic battleship Utica, a Gremian mechanic was hard at work.


      The state-of-the-art airship was filled to the brink of bursting with the latest cutting-edge technology. As he’d come to find, that came with certain side effects. If the enchanted furnace was in a different location, the quarantine area surrounding it changed as well. If the position and amount of altitude-control wings was different, so would be the shape of the equipment that managed them. A massive number of pipes ran through the narrow passageways, caring not whether they ought to be thick or thin. He hadn’t the foggiest clue what in the world was supposed to be running through them.


      All in all, the theory of how conventional airships should operate simply did not work aboard the Utica. Those who would sail the ship, be they amateurs or professionals, had long since given up all hope. Forget the idea of fighting a Beast that can soar through the sky; they had to try their absolute best just to take off from the harbor.


      That was what terrified the Gremian, more than anything else. This monstrous airship was made of a hodgepodge of materials sold and installed separately. As the Utica lacked any dedicated crew or workers, it would need to be somehow steered by personnel from the Fifth Division assigned to it ahead of time.


      Whenever he touched part of the airship’s interior, he got the distinct feeling that he could see the smiles of the twisted architects that designed it. How about it? If you work hard and properly draw out the ability hidden within this mechanical masterpiece, you’ll be able to slay even the Beasts, so do your best! He wished he could be the one to punch those mocking smirks with all the force he could muster.


      “Geez, this is no laughing matter.” Complaining and grumbling to himself as he came to the end of a dark, gloomy passageway, the Gremian banged his wrench against one of the pipes running along the walls. He put his ear against the cold metal, listening to its echo. “Noise’s fading already, so this must be part of the power system. If it’s headed towards the controls, I can’t risk messing with it…”


      A woman’s voice suddenly came from behind him, close enough to breathe into his ears. “What are you doing?”


      “Yaaargh?!” The Gremian jumped and spun. “…Oh, it’s just you,” he said in relief, relaxing. “Don’t go scaring a poor mechanic like that, will you?”


      “Sorry. You were concentrating so hard, I wasn’t sure when I should get your attention. But anyway, what are you doing?”


      “Ah, nothing much. Just trying to figure out this guy’s true nature.” The Gremian tapped the pipe, which answered him with a clear, loud clang! “The guys who built this probably knew what went where, so they didn’t care about marking stuff, but it’s a matter of life and death for anybody who might man the ship, so I’ve got to work it out as soon as possible.”


      He lightly shook the multi-colored wires in his left hand. He’d been tying them around each pipe, each color indicating different contents. “I’d be scared of flying her ‘til all this stuff is done.”


      “If you do finish, will it fly?”


      “Eh, good enough for basic stuff. If we’re trying to get it to a fight, the crew riding it will probably all need to get training.”


      “Do you think it’ll be able to defeat the Croyance?”


      The Gremian barked a short laugh. “Nobody can guarantee that. Could be a fair match, maybe? It’s certainly got plenty of top-class power and equipment, so no complaints there.”


      He returned his gaze to the pipes and walls, confident in his assessment. In terms of pure performance ability, the Utica was most definitely a spectacular airship. While he would very much like to strangle the people who designed it, as a individual who happened to be an engineer, there was one thing he couldn’t help but admit.


      “I want to see the visage of this gigantic airship taking off at full power, and hear it roar as it heads into the sky.”


      “Mm…”


      He smiled bitterly at her vague reply. Well, can’t be helped. That’s just my brand of romanticism. Not exactly something everyone’s gonna sympathize with. “Well, that’s really more up to the officers than… us…”


      When he turned around, nobody was there. “Huh?”


      He looked around the passageway, but there wasn’t any place for someone to stay hidden from sight. Did she get bored? Well, I guess that can’t be helped. Even for someone in my line of work, this kind of job is simple and boring enough to make anyone angry that they have to do it. It’s probably no fun to watch as an outsider.


      “Ah, what a harsh place.”


      This kind of thing happened often enough to mechanics that the Gremian couldn’t get too worked up over it. He rubbed and cracked his shoulders, then went back to work.


      Clang.


      Listening carefully to the echoing sounds, he asked the pipes what their true nature was. Who are you, and where are you from? From where to where are you connected? What job do you do?


      The Gremian didn’t consider for a moment that the pipes weren’t the only things he should have wondered about. The person he’d spoken to just now, the woman who had disappeared from his sight…


      He knew nothing about her at all.

    

  


  
    Part 2: The Inheritors


    
      After a full night’s sleep, Feodor awoke to find that his cold was gone. He could move his limbs without pain, and he even felt more cheerful than usual.


      Unfortunately, Feodor’s movements remained too stiff for the military doctor that visited him to certify him for release. He had been forced to take an impromptu one-day vacation and told to spend it resting some more, “just in case.” It was grating – he didn’t have the kind of time he could waste idly sleeping in his room. Of course it wasn’t the best idea for a sick person to be found wandering around a military base during their day off, either.


      Somehow, he felt as if he’d forgotten something important, something he wanted to talk about with someone else, but any definite memories of the subject refused to manifest. It was a sensation akin to trying to dig through loose sand; what was scooped out of the hole kept spilling in again, obscuring the few pieces of the memory he could almost see.


      “…Well, it’s probably not a big deal.”


      It would normally irritate him to be unable to remember, but instead Feodor felt oddly placid. At the very least, it probably meant he didn’t have any sort of emergency he had to immediately get under control. Even if it was something he had to get done, he could try and remember it again some other time.


      There was also a strange sensation lingering on his forehead, almost ticklishly warm. He was rather curious what had placed it there and why.


      Feodor’s musings were interrupted by the enormous yawn escaping his throat. It’s been a while. Maybe I should head over into town.


      He didn’t need any explicit permission to leave the base. There was a huge gaping hole in the wire fence on the other side of the grounds that remained unrepaired even now – and indeed, would perhaps never be repaired until the day this base’s duty concluded


      


      Feodor narrowed his eyes, squinting and glaring at the poster. However long or many times he did, the reality of what was written on it failed to change. It wasn’t something like a letter with contents that changed if stared at for 30 seconds without blinking; There weren’t any surprises or tricks hidden within the poster.


      “Farewell and so long! Thank you very much for your patronage!”


      A hurried and half-baked glue job attached it to the wall; the upper-right corner was already peeling off. As it flapped in the breeze, the characters forming Farewell and so long distorted and fluttered.


      If this paper was to fly off somewhere else, then maybe the shop would need to open up again… nah, I guess not. No way. Yeah.


      Feodor’s shoulders dropped with disappointment as he forced himself to accept reality.


      


      “…And so, that’s why I don’t have any donuts today.” Feodor said flatly, closing the door to the theater rooftop spot behind him. Tiat, who had arrived before him as usual, glanced at him briefly. She made a small noise of acknowledgement, then looked back out over the town. “What, that’s all? You weren’t surprised?”


      “I knew that already. I saw that it was closed when I went shopping the day before yesterday.”


      “Oh, I see…” How boring.


      Whenever they sat and shared their enthusiasm about eating delicious things, Feodor thought it somehow felt nice. He’d thought that she would share his feelings, would be just as dejected as he earlier was after hearing the answer to her question, “Where are those indispensable donuts?”


      “…This city is getting smaller and smaller, isn’t it?” Tiat eventually mumbled quietly. “Hey, do you remember? The day we first met here?”


      “You mean the day you asked me to ‘forget about’ you?”


      “Now that you mention it, that did happen.” She laughed. “That day, I was screaming I’ll protect this town! while looking here and there all over. There were some interesting places, like a weird porcelain shop and a secondhand bookstore where you could browse freely. And this one fine glassware shop too, which Panival would’ve liked…”


      Feodor thought it seemed odd to mention Panival’s name, but it could be because she’d asked about the place at some point and found out it didn’t exist anymore.


      “I was so shocked when that bookstore went away,” Tiat said. “They had all the artbooks of people like Wilhornakia Tenace.”


      “Really. I’ve never heard her name before. Who’s she?”


      “An Ayrantrobos painter. She’s old, but really beautiful.”


      “Oh.”


      “Her drawings were so vivid, and the books had these incredibly enchanting, glossy fur coats. I thought I might buy them up in bulk and take them all into the barracks. I kinda regret not doing that now.”


      “So that’s why…”


      It’s strange. The conversation they were having now should be one in which they shared their feelings of loss, talked about how painful it was to see the city they knew becoming desolate. A heartwarming moment of connection and communication between a superior and his subordinate.


      Instead, it was more like the distance between himself and Tiat was widening, even as she became less judgmental the more they spoke.


      “Are they really such good paintings?” he tried.


      “Yeah, they are.”


      Dammit, the distance just keeps getting wider.


      The lights at Tiat’s feet flickered and lit up. By now she had become used to the warning signs, and so immediately stood, moving to the side. A massive amount of steam gushed out from where she had been just a second ago, too late to do any damage.


      “You know, this stuff isn’t so bad once you get used to it.” Tiat said. “It’s like the entire city is breathing.”


      “I never thought about it that way before.”


      “This place, or rather, this town,” Tiat sat back down, opening the basket beside her, taking out a donut and biting into it. “It’s like a well-made toy, right?” she asked in between chewing. “There’s lots of these vents around, right? It’s like all the buildings are dollhouses, except some guy built mechanisms into them that cause the people living there to start dancing at a certain time every day. That kind of thing?”


      “Hey, wait a minute.”


      “Oh, but… if the people who live here are leaving, then it kinda starts feeling like the parts are breaking down too, so it’s twice as lonely.”


      “No, no, just hold on!” he cut off her rambling. “That thing in your hands. What is it?”


      Tiat looked at him, a malevolent smirk on her face. “Want one?”


      “Of course! What, was there some other shop I didn’t know about still open?”


      “Too bad for you, it’s not for sale.” She took out another donut and offered it to Feodor. He walked up, taking it, then sat down next to her. “I asked Lakish for some yesterday, and she deep fried them for me,” Tiat said. “Since that girl gets along with the kitchen ladies so well, they kept quiet about her using the fryer a little.”


      “…That’s supposed to be against military regulations.”


      “If you’re going to arrest us, go ahead and do it. Or are you saying we’re only in trouble because it’s you who found out about us?”


      Feodor dropped his eyes to the donut in his hand. It had been cooked to a fine golden-brown and lightly sprinkled with powder, probably made from stir-frying some kind of plant seed. By the standards of donuts, it looked absurdly tasty.


      “I didn’t see or hear anything.”


      “That’s what I thought you’d say,” Tiat said cheerfully. The remaining half of her donut vanished into her mouth like magic. Although it ran contrary to everything he should do as a soldier, he bit into the one in his hands as well.


      “…Wow.”


      “She’s the best, isn’t she? Ever since she was young, that girl has worked at a bakery near us whenever she had the time to. If it’s any kind of cooking that uses flour, she’s the best on the 68th Floating Island!”


      Among the islands of Regul Aire, those exceeding a certain size were numbered. The smaller numbers were closer to the center, and grew larger as they got to the outer edge. An island numbered 68 would be considered extremely rural.


      “What sort of place is it?”


      “Hmm?”


      “You mentioned it just now – the 68th Floating Island,” Feodor said impatiently. “Is that your hometown?”


      “My hometown? Well…” Tiat hesitated. “Yeah, I guess it feels kinda like that. You want to know about it?”


      “Naturally. I’m interested in the environment that can create a personality as unique as yours.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Tiat cracked a grin, then started talking.


      Deep within a forest, there was a dilapidated wooden building. It was nicknamed the fairy warehouse. Nobody knew how long ago it had been constructed. Normally, around 30 young fairies were gathered there. The caretaker watching over them was currently a female troll, whose slender (but strong) arms supported their lives. She was kind, and sometimes scary. Her skills involving feminine hobbies led many of them to begin wondering just how old she really was. Given the warehouse’s limited budget, their everyday clothes were mostly stuff knitted and sewn by the troll. Due to her tastes, their clothes actually tended to look cute most of the time. “Even if some girls happen to suit them more than others.” Tiat added with some annoyance.


      “No, if they’re cute clothes, they probably suit all of you fairies just fine,” Feodor said.


      “…While it’s impressive you’re able to say that so naturally, somehow you don’t sound very honest.”


      “I don’t? No matter how much of an Imp I might be, do you really think that means I’m always flattering people or telling lies?”


      “Well, look, your race doesn’t have anything to do with it. I just can’t bring myself to believe those prepared responses of yours.”


      “You can say some incredibly cruel things sometimes, you know that, Tiat?”


      She shook her head, then went back to telling him about her home. Although a number of fairies were older than her, most of them were younger. Since they hadn’t become adults yet, they couldn’t go into battle. All of the children were the picture of cheekiness and had promising futures ahead of them. She told him about Eudea, always full of energy, and about Masha, who was smart but hated reading. Almita, who took care of her still-young sisters, and Kanna, who liked to cause mischief and was always getting smacked by Naigrat (apparently the troll caretaker’s name) on the butt.


      She didn’t stop there. Feodor heard next about her favorite theater in the Beastman residential zone one could walk to from the warehouse, and about how much she admired the various outer towns there. He also heard about the many places she’d thought she would like to visit. Among them, only Collinadiluche stood out as a town she had enjoyed a lot.


      “It was incredibly fun,” she said. “I want to go there again, there’s people I want to meet there, and… and…”


      Tiat abruptly stopped talking. Her huge green eyes quivered, teardrops appearing at their corners.


      “Ahaha…” she laughed weakly, rubbing at her face. “J-just wait a sec, they should stop soon… oh no… I’m remembering all kinds of stuff now…”


      Falling one after another, more and more tears poured out. “The book I lent to Almita… she hasn’t given it back to me yet… and I promised Eudea we would go watch the stars together… my match with Kanna… w-we haven’t settled it yet…”


      With every fresh memory she recalled, another tear fell onto the copper roof tiles.


      Ah. So that’s it. Feodor realized what all her talk had been about. This girl thought she’d resolved herself to die, to finally give up on life.


      But that’s wrong, isn’t it? You just didn’t want to remember all your reasons for living.


      One tear for one memory. Endless tears for endless memories.


      “…Sorry.” He took out a handkerchief and held it out to her in apology.


      “W-why’re you apologizing?”


      “I asked something weird and made you remember something painful.”


      “What’s so weird? It’s just a story about my family.”


      “But isn’t your family weird?”


      “What the heck is that supposed to mean?” Giggling weakly, Tiat snatched the handkerchief and wiped her eyes. Feodor watched its pristine white fabric change color.


      “…Hey.” Tiat peeked over the formerly-clean cloth. “Can I ask another weird question?”


      “Sure, I’ll listen.”


      “Thanks.” She didn’t talk again for some time. “I guess… I’m afraid… of dying, after all.”


      Now what am I supposed to say to that? They passed a few seconds in silence as Feodor thought about it.


      “…Accepting you’re afraid and facing your fear anyway is what people call courage, I hear.” He’d heard the words coming out of his mouth before, from his always-right big brother. “It’s… natural to feel that your own life is important above anything else. But that’s exactly why when you find something more precious than your own life, you’ll be happier than any person could ever,” Feodor concluded, trying to reword it as something he might say himself.


      “So I should keep courage, huh? Yeah… I guess something like what I’m doing is important.” With his handkerchief still pressed against her eyes, Tiat smiled. It was a hollow, emotionless smile only succeeding at exposing teeth.


      “Well–”


      “Oh, right!” Her forceful interjection overrode his almost plaintive voice. “Why don’t we change the subject? What do you think of Lakish?!”


      “H-huh?” His thoughts screeched to a halt, hitting a speed bump before they started moving again. “What?”


      “Well, you see, Lakish seems like she’s pretty interested in you. It might be slightly in bad taste for me to be doing this, but as her big sister, I think it’s only proper that I should make the effort to grant my little sister’s wishes!” Tiat said hurriedly. “You see, that girl’s not like the bad, strange, ones who suddenly hurt themselves for no reason. She’s someone who makes other people feel good and safe, and stuff! So hey, how about it?”


      Not only was her stuffed-up nose turning her voice nasal, but she talked so rapidly her words blurred together. Feodor felt his eyebrow twitch. “How about what, exactly?”


      “That girl really makes you feel good! Isn’t she a good girl? It might surprise you, but that’s au naturel Lakish for ya! Moreover, as you can see, she’s good at cooking! As a man, wouldn’t you give a girl like her high points?”


      He certainly wouldn’t deny that. “So, in other words, you want me to become her lover?”


      “Whoa, nice guess! Did all my cheering work?”


      “That’s…” Feodor felt something beginning to twist inside him. “Isn’t that like the older fairy you mentioned earlier? The one who discovered her man before she died?”


      “H-her man… that’s a bit direct, don’t you think? But in terms of general framework, it does kinda match up!” Tiat laughed bitterly. “…Hey, wait. How do you know about Kutori?”


      “It’s because I’m your superior,” he said smoothly. “I know whatever I need to know about you.” A huge lie. I heard it straight from Lakish’s mouth. “But weren’t you the one who wanted to be like… Kutori, was it? So why are you trying to set up a man for Lakish instead?”


      “S-set up? That’s even more direct…”


      “It’s the truth. Actually, if that’s the kind of story you want, shouldn’t you be the one to do it?”


      “Heh? Me?” Tiat’s face went blank as she processed what he’d said.


      Then she blushed red like a tomato about to burst. “No, no, no!” she yelped, waving her hands and contorting like someone trying to flag down an incoming airship. “M-me, you see, well, never mind! I’m not like – not like that girl, I’m not honest or considerate! I’m reckless, not cute at all, and my shelf life is only three months!”


      That self-evaluation has quite a lot of things I could object to. Feodor swallowed his sarcastic remarks. “Well, if you say so. But are you really fine with that?”


      “Y-yeah… geez, that’s bad for my heart.” Breathing deeply, she rubbed her chest. Was it so bothersome an idea?


      “So why Lakish, then?”


      “Oh, well, it’s not like I tried to hide it or anything, but… do you know about Seniolis?”


      “Somewhat.” The girl in question’s full name was Lakish Nyx Seniolis. According to the documents he’d read, it was no ordinary name. “The Dug Weapon that Lakish is compatible with, right?”


      “Yes. It’s also the sword that was tuned to the strongest Leprechaun, who died five years ago. Kutori Nota Seniolis.”


      Sword? The Dug Weapons are swords?


      “Among the four of us, let’s see… if it’s bare fists, then Collon is easily the strongest of us.”


      I’m well aware. In our daily training, she constantly shows off her physical abilities. Sometimes she carves it into my body. That stranglehold last week seriously hurt.


      “If you want to know who’s best at wielding conventional weapons, Panival would be at the top.”


      I know that too. Despite being entirely self-taught, she’s showed unbelievable skills in armed combat.


      “But when it comes to Venom or Dug Weapons, Lakish is absolutely the sole champion. The three of us could take her on all at once and still lose.”


      …That, I didn’t know. I never expected something like that from her.


      “Because of that, the higher-ups see Lakish as something like a trump card. Since she’s so valuable, she’s probably going to end up living a long time compared to us.”


      Her smile this time was powerless and insubstantial. The gray expression he’d seen on her face when he met her in this spot for the first time.


      “I’m just no good. I can’t be like Kutori, no matter how much I try. But if it’s Lakish, she might be able to do it – to live the life of a wonderful fairy soldier. That’s why I want to entrust everything that’s impossible for me to her.”


      “And what will you do after that?”


      “You should know by now.” Her typical, polite smile had returned. “I’ll just do my best. Whatever it is I can do for them. Since I can’t be like Kutori, the only thing I can do is put on a brave face and show them my courage.”


      “But then… in her final moments, she went to battle again by herself for the people important to her. She knew she wouldn’t ever come back again, and despite that, she left smiling…!”


      Feodor nodded to himself, thinking about Lakish’s words from the other day.


      “You get it, right? So, then…” Perhaps as proof of their promise, Tiat pushed the basket of donuts over towards him.


      The four remaining within emitted a charming radiance, all their toppings different. She had promised that all of their flavors were first-rate. From the one he’d eaten, he believed it. He would eat all the donuts, even if he had to sell his soul to do it. But…


      “I’m sorry.” Feodor reached into his uniform pocket, removing his glasses and putting them on. His soul aside, there was something he refused to sell.


      Tiat stared at him. “Why? Do you want something better?”


      “That’s not the problem.” This is the same as when Lakish asked me for a favor about Tiat. I can’t accept this conversation. “You said you’d entrust your dream to Lakish.”


      “Yes.”


      “Then listen. If you become a sacrifice, do you truly believe Lakish will be able to move on?”


      “That’s…” Tiat sighed. “Look, she’ll be fine, okay? Perfectly fine.” It sounded as if she wanted very dearly to believe what she was saying. “We’re fairies, alright? You don’t consider every single fired mortar shell to be your comrade just since they’re crammed into the same firebox, do you? It’s the same as that. Having your companions die and vanish is normal for us.”


      “Uh huh.”


      “It is!” Tiat nodded fiercely.


      “So the same is true of that older fairy you talk about so much?”


      “Of co–” her defiance wavered. “O-of course it is!”


      Ah. That’s what it was, all along. Remembering all the expressions on her face he’d come to know, one of them stood out as holding conviction. And with it, the true form of the irritation he felt whenever he looked at her.


      Adult fairy soldier, Tiat Shiba Ignareo. When all’s said and done, you…


      “You just want a reason to die.”


      He had been mostly talking to himself. He didn’t know if she’d normally hear it, but that was the kind of small whisper he had meant it to be.


      By some dint of chance, the wind changed in that moment, blowing from behind him, and carried his voice to her ears. Her face instantly turned an ugly crimson shade. “Wha…nnaargh…”


      “No matter how much you chase after your beloved Kutori’s great accomplishments, you understand that it’s impossible to ever catch up to her, don’t you?” Feodor pressed. “You, yourself, should know that you can’t live your life so dramatically or in the same way she did. Admit it. You’re tired of chasing after her, tired of living to pursue your dreams.”


      “No…”


      “So now, even if it’s only just the one time you can, you’ve found a fake accomplishment and clung to it with all you could. ‘I’ll tackle unwinnable battles for the sake of my comrades,’ is that what you wanted? Doing that just means you’re going to wind up showing your back – just like Kutori – to your remaining allies.”


      “That’s… not true…”


      “You’re just using the name of the older fairy you respect to stage your own dramatic suicide.”


      Tiat opened and closed her mouth wordlessly.


      He didn’t feel like showing her mercy. “You know that, right? But Lakish won’t be perfectly fine after you and the other two die. She might be able to keep up appearances for a while, but eventually – inevitably – her mask will start to crack.”


      “W-why… why are you saying this stuff?”


      “Because I’ve had a similar experience before.” Feodor adjusted his glasses. “Someone important to me died, saying it was for the sake of the future. The person in question probably died satisfied, and my mind can comprehend the logic that went into that decision. But still, my heart – every fiber of my being – refuses to believe it was necessary.”


      “That’s… really painful–”


      “You’re extraordinary,” Feodor interrupted her. “You’ve warped yourself to the point where you’re actively searching for a way to die. I guess it might be a result of the environment you were raised in… but I cannot understand it!”


      “…What do you mean?”


      Feodor scoffed. “You know, to turn out this way in a world where not even idiots are raised like that. Certainly, getting yourself killed might seem oh-so-dazzling to you all. But if that’s so, why are your comrades so important to you, even though you’ve all had the same terrible experiences?”


      He gathered his breath. “That’s another thing I’m disgusted about. You’ve had cherished people taken from you, yet you can’t bring yourself to hate them whatsoever. You’ve experienced the pain of losing others, so why are you so adamant on repeating that cycle?!”


      “T-that’s…” Tiat, whose head had been hung low, suddenly looked up and tensed herself as if she’d decided something. “Because that’s what Kutori would’ve done!”


      “That again?” Feodor rolled his eyes. “Like I said, you’re just using that as an excuse–”


      “You don’t know anything about Willem or Kutori! Don’t just say whatever you like!”


      Feodor was taken aback by the seething anger in her voice. The fairy soldier in front of him, who had slumped her shoulders and allowed him to lay into her again and again, now glared at him with eyes filled by burning spirit and willpower.


      She looks like a warrior about to charge off to the battlefield.


      “I might be immature and often wrong… I might not know many things, and I might be bad at understanding other people… I might not be a beautiful woman, or be able to cook… but Kutori wasn’t like me. If I’m wrong about chasing after Kutori, then the bad person here is me. It’s impossible for Kutori to be a bad person! So…” Tiat took in a deep breath, just like he’d done a few moments ago. “So don’t go and insult them!”


      Something crept along Feodor’s spine, ice-cold liquid sending his entire body into shivers.


      He couldn’t get a handle on what it was. But he could just barely sense that it definitely wasn’t any kind of good feeling. If this conversation continued as it was, then that emotion would probably come exploding out of him, and he wouldn’t be able to contain it immediately.


      “Fine.” Feodor stood up and turned. “You can keep the handkerchief. Throw it away if you don’t need it anymore.”


      “What? H-hey, wait! This conversation isn’t over–”


      Leaving Tiat stammering, he threw open the heavy iron door and stepped down the stairs. As he left the theater, he heard it slam behind him.


      


      He was envious. Jealous.


      Tiat could chase after that back she admired, her partners at her side and her heart engorged on the belief that her chosen path was unequivocally righteous. Even though she faced a hell she couldn’t return from, even though she knew it from the outset, her resolve was such that she kept moving forward without stopping.


      Feodor, too, had someone he admired once. But that back was too far away now to catch up to.


      After the day he was executed, Feodor never once thought that he wanted to be like his brother-in-law. In fact, it was the reverse. The path to proving the righteousness of my big brother doesn’t lie in doing things as he would have done.


      From the moment Feodor realized that, he turned away from the back he admired to walk his own path,


      “Because that’s what Kutori would’ve done!”


      The memory made his heart shiver with irritation all over again.


      


      Feodor was at the fried chicken stand near the old mine when he heard the explosions.


      Booming noises echoed through Lyell, four larger and smaller explosions coming in from different directions and distances.


      His stormy emotions, which he’d been so close to allowing to slip free, had calmed after some time. Because of his persistent obstinacy, he’d missed his chance to eat more of Lakish’s donuts. As Feodor walked through Lyell, thinking about the donuts, he’d grown hungry. With the hunger came regret about what he had done and said. He shouldn’t have gone so far, but he couldn’t help but open his big, stupid, criticizing mouth.


      Still, if he decided to eat something sweet after walking away like that, Feodor would have felt as if he’d lost in some way.


      The solution found at the end of his worries: greasy fried chicken. He’d had to go out of his way to get to the stand, but the chicken’s painfully strong and burning spices would definitely destroy his taste buds to the point where he’d be unable to taste anything sweet for the next few days. It was the perfect method to sever his lingering attachment to donuts.


      “What the–” Feodor spluttered, whipping around as the explosions reached his ears. He hadn’t even had a chance to finish buying his fried chicken.


      The stand owner yawned, not sounding terribly concerned. “Maybe another control mechanism broke down somewhere?”


      No. He could easily tell the difference. It’s not that kind of sound. It’s an explosion that used gunpowder.


      He briefly entertained the possibility of bombardment exercises, but quickly disregarded it. Though the numbers of residents had already dropped by a large amount, Lyell remained a civilized city. The Winged Guard wouldn’t be permitted to start launching artillery shells directly into the center of the city.


      That left two possibilities. Assuming they weren’t in peacetime anymore, either the Winged Guard was responsible, or someone outside the Winged Guard was. Either way, it led Feodor to the same conclusion.


      Right now, somewhere in this city, an enemy of the Winged Guard is here.

    

  


  
    Part 3: A Battlefield Without Victors


    
      As Feodor ran through the base, he heard a bell ringing loudly.


      The message communicated by the Winged Guard’s bell changed depending on how it was rung. Two beats followed by three beats repeated was an emergency response drill. One beat and then two beats told everyone to return to their rooms and remain on standby. Two repeated beats – the Fifth Division’s own original invention – warned everybody to arrive early because the mess hall was low on food; first come, first served.


      And if the bell was rung by random beats without rhythm – as it now was – the message it sent went as such: “Emergency situation. All troops prepare for combat with unidentified third party.”


      


      “Fourth Officer Feodor Jessman, now entering.”


      “You’re damn late!”


      As a panting Feodor burst into the Division Chief’s office, he was intercepted by the Chief’s loud rebuke. “Weren’t you recuperating in your room, Fourth Officer? What took you so long?!”


      “I… missed my chance to eat tasty donuts…” Feodor tried to catch his breath. “You can scold me later. What’s going on? What sort of situation are we in?”


      The Chief stared at him. He shook his head disbelievingly. “Explosions have been reported in three locations throughout the city. At present, we’ve dispatched most of the officers available to those areas to begin extrication of any nearby civilians, on top of confirming the damage done. I’ve had my hands full – there’s not enough manpower anywhere.”


      “Three locations?”


      He nodded. “The outskirts of the memorial district, the half-renovated slums in the seventh northeast district, and the private residence of former Baron McGuinness. Anything about that stand out?”


      “…Maybe not.” Though he said that, something still bothered him. “Can I see the map?” Spread out on top of the room’s operations table was a large map of the city. Lead pieces had been placed on the three identified explosion sites as both indicators and paperweights. “Do you know who set it off?”


      “No, we haven’t found anything that seems like a clue right now–” The First Officer paused. “You don’t think this was an accident either?”


      Imps were said to be experts of strategy and good at seeing through lies. It wasn’t due to some mysterious or special ability they had at their disposal, but rather the sort of slur that implied the entire race was warped or twisted in that manner. The stereotype was hard for Feodor to object to, as it was mostly true. Another difficulty was how surprisingly useful it was in situations like this.


      “Obviously. When I was over here–” Feodor pointed near the old mine on the map, “I heard four explosions.”


      “…And why were you in such a place, exactly?”


      “I missed my chance to eat tasty fried chicken.” Feodor coughed. “Anyway, my point is, there weren’t three blasts. Three of what I heard ought to match the places we know of, but as for the remaining one…”


      He stretched out a red string across the map in a straight line. “Somewhere in this direction… it reverberated across a large area, so it’s hard to pin down, but…”


      “Nobody heard anything like that.”


      “Another explosion probably disguised it. It was relatively small and a distance from this base. If you figure in the delay of the sound, it would hardly be difficult for them to overlap.” Feodor put his finger on the base’s location, searching for an intersection with the string he pulled to the other explosion locations. “Of course, it immediately fails as camouflage if we have even a single eyewitness testimony. At the very least, they could avoid getting caught by the military’s response.”


      “…All that effort for what purpose?” the Division Chief asked.


      “They must have intended to do something in the amount of time they had before the military intervened. If we had even one hint about who was involved, we might be able to divine their aims better, but… say, where is Private Selzel?”


      “As he’s our emergency liaison, we have him on standby in the neighboring room. He’s with those four first-class equivalent soldiers.”


      Feodor allowed himself a bit of time to think. The map showed three prospective locations for the fourth bombing to have occurred at, one of which was so probable he was nearly convinced he had the right place.


      Still, he couldn’t understand the intent. If the attacker had merely wanted to blow something up, there’d be no need for a large-scale diversion like this. After the explosion, while the military was distracted, what in the world did they want to do? What could they have done?


      In the first place, the 38th Floating Island was about to be destroyed soon anyway, left to its own devices, so what was the need for these subversive activities–


      “…It can’t be….”


      Floating Island 38. The airship Utica. The eventual collison with Island 39.


      The Croyance.


      Could it be…? There’s no way, no way at all, but…


      It’s impossible. I want to believe that. But the idea had already formed in his mind, and any other possibilities were becoming less and less plausible the longer he thought about it.


      There’s no doubt about it.


      He didn’t know who – he’d like to continue believing he didn’t know who was responsible – but the person who’d decided on such a plan owned a supremely twisted heart, enough to make even an Imp like himself shiver.


      “First Officer. I need your decision.”


      The Division Chief blinked, taken aback by Feodor’s abrupt shift in tone. “What now?”


      “I’m taking Private First Class Nax Selzel and heading to the Port District. Depending on the situation, we may need to detach blocks five, nine, and fourteen.”


      “…Huh?” His eyes dropped down to the map. The Port District was right underneath the red strings Feodor had laid out, also overlapping with the first explosion heard from the base. Much like the city itself, Lyell’s Port District was one gigantic industrial project. To make expansion easier, it had been built by combining many huge blocks of material together. If they were to cut the chains and land anchors connecting these blocks together, then they could drop entire sections of the District down to the surface in one shot.


      “What are you saying, Fourth Officer? We do this so soon after the bombings, and this whole mess will turn into a question of why we’re supposedly demolishing the Port District! Do you really believe we can do that without getting permission from the city–” the Division Chief stopped, blanching.


      “If I’m mistaken,” Feodor picked up for him, “it’ll be a happy ending without anything bad occurring. But if you think there’s even a slight chance I might be right, then we need to head there right now.”


      “…So that’s what’s going on.” the Division Chief muttered bitterly. “Someone might be using the Croyance to pick a fight… That’s what you think, isn’t it?”


      Feodor nodded. “Yes.”


      The word had barely left his throat when he heard footsteps running through the hallway. After some time, the door to the Division Chief’s room was kicked open with a tremendous bang.


      “Sorry for the interruption!”


      Feodor stood and spun just time to see Collon and Lakish dash in, the former looking bemused, the latter ashen. Following behind them was Nax, grinning awkwardly and scratching his head. Two short of their usual lineup? No, first–


      “You?! Why?!” Feodor spluttered. “Now isn’t the time to go and burst into the Division Chief’s office like this–”


      “T-Tiat flew off just now!” Lakish pointed a shaking finger into the hallway, where Feodor saw Panival rushing after the fading footsteps he had heard earlier. Her back shrunk into the distance until she turned a corner and disappeared from view.


      “But why?!”


      “T-that girl… she was eavesdropping on y-your conversation! I-I tried to stop her, but she didn’t listen! And then, and then she suddenly ran off just now!”


      Ah… so that’s it. Listening to Lakish’s panicky explanation, Feodor immediately understood. The day of reckoning has arrived earlier than expected.


      The fairy soldiers were entrusted to them by the Second Division. Feodor was their superior and guardian in name only; he was assigned to them because someone needed to be. In an emergency like now, they were probably capable of removing themselves from his command and moving freely in accordance with some other kind of orders besides the ones given by the Fifth Division. He could have made that prediction. Should have made it.


      “…If a first-class equivalent soldier abandons their station without following proper procedures… it will be treated as an act akin to desertion under fire.” He had to squeeze out the words from his throat.


      “P-please wait! Tiat, um, she’s…!” Lakish spread her arms out, trying to form some sort of protest.


      Feodor paid her little attention. “First Officer. Does Tiat know where the dug weapons are stored?”


      “Come again?”


      It was natural for the Division Chief to be surprised. Fourth Officers like Feodor were in no position to be aware of the existence of dug weapons. But there wasn’t any time to ask questions. “…Let’s see. First-class equivalent soldier Tiat… she was the representative for the four of them. So I gave her, and only her, the number of the secret warehouse for those weapons.”


      “Understood.” That settled it. “Excuse me. I’ve just recalled some minor business I must attend to. As before, I endorse Private First Class Nax as the choice for the Port District’s disassembly.”


      “Huh, me?” Nax pointed to himself, visibly confused. “Hey, whatcha going on about–”


      Feodor broke into a run, ignoring him. “H-hey! Where’re ya going?!”


      He couldn’t afford even the time needed to answer that question. He just ran faster towards his destination.


      


      “…Annnnd he’s gone,” Collon muttered as Feodor’s back disappeared into the hallway.


      “F-F-F-First Officer! There’s… there’s probably… an important reason for this…” Lakish waved her arms, flustered. Feodor had just left his own station to follow after Tiat. Naturally, in an army currently involved in an emergency, his action was an unignorable sin.


      The dumbfounded Division Chief only spared Lakish a single glance. “Good grief, those brats,” he murmured. “Well, it can’t be helped now. I don’t have the time nor men to call them back here. When they return, I’ll make sure to take my time reprimanding them…”


      His eyes fell on an uncomfortable-looking Falcon. “Oh, Private First Class Nax.”


      “Uh, hey, sir. Commander! How do I put this… can I go do my job…?”


      “Sure.” He waved a tired hand. “Go into the city and find people who know the Port District’s framework. If they get difficult it’s fine to threaten them. Drop the Port District afterwards.”


      “Uh huh, I see, ‘right. Drop the Port District, huh? Makes sense.” Nax nodded slightly. “…Wait, sorry?”


      “The current targets to be dropped are five, nine, and fourteen. It might increase depending on how this situation progresses. Head to the site and drop all the blocks you deem necessary.” The Division Chief fixed the soldier with a glare. “Well? There’s no time! I won’t repeat myself, so get your ass in gear!”


      “W-what?! Okay!” Perhaps because he decided it’d be faster than running down the corridor, the Falcon sprang to the office’s huge window, opened it, and then took off. The First Officer silently saw him off.


      “Uh, um… what about us?” Lakish nervously asked.


      “Good grief…” The Division Chief sank deeply into his leather-bound chair, shaking his head. “Just stay here on standby. We have to be prepared for the worst-case scenario.”


      


      The Croyance, Restraining and Imprisoning Eleventh Beast, grows by assimilating the things it touches. The growth progresses at an extremely slow rate, and so the Croyance can be considered completely harmless to whatever it has yet to touch.


      However, if it were to be impacted, the assimilation would explosively speed up. Even just stepping on it with your feet, for example, would enable it to instantaneously grab onto the soles of your shoes. If you sliced it with a sword, both the sword and the person holding it would probably transform into a mass of black crystal in one second. After a while, the accelerated growth would slow down and return to its original speed.


      Now, what do you suppose would happen if the Croyance was hit by an enormous blast wave?


      


      Twenty minutes after he had excused himself, Feodor was in Lyell City’s Port District. As he reached a position from which he could see his goal, he finally came to a stop. Taking a moment to catch his breath, he spun in a circle, taking in the damage caused by the explosion. Just as he’d predicted, it was impossible to miss. Especially when it concerned the most state-of-the-art profile of the most state-of-the-art airship, the Utica.


      Starting with the center of its body, more than half of the ship had already transformed into black crystal. Even now, he could hear something like the endless march of countless bugs emanating from deep within the airship as the Beast continued to consume the steel and scarlet heavy metals comprising the hull.


      At some point in time, someone had most likely planted a shard of the Croyance into the Utica. Considering its well-known growth speed, it was impossible for it to have secretly grown to this size without being noticed by someone. Now Feodor had no doubt in the matter: the earlier explosions must have been in order to accelerate this corrosion.


      Now it was growing quickly enough that he could see it happen, even from this distance. If they left it alone, it’d start assimilating the other blocks in the Port District.


      It was fortunate that there weren’t any signs of people around. Even within the Port District, this block wasn’t visited frequently by many ships. On the other hand, it was somewhat disconcerting that nobody was around, not even working on or near the Utica, when the sun hadn’t even set.


      …I smell blood.


      That made sense. Anybody who would call for help had probably been killed beforehand. Communications must have been further delayed when the explosions occurred and the unleashed Beast reached a size large enough to start assimilating the surroundings.


      That’s… the Croyance…


      Although they’d always been able to see it along with the faraway 39th Island on days with good weather, witnessing one from this close up was a first for him. Its growth sped up when impacted. If someone slashed it with a sword or bombarded it, that would likely expedite its expansion to the degree he observed now. If that was the case, it’d explain how the situation had gotten this bad when not even a few hours had passed since its discovery.


      A sword. Now that he thought about it, Tiat had said it, hadn’t she? Dug weapons like the Seniolis used by Lakish were swords. So did that mean her own weapon was the same way? Though he didn’t know what sort of power it might have, wasn’t a Leprechaun’s fighting style to cut down opponents with a sword at melee range? If that’s the case, then maybe…


      A wild idea began to snake through his mind. He, who’d ran all the way here, hadn’t actually made it in time. Tiat had pulled out her sword from some warehouse long ago and been here before him. Elevating her physical abilities, igniting her Venom, she’d slashed at the Beast with its roots spread in the engine room. But that attack didn’t work, and the Beast only grew its strength like it naturally would.


      The power of the strike became the Beast’s speed of growth. That which was once a sword instantly transformed into crystal, and the corrosion reached up to Tiat’s arms. Ever courageous, she tried to cope without releasing even one scream. But with her edged tool and both of her arms stolen from her, she didn’t have anything left to break free. Her violent struggles only made her situation worse, and soon she lost her lungs and screaming became impossible. She lost her still-unseen strength, and at last transformed into a black crystal statue inside the empty engine room. Surely, the statue wore a seemingly satisfied smile.


      “You’re early, Feodor.”


      He killed the wild theory raging within him. His palms were soaked with detestable sweat. Secretly wiping them on the pants of his uniform, Feodor raised his face.


      Tiat was approaching him, coming from the direction of the base. In her hands was a large sword, almost as long as the girl was tall. Judging by its luster, it was more or less metallic, but he felt concerned about the strange numerous cracks running through its blade.


      Her expression was taciturn, showing no eagerness, no impatience, no fear – nothing. If he was forced to give it an emotion, then there might have been something like tranquility, faintly quivering behind her dull eyes.


      “You’re late, Tiat.”


      Somehow, he’d managed to arrive ahead of her. He felt relieved, deep in his heart.


      “Don’t say that.” Tiat replied, sounding unnaturally cheerful. He couldn’t tell what might be going or not going through her mind. “I ran into all kinds of trouble. Obviously I could’ve gotten here earlier if I flew with my Venom at full power, but I don’t have much confidence in my stamina, and then everything would be ruined if I ended up exhausted at an important moment and couldn’t open the Fairy Gate.”


      “Panival should’ve been chasing you. Where did she go?”


      “Oh, I gave her the slip. She must’ve not known my goal was even here. She’ll find us soon, but there’s still just a bit of time left.”


      “Incidentally, I think you probably know this, but a standby for combat with a third party has been announced.” Feodor maintained his calm posture. “So I order you as your superior officer, Tiat Siba Ignareo. Withdraw immediately and await further orders.”


      “No.”


      As they talked, Tiat hadn’t stopped advancing. She walked straight towards the Utica.


      Feodor stepped into her way, standing up straight with his chest thrust out. She finally stopped. “Move it.”


      “I refuse. This place is a warzone now, and we don’t let people who get in the way of our fight through.”


      Tiat’s expression tightened. She raised her sword, pointing the tip at Feodor. “If you’re going to say it’s impossible for you to stand aside, then I’ll have to hurt you a little. Just to warn you, if you’re hit by this thing, it’ll actually hurt a lot.”


      “That’s unpleasant.”


      “Then shut up and watch me. Confirm how much my attack using high-level Venom goes through him and take note of it for the future.”


      As a matter of fact, if he thought only in the perspective of the battle with the Croyance, it didn’t seem like a bad proposal. No weapon could surpass information. For future Winged Guard battles, and for the goals held by those alongside the Winged Guard, learning even a little more about the enemy would be valuable. If it was for that purpose, some casualties were acceptable.


      He could do that.


      “I think… it probably won’t work,” Tiat said. “But that’s fine too. Even if you only learn our power won’t work on it, then the military will treat Collon and Panival more carefully in the real battle with the Croyance of the 39th Island. That’s a better ending than having all three of us die in vain at once.”


      Feodor dropped his gaze down to the ground. This area had been completely mechanized, so there wasn’t any soil or rock left, but rather a number of copper plates spread out evenly with a hammer and fastened with cluttered rivets. “You, Panival, Collon, and Lakish too, why can’t you all run away without fighting? Nobody wants you to die, so why do you want to die?”


      “Don’t you dare go there. If we don’t die, then we won’t be able to save everybody.”


      In that moment, Feodor’s entire body seethed. His blood rose and boiled, hot enough for his vision to be dyed crimson. He remembered, in an angry rush, the people of Elpis. The people his big brother tried to protect by risking his life, and the people who had taken his life to try and get some relief.


      “…If you think about the future of Regul Aire,” Feodor forced out, “it’s probably more efficient to do as you said, right?”


      “So you do get it?”


      “For the sake of our great cause, it’s probably convenient to those people too.”


      “I think you’re just repeating what you said before… but well, that’s right, isn’t it?” Her eyes were becoming watery.


      You speak of hope while crying? You muster up your bravery while frightened?


      Don’t think you can beat an Imp at lying.


      “So please, move.” Impatience and irritation leaked into her voice. “Call it a dramatic suicide or whatever you please, but let me go.”


      “Rejected.”


      “What–”


      “You know, I detest characters in inspiring stories.” Feodor shrugged his shoulders in his most insulting manner. “They do whatever it takes for others, even the world. They’ll protect those sorts of people who – well, anyway, ever since a long time ago, I’ve always hated anyone who says they’ll just go die to make other people happy.”


      “I…” Tiat raised her voice. “I don’t understand! Hurry up and get out of the way! There’s not much time left!”


      “You know, my big brother said something to me once,” Feodor remarked casually. “You shouldn’t give up on this world yet. When the world murdered my brother, I decided to abandon it anyway.”


      He grinned. “But now I can do something much more important than that. It’s not me insulting my dead big brother’s ideals; it’s just better for me to always take priority over other people.”


      Feodor gently spread out both hands, his posture the same as ever. He removed his glasses and threw them away. “I’ve decided, fairy soldier. The great cause? The future of Regul Aire? I won’t give a damn about that nonsense! If you say you want to stage your inspiring tale with all the races making appearances and holding hands, if you say you’ll protect the bastards who shouldn’t be protected, then all of you are my enemy!”


      He slowly breathed in, then exhaled. His smile was savage, full of all the bursting emotions surging out of his heart. And then he hissed his declaration:


      “I’ll make myself a problem for all of you!”


      An animalistic snarl emerged from Tiat and, as Feodor kicked at the ground, he saw her crouch. It was fortunate he’d already bent backwards in that instant. There was a whoosh like wildfire roaring through bush, followed by an unbelievable wind blast that tore at his body.


      Hey, w-whoooa?!


      He’d planned on dodging it with the subtlest of movements, and actually pulled it off, but it was far closer than he’d anticipated. The great mass in front of him had rushed to point-blank range, Tiat’s body swimming through the air almost like she was part of it. W-what the hell’s that?!


      His mouth stiffened, or maybe it was that he smiled for some reason. He couldn’t put together what was happening. Some of his hair had been ripped off by the wind – no, a fair few strands were now dispersing, dancing through the suddenly displaced current.


      Tiat had closed the distance between them and swung her sword at him. The flat of the blade had been used, so she’d had no intention of killing him for the time being. He’d need to put aside whether or not the extent of that gesture was particularly meaningful.


      Did she strengthen her body with Venom?! N-no way! Th-this has got to be a lie, right?!


      Venom was commonly understood to be something akin to poison. Although in truth they were completely different, from a general perspective one could recognize that the two substances resembled one another functionally.


      Loosely speaking, Venom was an energy that drew one closer to death. It couldn’t be handled by those blessed with overwhelming strength or desire to live. Conversely, the weaker a person was, be it physically, mentally, or spiritually, the stronger their Venom burned. However, it only took a single misstep for one to be swallowed up by their own power and die where they stood.


      For that reason, the military generally recognized Venom as something to be utilized by the weaker races as a way of making up for their inherent physical inferiority compared to other races. Although it was an unfavorable way to put it, the basis of their treatment boiled down to the idea that “it’s admirable for the weak to fight the strong.” While Feodor, for his part, acknowledged the fairies’ strength, he too held the same mistaken impression somewhere in a corner of his mind.


      Now he was swiftly realizing the extent of his terrible misunderstanding. If this is Venom in a controlled state, just what kind of amazing power could a berserk state create?!


      “Aiiiieeeee!” A shameful, unmanly shriek spilled from Feodor’s throat as his body somehow moved how he needed it to. It took him everything he had to just barely survive each brutal swing of Tiat’s blade. Even while tears leaked from her eyes, she lunged at him over and over again. Every time she attacked, the wind pressure and her intimidating aura combined was almost enough to blow him over.


      His face was frozen in a stiff grimace, and irritatingly damp sweat ran down his forehead without pause. Unlike the hand-to-hand training he was used to, he had absolutely no leeway to hide his real capabilities; his hands were out in the stance he knew best.


      I’ll get hit if I lose even a tiny bit of focus. If that happens, it just might be the end for me too.


      I’m scared.


      Oddly, the thought of running away never occurred to him.


      “Finally I understand my feelings!” Feodor yelled out wildly, trying to provoke her. “That wonderful fairy soldier, Kutori Nota Seniolis, makes me sick to my stomach! She died stupidly, doing stupid things, and her juniors all start acting like idiots thanks to a big misunderstanding? She should take responsibility for it, shouldn’t she?!”


      Tiat didn’t say anything, but her expression changed. Her face was still sloppy and tearstained, but a slight coolness mixed into her glare. Feodor couldn’t help but back up a few steps, unnerved. I don’t have any useful powers like spell vision or anything, so I can’t tell, but I might’ve ignited her Venom even higher and more violently.


      “And who else? Oh, that Willem jerk, too!” Feodor hastily babbled. “What the hell’s with the lovey-dovey crap?! Weren’t you just talking about some technical officer who screwed around with his ignorant kid subordinates? I respect him a lot as a man, in one sense, but as a person? I only have one vile word to describe him with!”


      “Rrrrrrgghh!”


      That’d done it. He could almost hear the snap as Tiat’s thick blood vessels pulsed. Probably judging that she wouldn’t be able to catch up to him at half-speed, she broke into a run with such force as to leave an extra-large dent in the copper-covered ground.


      Like I thought, it’s come to this. Feodor held his breath, barely able to follow her movements. She really is amazingly quick.


      Tiat hurled her greatsword into the sky. She was in front of Feodor’s face long before it began plunging back down, her fists raised.


      Why not use her sword? Maybe she figured out the threat alone wouldn’t work? Regardless, she’d clearly adjusted to the situation, decided it was necessary to deal some damage, and made to drive her fists into his face.


      That was the best possible scenario Feodor could have hoped for. He’d evaded her lethal-until-now sword for so long that he’d become accustomed to its general trajectory; if Tiat had unexpectedly changed her pattern of attacks to something completely different, Feodor wouldn’t have had the slightest chance of avoiding it. But the choices of someone who chose to discard their weapon were much more limited. It wasn’t as if he could see her movements, but rather that he’d predicted she would probably try to punch him.


      Judging by how she moves in our daily training, her first step will be with her right foot. Keeping her distance like she’s about to pounce from where she is, she strikes the nape of her opponent’s neck from an angle slightly diagonally above them, with a blow amassing power from the twist of her left hip into right shoulder.


      Anticipating her instinctive movements, Feodor countered her. He ducked into a dodge to bait her fists into an useless downward curve and then threw himself forwards, swinging out his left hand in an arc as he did.


      One blink’s worth of time passed.


      And then Tiat collapsed facedown onto the ground as Feodor spun and grabbed her arms, twisting them into her back and forcing her into a pin.


      Her sword made a grating, clattering noise as it hit the ground a second later.


      “Ah…?” It took a moment for Tiat to figure out what had happened. She blinked a few times, her face blank. Feodor sucked in several huge, painful breaths, his heart hammering away in his chest. It felt as if he’d stopped breathing for a few hours.


      “It’s my… win.”


      Still pinned down, Tiat strained to twist her neck to the side and glare at him with one eye. “Y-you–!”


      “I won’t take back what I said,” Feodor panted harshly, still recovering his breath. “But they must really have been wonderful for you to praise them so much. Their service must have been distinguished and worth praising, they probably saved Regul Aire more than a few times, and just in general, they lived their lives to the best of their ability. Even someone like me would have my conscience pricked to insult people like that, if that’s true.”


      “Then why’re you–”


      Finally regaining his breath, he yelled, “But! Right now, those two are responsible for putting your life in danger!”


      A short silence passed.


      “…Huh?” Tiat looked up at him with a gormless, boneheaded expression, almost a full half of her malice fading. It seemed that she couldn’t comprehend one iota of his words.


      “It’s true!” Feodor snapped. “I don’t know if you bunch are either too naive or just simple in the head, but for those two to prance off the stage after displaying their great beautiful love story – isn’t that the worst?! I mean, if you girls were raised to love self-sacrifice so much it somehow magnified the splendor of your romance-addled brains, that’s so dumb it makes me laugh, even though it’s not funny at all!”


      At this point Feodor was just shouting whatever nonsense flooded through his brain, too caught up in the momentum to understand what he himself was saying. Tiat furrowed her eyebrows, trying to work through his words as her face slowly stained red with fury.


      “Who the heck loves self-sacrifice so much it magnifies the splendor of their romance-addled brain?!”


      “You, moron! You have absolutely zero self-awareness, no awareness whatsoever!”


      “And, and, what’s with the “simple in the head” and “naive” stuff?! Aren’t you treating me and Lakish way too differently?!”


      “If you get that much, maybe you do have some self-awareness after all!”


      “That’s the part you take away?! You’re unbelievable!”


      “Are you trying to make me mad?! Nasty tricks like that won’t–”


      Feodor would have continued, but just then, too many things all happened at the same time.


      First of all, he found that his vision had suddenly blurred and shifted. It took him a moment to figure out that Tiat had thrown him off with a sudden burst of outrageous power. His pinning technique and supposedly advantageous position was all rendered null, blown away by sheer brute strength.


      He slid backwards, scrabbling for purchase until finally his right hand closed onto some rope attached to a nearby weight. He grabbed onto it, swinging around in a giant arc with the momentum of his body. Just for a second he glimpsed Tiat’s green eyes, seeming almost to say I’m sorry.


      S–


      She kicked off the ground, snatching up the sword she’d thrown earlier, then reversed direction hard enough to make the copper ground ripple. She sprinted with all the speed of the wind, charging towards the Utica and the Croyance dwelling within it.


      Even his controlling voice couldn’t possibly reach her in time now. The cracks running through her sword blade expanded into visible gaps, overflowing with brilliant light.


      She’s trying to do something. Something that can’t be undone. Although Feodor knew it, he was helpless to do anything. Frustration choked him, like a swimmer trying desperately to tread water instead of drowning.


      Sto–


      Light entered his eyes. There was a brief delay, then a tremendous, ear-piercing, explosion.


      Feodor, his mental faculties long ago pushed to their utmost limits, immediately realized what had happened. Even after being pushed away by Tiat and sent rolling onto the ground, even unable to recover his stance, he instantly understood the despair approaching completion before him.


      The gunpowder hidden within this place had been prepared in two stages.


      He didn’t know the finer details of the assailant’s plan, but without a doubt, he knew who had done it. Her intent must have been to wait for the military to gather around the Croyance, rendered visible by the first explosion, and then dispose of them all in a single blow – or else to signal time’s up to officers arguing about whether to drop the Port District or not. Either way, it formed an insidiously twisted trap.


      The fortunate thing was that a mere two people had been caught up between the jaws of the trap. Unfortunately, those two people were Tiat as well as Feodor himself, and the trap was about to close.


      Stop–


      In a flash, the black crystal corrosion swallowed the Utica up entirely. Of course, it didn’t end there. Before his eyes, the engorging crystal raced down the anchors mooring the once-airship and at last began spreading into the Port District.


      The speed of Tiat’s charge wavered, as the explosion shockwave hit and buffered her. The black crystallization continued racing forward, hungrily reaching for her feet.


      Dammit, I won’t make it in time.


      Just as Feodor accepted it, a magnificent ga-thunk echoed through the District. The world tilted. His whole body shivered, overtaken by a peculiar floating sensation; an illusion of the ground suddenly disappearing beneath him.


      Then he realized it was no illusion.


      The dropping of blocks five, nine, and fourteen. It seemed that the things he’d ordered had somehow been executed just in time. A foolish Fourth Officer and first-class equivalent soldier might get swallowed up in the collapse, but if it led to the salvation of the Floating Islands, there was no need to hesitate.


      Grunting with effort, Feodor reached to Tiat with his right arm. Time seemed to slow to an almost frustrating degree as the anchored rope, which he’d just managed to free, snaked out and coiled around her ankle. Tiat fell, her balance broken by the rope. Unfortunately, he lacked the strength to reel her back.


      Unchecked, Tiat would likely have crashed into the Croyance head-on and been killed. Feodor had delayed her death by just a few more seconds. But just a few, and then it would be unavoidable.


      And then, I suppose, my turn will come a little later afterwards.


      Feodor didn’t want to die. At the same time, he had accepted in his heart that his fate was now inescapable; he would fall to his death. Resignation left his body drained of energy.


      For now, inertia continued to move him. Somehow he managed to order himself to smack the ground beneath him, even roll onto it, until finally the blocks underneath him crumbled and gave way to thin air. There was a frightened yelp from Tiat, and then Feodor began falling.


      The Croyance cannot assimilate what it cannot touch. If I’m completely thrown into the sky, then I can avoid that threat.


      Naturally, it didn’t change a single thing about the irrevocable fact that he would eventually reach his death, merely altered his course somewhat.


      …Well, I guess that’s fine, Feodor thought to himself. Dying in vain is still a better means of throwing away your life than self-sacrifice.


      Feodor’s shoes flailed uselessly at the copper-sheeted earth that fell away beneath him, slipping farther and farther away until at last his entire body was falling through a world without gravity.


      Dear my beloved, terrible, but splendid older brother. Entrusting himself to the shivery floating feeling flooding his senses, Feodor whispered words into his heart. From here on, your younger brother-in-law will go to where you’ve gone. The world you tried to protect, the world that killed you – I tried my best to be the villain who would destroy it somehow, but it turns out I wasn’t up to the task. Thinking about what I’ve done these past five years, I’m really very ashamed with my results.


      But there’s just one thing that even I can be proud of. Since that day five years ago when I lost everything, I’ve survived by keeping in mind that I can’t get too close to anybody. I did it so that whenever I died, in whatever manner it might be, nobody would want to mourn me. I can disappear with my head held high, without having some fool turn this death of mine into a moving ballad. My wish has been granted. Now, I will try and vanish into the void by myself. Holding this in mind, I’m sure that I’ve surpassed you, who continued to be stupidly strong and noble wherever you went–


      


      Something’s weird.


      The floating sensation had vanished before he knew it. No matter how much time passed, he wasn’t crashing into the surface. More than anything, he felt something strangely warm wrapped around himself.


      He nervously opened his eyes. Tiat’s face was there before his eyes.


      “…Uh…”


      Slowly, he started putting together the pieces. Somehow he had ended up clinging to Tiat’s body. A large pair of phantasmal clear pale-green wings had appeared from her back. It was those same wings that held them suspended in the air.


      “So you’re… alive?” Feodor asked.


      “Yeah.” Not daring to move her neck, Tiat affirmed her existence with her voice alone.


      “Are you… we… flying?”


      “Yep. Thanks to you throwing this thing at me, I was able to make it just in time.” With some effort, she shook the anchored rope wrapped around her right foot.


      I used the few seconds you gave me to generate wings, grab you, and get away from the ground before the crystallization reached us. Feodor surmised she would have said something to that effect if not for the difficulty of flying while carrying him taking up her focus. I see… Venom can do this kind of thing as well? Feodor had thought he’d understood it to some degree, but this experience had thoroughly exposed his rank ignorance on the subject.


      “I guess that means it’s my loss.” He drew in a breath, then sighed deeply. He might have exhaled onto a weird place, because Tiat suddenly emitted a small scream and dipped in the air briefly. “In the end, I couldn’t stop your attack.”


      “Really? I feel like I’m the one who lost. I wasn’t able to fight that after all, and I’m still alive.” They were starting to reach what remained of the Port District. “What you said to me earlier… there’s no way I could’ve replied to that.”


      “Earlier?”


      Tiat didn’t reply for a while. “…If you’ve already forgotten, that’s fine too.”


      What’s with that?


      Both of them continued hugging each other, rising through the air little by little. Far in the distance, the sun was beginning to set.


      “So we both lost, then?” Feodor asked. “What an unsatisfying conclusion.”


      “Was that Beast the only winner?”


      “Who knows? I wonder about that too.”


      In the end, they’d only danced around the threat of the Beast without tackling it at all. Although they talked as if their fight was over, it felt like that wasn’t true.


      Ultimately, it seemed like a little more than half of the entire Port District had escaped destruction. Feodor saw Nax standing in a corner of the leftover skyport, looking annoyed and waving his hands at them. Lakish was next to him, fallen to her knees with her face twisted in sadness. When she saw them, she started incessantly screaming and waving her arms as well.


      “…So that’s that. I guess… I wasn’t able to beat my big brother after all.”


      “What?”


      “No, nothing.” Feodor huddled against Tiat’s body again. “You’re warm…”


      He slowly closed his eyes.


      “Um…”


      “What is it?” He cracked open one tired eye.


      “If I can’t be like Kutori… how do I live my life from now on? Do you know?”


      “Hell if I’d know. But…” Trying to be delicate, he answered her to the best of his ability. “You should look for that as much as you want to. Maybe that’s what living really means.”


      


      The next few days almost flew by. He got chewed out by the Division Chief a lot, then rewarded and praised for his accomplishment, making for a troublesome week overall.


      Since he’d gotten time off for the first time in a long while, Feodor decided to go out into the city. Not bothering to ask the Division Chief for permission, he dove under the wire-mesh fence and went outside the base.


      A vague thought crossed his mind to head to the old mine. He wanted to savor piles of the fried chicken he’d failed to buy back before the incident occurred. As before, it would take some walking to get to, but for someone like Feodor who wanted to eat something heavy, hunger was the best spice.


      As Feodor walked down the road, he was reminded again of how unkind Lyell was even to people living there. The city roads got overly complicated: some places had hidden switches that had to be flipped to open otherwise inoperable doors, there were junctions with many or few possible routes, as well as places where the road sharply turned, always accompanied by the sudden hiss of steam blowing over you. It was natural for anybody unused to Lyell’s structure, or even those long used to it, to find themselves walking down strange back alleys if they stopped paying attention to their path.


      


      “…Here we are.” Walking down a new road with a wrapped fried chicken in hand, Feodor noticed a park that seemed like a pleasant place to rest. He entered it and parked himself on a rusty bench, taking a bite of his chicken. Meat juice came flowing out of it. As he expected, it had cooled by now compared to when it was first given to him, but that also meant it was at a temperature where it was much easier to enjoy.


      And, of course, it was spicy – deliciously spicy. While contently chewing on it, Feodor nonchalantly called out to the other person in the park. “Long time no see, sis.”


      “Yes, it’s been some time,” the silver-haired woman he knew so well answered in a familiar tone, walking over to sit on his bench. How long had she been standing there without his knowledge? “Around five years now, Feodor. Oh, but aren’t you oddly lively?” She nodded. “Yes, yes, you certainly are.”


      “Don’t say something like that. I actually almost died last week.”


      “So I heard,” she replied coolly. “I certainly didn’t expect to find you in a place like this. What’s more, for you to have joined the Winged Guard, and then stick your neck into my plans. I most definitely never expected such things of you. Why, oh why did you ever go and become a soldier in an organization like the Winged Guard?”


      “It’s all in pursuit of my goal and my grand ambition, naturally. I’d prefer if you didn’t get in my way.”


      “Oh, that was never my intention. But, I wonder… if you were to appear in my way, should I trample over you as usual, hmm?”


      “I do wonder what you actually think of your blood relatives, sis.”


      “How rude. I’m not so cold, you know? If you’d died, I would have at least mourned you just a little. If I felt like it, I might even have had some flowers delivered to your grave.”


      “That’d be surprisingly kind for you.” Feodor bit off another piece of chicken. The woman next to him quietly smiled. She was his actual older sister, and once the wife to the Corps Commander of the Elpis Defense Force.


      “So?” Feodor kept his eyes focused on his chicken. “Were you the one who used that vial and unleashed the Croyance last week? To go and waste that kind of ultimate weapon… what did you want to do with this Island?”


      “Well…” She giggled, placing a finger to her lips. “How about I keep that a secret for now? Don’t you worry, I won’t become a hindrance to your plans.”


      He sighed. “Whenever I talk with you, sis, I start understanding all over again just how much us Imps have become an ill-natured race.”


      “Oh my, such a cruel thing to say.”


      “Blame your own behavior.” Feodor finished off the last of his chicken.


      The woman rose from her bench. “Now then, though I’m glad I got to see my cute little brother, I unfortunately don’t have much time, so I need to go,” she said. “But we have so much to catch up on, so much I’ve been waiting to talk about. Shall we meet again? Sometime next week, perhaps?”


      “…Sorry. That’s not gonna happen.”


      “Oh?” She looked let down, very much like a young girl who had just opened an empty present.


      “I won’t ever promise to meet with someone again. That’s something I decided on that day, five years ago.”
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      Chapter 5: On These Peaceful Days - offstage of tragedy -


      Hatred filled the red world stretching across the entire surface.


      I’ll never forgive you. No matter what, I won’t forget. One day I’ll definitely kill you.


      More than a mere declaration, it was a pledge to the heavens. It wasn’t intended to reach anyone’s ears, nor linger in anyone’s memories. As long as even a spark of a cinder of her hate-filled flames continued to flicker in one person – her – it was an irrevocable oath directed into the very depths of herself.


      Splat. The sound of something crushing.


      Splat. The sound of something being crushed.


      She held her hand up to her face. Something that looked like garbage was stuck to it. “Now that I look at you very, very carefully, up close, that… was it. You know, I got along with you once, laughed with you once. My precious friend who I was so dearly attached to and saw as an equal.”


      She laughed.


      “Somehow…”


      “…I feel…”


      “…elated…”


      “…my face… a smile’s…”


      “…escaping…”


      


      “…COLL–”


      She woke up abruptly, hearing a loud voice somewhere close to her. “…on…?”


      She squeezed her chest, feeling the loud, panicked pounding of her heart. Ah… I really did wake up to my own screams. I didn’t expect that.


      “You sooo loud…” From the top bunk, Tiat mumbled in a half-asleep voice. “Making racket in middle… of night… quit it…”


      “Sorry,” she apologized quietly, imagining the other fairy probably wouldn’t hear it at all.


      Recalling the incident from the other day, she thought once again how glad she was that Tiat was safe. She might have thought that they would all die anyway in three months, and rushed to try and make that death meaningful somehow. “I’d like to die so that even one of my friends can live, even if it’s just a day longer.” That was likely what Tiat’s hope had been.


      She understood those feelings well. She, too, would like for Tiat and the others to live for a much longer time, more than just the next three months.


      


      Lantolq had told her all about it. Fairies were the mere shadows of a child’s soul, someone who died before they could understand death. Among Leprechauns, some seemed to have been created with particularly large souls as their base.


      Although she didn’t really understand the subject matter, she remembered when she was born. Back then, she had just barely sensed another huge something there, lurking in the dark.


      If stray souls were their true forms, then those souls must also have their own history. If a history existed in a soul, there must also be memories there.


      Perhaps their own memories were, in fact, transient. If she revived the original memories that must be hidden within her soul, then she would likely disappear in an instant.


      It would be the same thing as my death.


      Or perhaps, something far more terrifying than death.


      


      She wanted to drink some water. Standing up from her bed, she went over besides the fireplace to pick up the pitcher which had been left atop the nearby small table. There was still some water left over in it. She poured it into a cup.


      As she sipped from her cup, she suddenly noticed the mirror on the wall.


      She had been told once that mirrors like it were hanged on all the walls in all the rooms of the lodging house. Once she’d had the idea of removing it, but it had been tightly nailed to the wall, making any such attempt difficult. She was also afraid they might ask, “Why don’t you want to look in the mirror?” As a result, she hadn’t been able to strongly pursue the matter.


      A red-eyed girl was reflected in the mirror.


      She felt as if the girl was looking straight at her. The girl’s lips curved into a joyless smile.


      She gasped, then quickly covered her mouth with both of her hands, unintentionally dropping her cup. It fell to the carpet and rolled soundlessly, then stopped moving.


      She dropped down to the floor, covering her eyes and letting out a little sob.


      No, better yet, I want to crush my eyes. I want to rip and tear them out! If that would completely fix this, I would do it without hesitation!


      Someone I don’t know is right there.


      Unknown memories, unknown feelings, unknown impulses, are overflowing from within me.


      And it’s not a good thing, not for us.


      That day, Lakish Nyx Seniolis did not get a wink of sleep.
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