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  Chapter 1: A Somewhat Old Story


  


  


  This is a somewhat old story.


  Specifically, this is a story about an incident in spring. It dates back to the year of 415 in the common calendar of Regul Aire, almost 30 years before Feodor Jessman would meet four certain Leprechaun girls.


  


  Once there was a war.


  Of course, that in itself wasn’t very unusual. At the time, it was a rougher era. To be a little more precise, a large war waged on a small scale was ongoing.


  The principal actor was an expansionist autonomous state spreading out from the 6th Floating Island, commonly known as the Royal Wing Empire. Fresh from the zeal and momentum of his coup, a general who’d stolen the emperor’s throne by murdering its previous occupant began invading the surrounding islands and cities. The various cities targeted, as well as various cities not targeted, each devoted themselves to their own strategies – either resisting the Empire or pledging allegiance to them. Some established trade relations, others schemed their own plans in response. Chaos brewed and spread uncontrollably to the point where the Winged Guard Military, formed as an organization that was meant to fight foreign invaders for Regul Aire’s continued survival, was forced to take action.


  Countless wills and feelings filled the skies, and self-interest and emotions spurred on those involved in the war. Blood flowed, money changed hands, and lives were lost.


  This battle was but a single piece of the devastation wrought by the spreading fires of war.


  


  Roaring flames chased away the blackness of night.


  The wrecked airships numbered five in total; five burning hulks of various shapes and sizes.


  Clank. Clank.


  Steel clashed harshly against steel, once, twice – a short pause – then once more.


  Clank.


  Two girls sliced at each other with strangely oversized blades bearing cracks all over their edges – dug weapons, as they were often called.


  Dug weapons are weapons whose appearances belie their vast, concealed power. By responding to the user’s emitted Venom, they can generate enough power to slay the immortal Beasts. If two clashed at full power, it was impossible for their wielders to emerge unharmed. As they inflicted wounds upon each other, the girls’ strengths gradually drained as their weapons crackled and grinded against one another.


  The swords clashed again, the two girls pushing against each other with equal strength. Simultaneously they leapt back, each one repelled by the other’s force. They landed at a mutual distance.


  “Stand aside, Nasania!” the girl wearing a shabby military uniform screamed, rage and blood in her eyes. She held a dug weapon emitting dazzling lights from its cracks: Mulusmaurea. Rippling blue and green colors steadily writhed about within the blade. “Even you should know who we’re really fighting against! Those who have the right to live!”


  She was a Leprechaun. A type of weapon owned by the Winged Guard Military with the stipulated purpose of battling the Teimerre that invaded Regul Aire. Their basic circumstances were no different back then. Naturally, they were also forbidden to fight for any reason besides against the Beasts.


  Back then, they also operated from a post dubbed the Fairy Warehouse. As now, its operation carried a different sort of nuance from what would be implied by ‘warehouse’. Weapons that lived, moved, and had to be cared for were ultimately not so different from warhorses or warbirds. That interpretation led to the Leprechauns being managed similarly to high-class warhorses. Their residence was enclosed by a gray fence. They were kept clean enough to not become sick, given enough food to build up their strength, and instructed enough to be capable of understanding their orders.


  Despite being placed in an environment where they were raised like warhorses and warbirds, each of the Leprechauns eventually developed different hearts and personalities.


  “That’s… not something we should think about, Elba,” Nasania replied, her low mutter nonetheless holding anger equal to her opponent’s. “I understand why you’re sad, why you’re frustrated. I even understand your feelings, as messed up as they are, about not wanting to listen to them anymore. Even so, we – and only we – mustn’t speak about them.”


  “Even if that’s what’s right?! How dare you!”


  “…Asking that is pointless. You know that, don’t you?” Nasania quietly ignited her Venom. A pale light permeated through the warped and crisscrossing cracks that covered the huge blade in her hand: the dug weapon Pachem. Even now still holding back the violent energies that threatened to explode from her sword, she took a stance.


  “As a premise, ‘righteousness’ can be distorted anytime, anyplace, as long as people wish it to be. I will fight for the future of Regul Aire as long as that future remains, no matter how ugly it becomes. Can you say the same?”


  “Ugly? Such a polite choice of words.” Elba narrowed her burning eyes, not even acknowledging Nasania with a nod. “We’ll turn into mere weapons in the future you talk about. Our enemies won’t just be the Beasts – we’ll become tools to single-handedly wipe out anything our owners happen to dislike. Exactly like what we were ordered to do just now!”


  Behind them, five airships in various sizes and shapes spurted flames. One of them was a Winged Guard attack ship. The rest were Empire cargo ships accompanied by escort vessels.


  Airships, powered by spell reactors instead of thermal energy, do not produce large flames by themselves when their power sources run rampant. The flames came from the cargo packed into each airship, as well as the explosive devices planted into the cargo to erase all traces at any needed moment.


  The fairies had learned that “The cargo ship is for transporting weapons of mass destruction to the front lines.” As such, their mission was to “Avert a huge tragedy with minimal loss. We can’t afford to have those weapons reach their destination.”


  And how did the results turn out?


  The ships they’d downed had had large masses of civilians on board. While it was difficult to distinguish burnt crisps belonging to multiple races, it seemed there’d been many women and children.


  Why did it  have to happen?


  They couldn’t know with just the information on hand. Perhaps they’d gotten false information, or there was some miscommunication. Maybe someone onboard the ship had been transporting a real weapon of mass destruction among groups of unfortunate people, or there could have been an assassination target blending in with the civilians, or it could even be that the results didn’t matter as long as an Empire airship sunk because of it.


  There was no way to know the truth now, and it was unnecessary to know as well. They’d been forced to murder citizens of Regul Aire. Regardless of the truth, that single fact wouldn’t change.


  “Are you seriously saying you agree with being ordered to kill and murder for the rest of our days?!” Elba roared and charged at Nasania as their swords – the dug weapons intended to slay Beasts – clashed once more.


  Loudly, heavily, those clanging noises rang out again. Still maintaining their stances with their swords pressed together, they pushed against each other with their words and strength.


  “Even so, we fairies can only live by leeching off the military.”


  “The hell we can!”


  “You, me, and everyone at the warehouse only exist as the Winged Guard Military’s weapons. If you keep acting stupid like this, you’ll blow up everything – including the little ones’ futures.”


  “I’m fine with that!” Elba snarled. “It’s the older generation’s duty to end it all before they’re used as filthy weapons!”


  Nasania’s expression tightened with fury. “That’s arrogance, Elba!”


  “No matter what you say, I can’t believe in any hope for our future anymore!”


  A thunderous roar echoed as the pair was each blown in opposite directions. When they landed the earth and sand that met their feet burst and flew away as if hit by a large explosion.


  Unhesitating, both fairies turned in their spots and charged across the newly-opened distance in another run-up. Leg strength stimulated by severely ignited Venom, their bodies flew forward with phenomenal speed. They discarded any semblance of posture or balance, gathering it all in front of them just to get a little faster, to strike just a little harder, to exchange everything for rushing power.


  Clank.


  Steel failed to meet flesh. They gained some distance, flipping and charging at each other again.


  Clank. Clank. Clank.


  Three times in a row. Clank. Four times. The two fairy soldiers poured their very lives into the blades they swung, waging battle for the sake of the futures neither could give a single inch on.


  Let’s touch on a few facts now.


  These two were best friends raised at the same warehouse.


  They fought through several battlefields together, supported each other, and thus had come to survive up to this point. They even shared the same belief – “We’ll die alongside each other.” Even if they were to die one day, it’d be for the sake of protecting their friend.


  Such convenient dreams wouldn’t last forever, but at least they could stay together until their lives fell apart. Sworn as an unsaid pledge, it was a fervent wish held by those two.


  Teardrops scattered, mixed into the ceaselessly bursting sparks. It was impossible to tell whose eyes they flowed from.


  


  This is a somewhat old story.


  Naturally, the battle has long been settled.


  It goes without saying, but the defeated girl lost her life. Likewise, the victor perished shortly after the duel. Each closed their eyes without seeing the future they wished for.


  There is hardly anyone left who even knows that this battle happened.
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  Chapter 2: Even So, We Live Another Day


  Part 1: Smiling Mask


  


  


  This is an old fairy tale.


  A long time ago when the Emnetwyte prospered on the surface, it was passed down from mother to child as folklore, told as a bedtime story. The story naturally changed as it travelled from mouth to mouth, details changing in each variation. Nonetheless, the main bits remained the same and the meaning survived.


  As it went, an overworked cobbler was frustrated to no end until he was visited by a sprite. In exchange for milk, it assisted with the workload. Since its body was so small, it couldn’t work as efficiently as humans, and at most made a single shoe per night.


  Those were the consistent details. Another variation went like this: The sprite was a troublemaker who would break things and disappear without a trace afterwards. Some stories suggested it owned many glittering coins and hid them underground or within earthen jars. If you could catch one of those critters always scurrying around with grins on their faces, you’d be rich – or so it went.


  The remnants of the mark those good-natured companions had left on the Emnetwyte’s history was this old fairy tale – the story of the sprites known as Leprechauns.


  “I see… I get the gist of it,” a youth murmured to himself. He was an uniformed Imp, somewhat short in stature with pale hair and lilac eyes, with a pair of small glasses perched atop his nose. His face seemed locked in a whimsical grin.


  He was Feodor Jessman, a Fourth Officer in the Winged Guard. The book he’d just shut had been borrowed from a city bookstore where business was slow. It was a textbook for younger students; a simplified compilation of myths no longer passed down.


  Until recently Feodor hadn’t cared a bit about ancient history or even the occult. But once he’d seen the word leprechaun, he couldn’t look away.


  They generally had diminutive bodies. They were substitutes for human labor. They tended to be mischievous pranksters. And the second you took your eyes off them, they disappeared–


  “Sheesh.”


  Pretty much everything in the book was true, generally speaking.


  “Basically, you’ve always been like this…” Feodor murmured, idly tapping the cover. Leprechauns lived only to do what had to be done. If they were needed, doubtless all they’d demand in return would be to serve by your side. And just a little bit of milk was all it took for them to smile happily.


  The awful, disgusting Emnetwyte hunted them down day after day in pursuit of their gold, and forced them to endlessly toil making shoes.


  “No wonder they got wiped out…”


  The Emnetwyte had long since perished alongside the once-fertile land. Unknown invaders – harbingers of destruction known as the Seventeen Beasts – had completely annihilated everything on the ground. Like a deadly wave, they consumed and wrecked everything before them until all life had been wiped out. The barely-surviving creatures in their wake searched for a place the Beasts could not reach.


  That was the sky.


  Hundreds of floating islands rose into the skies, and with them began a new civilization which, though immense, remained a pale shadow of the world they’d left behind.


  That’d been almost 500 years ago. Regul Aire was never a paradise, nor was it ever safe. Sacrifices after sacrifices piled up to protect that tiny new realm, preventing it from becoming a true utopia. Even now, the destruction of the world continued. One after the other, islands dropped from the sky. Some met their doom at the hands of Beasts that had managed to reach the sky, while others were sunk by the deeds of their own residents.


  This inescapable truth was common knowledge.


  The world had ended once already. Even now, it continued to walk towards death. Every step choked out the lives of flesh-and-blood fairies, all so that its residents could enjoy an all-too-fragile peace.


  Feodor clenched his fists. “No wonder they got wiped out.”


  


  Ten days had passed since then.


  In that time, things changed.


  The mechanisms that comprised Lyell continued to deteriorate rapidly. Nearly all the maintenance personnel from when Lyell was a mining city were already long gone. Most of the remaining population fled in panic after the 39th Floating Island was swallowed up by the Beasts and word got out that the 38th would soon join its fate. Those who remained had no way of getting the systems which formed the backbone of the city going again.


  Broken machines wouldn’t repair themselves. Once they’d been pushed to their limits, there was no going back. Those in Lyell went about their days ignoring the failing machines, leaving  things as they were and jettisoning any wrecked parts.


  A month prior the city had jettisoned half of the Port District, which formerly served as a distribution hub. Within the span of these past ten days, it was found that the mechanisms of two whole districts were out of control. They were designated as hazardous zones, and people were banned from entry.


  Although Lyell had yet to die, it steadily approached its end.


  But that was a different story.


  Lakish Nyx Seniolis had expended Venom far beyond common sense. Her consciousness shattered, she fell into a deep sleep without any hope of recovery.


  But that was to be expected.


  Apple, the young fairy who’d tackled Feodor with all her strength whenever she got the chance, was gone.


  


  Provisions included building repair materials, cannonballs, gunpowder, food, various luxuries, and all sorts of commodities. Each item within the wooden boxes was checked off a list. It was necessary to see whether the boxes were mislabelled, ensure the amount was always as listed, and spot any instances of embezzlement by unscrupulous officers.


  This time, they had received two whole airships of provisions from Winged Guard Headquarters.


  “Yes, we got everything we requested.” Looking up from his checklist and around the mountains of stacked boxes, Feodor nodded in affirmation to the Frogger from the cargo transport division working alongside him. “Putting that aside… here it says we’ll be given a secret package of some kind. What could it be?”


  He tapped the list with the back of his hand. “Ah, it falls under Second Officer Aiseia’s purview. Seems like it was delivered to her directly.”


  “Eh, that thing?” The Frogger eyed the list. “That was the big black box with chains all over it.”


  “Hold on, isn’t that box obviously suspicious?”


  “Well, it’s secret n’all.” As usual for a Frogger, his tongue flitted out from his mouth constantly as he spoke.“Not even the guys on our cargo ships know what’s in it – only instructions we got were ‘Handle it delicately’ and ‘Don’t poke your nose into things that don’t concern you.’ Can you believe that? Makes me jumpy, it does.”


  “It must’ve been tough on you guys,” Feodor chuckled amicably. “…The rumors say it’s the Sage’s legacy,” he continued in a quiet undertone, the air of someone passing along idle gossip; a soldier’s favorite pastime.


  As expected, the Frogger’s eyes perked up. After looking around to make sure they were the only two people in the room, he responded in a similarly low voice.


  “The one from the legends, huh…? The Sage croaking is why the brass is so busy these few years, ain’t that so?”


  In the past few years, something was strange within the Winged Guard. Though it was never discussed in the open, a certain rumor had quietly begun spreading within the Guard’s ranks.


  The Winged Guard’s mission was to form a large-scale military in order to protect the whole of Regul Aire. That was common knowledge, and their objective hadn’t changed from the beginning. Yet, they’d strayed off course in the past two to three years. They’d dismantled costly armaments, reinvested funds in newer experimental weapons of dubious effectiveness, and reorganized their fighting strength for unknown reasons. What’s more, they’d even interfered with the internal politics of various autonomous territories – something once unthinkable.


  The blame for this loss of direction laid in the chain of command. In principle, the highest decision-making authority within the Winged Guard rested with its five generals, with each of them holding the power to determine and shape the Guard’s key policy directions.


  To put it simply, even if everyone’s common goal was to protect Regul Aire, disagreement could arise if, for example, five people were to each propose different methods to achieve it. Furthermore, by virtue of their high station, it wasn’t easy for them to come to an agreement.  The Winged Guard might not be some gargantuan collective, but once you became a general you were given sufficient authority to lock horns with mayors of large cities, all the while shouldering all sorts of constraints and responsibilities. Expecting the generals to achieve consensus would be equivalent to expecting different city-states to agree with each other.


  Nevertheless, under such a system the Winged Guard had weathered all sorts of storms and survived till the present day. The reason for that laid in the existence of the Great Sage.


  Yes, the Great Sage – the most famous person in all of Regul Aire’s history. The savior who’d led the lucky few survivors and lifted the islands into the sky just before the surface was brought to ruin at the hands of the Seventeen Beasts. Once before, when disputes between the islands had nearly passed the point of no return, he replied by assisting in the creation of the Winged Guard. Like a mighty sentinel, he’d worked behind the scenes to observe the situation ever since. Some even claimed there’d be no Regul Aire without the Great Sage, and it’d have been impossible for the floating islands to survive without him. He was a truly special individual, one whose absence might throw all the islands into disarray.


  If the generals were leaders of the Winged Guard on paper, the Great Sage was its de facto head. Not only was he a pillar of Regul Aire’s history, he knew everything about the world that existed before it. Always leading the masses forward, the guiding role he played had allowed the Winged Guard to survive as an organization up till now. That was why, as the Winged Guard fell apart, rumors began to spread.


  “The Great Sage is no longer alive.”


  “Now that the great guardian who represents us has departed this patch of sky, those of us who live in Regul Aire have no choice but to move forwards.”


  “You might have heard this before,” Feodor whispered conspiratorially, “but they say the Sage left behind a box before he vanished. It’s said the worst disaster is locked within it. At the same time, this disaster is our last hope to rescue Regul Aire from true despair… or something like that.”


  “I’ve got my own ideas too. Maybe it’s a powerful poison that’ll give the Beasts a bad case of flu, or some hangover pills that work like a charm but taste bitter as hell? Heck, it could even be a portrait of some girl the Sage used to have a crush on!”


  “Your guess is as good as mine.”


  This sort of harmless gossip often led to wildly creative conclusions. After all, half-assed rumors couldn’t spread. You had to make them big. “Maybe that black box is the one the rumors are about. A legendary item, right there within our grasp…” Feodor said. “It’s fun to think about, isn’t it?”


  “Even so, it’s too bad we can’t poke our noses where they don’t belong. Gotta keep fantasies as fantasies and let sleeping dogs lie.” The Frogger’s eyes rolled about as if he was laughing.


  Feodor chuckled in return. “You said it, my friend.”


  As if recalling something, the Frogger let out a croak. “But say, Feodor – sir – something happened recently, didn’t it?”


  “Eh?”


  “You look a lot more cheerful than last time I saw you.”


  Feodor searched for a response. “…Probably your imagination. Nothing in particular has happened.”


  “Oh, really?” The Frogger squinted at him suspiciously, cracking his neck.


  Before anything else could happen, one of Feodor’s acquaintances waved at them from a distance. “Hey, Fourth Officer! Come give us a hand!”


  “On it!” Eagerly waving back, Feodor took the cue and dashed off. “You’ll have to hand off the rest to a Third Officer. I’m counting on you!”


  


  Ten days had passed since then.


  In that time, Feodor behaved himself. Always pleasant and cheerful, his smile never left his face, and the way he worked reflected his mood.


  The fairies’ existence and traits remained top secret. Thus, the credit for defeating the Croyance which had suddenly appeared to consume Lyell went to an experimental new bomb developed in secret by Fourth Officer Feodor Jessman.


  They said he’d courageously faced the Beast after Apple was killed and Lakish was defeated. Even though the explosion’s energy would’ve been absorbed by the Croyance to speed up its encroachment, he’d still launched it at the Beast, as the rumors went.


  Some person who had nothing to do with the events of that day came up with the story, and their rumors spread like wildfire.


  “Impresssssive.” The Findantropos officer offered his commentary. “He lost an important ssssssubordinate and a child he cherissssshed like hisssss own daughter, yessss? Even sssso, he dissssregarded sssself-pressservation to get revenge on our greatessssst foe. Even now, he continuessss to forge on and live with a sssssmile.”


  The officer nodded in approval. “He musssst believe it would disssssapoint Lakish and the other children if he doesssss not live with hissss head held up high. He mussssst feel like breaking down, in ssssspite of the front he putssss up. That isssss the duty of a ssssoldier. He mussssst underssssstand.”


  A Lycanthropos officer who’d known Feodor for a long time cast his eyes downwards. “We’re boots-on-the-ground soldiers. You can’t avoid the chances of losin’ your comrades. Nobody ever really knows what they’re gonna do when your friend up and dies on you. Everyone deals with loss in their own ways, deals with knowin’ your pal ain’t gonna be around anymore. Even if you’re buried under an unimaginable amount of sadness, you’ve gotta pick yourself up and keep on fighting.”


  He respectfully shook his head from side to side. “That’s… probably the answer Feodor found, in the depths of his grief.”


  “Bah.” Another old comrade, an Ayrantrobos officer, grunted. “He’s no hero. That’s an empty title. He’s just a guy who’s made a name for himself by stepping over other people’s corpses. I don’t know if it was all according to some plan of his, but I’ll agree it’s very impressive. He sacrificed the girls who unconditionally loved him and cinched another career achievement without looking back. He’s so hell-bent on climbing ladders that he’s thrown away all his values, conscience, and common sense.”


  The officer gave a soft hiss of displeasure. “That selfishness isn’t something to underestimate.”


  


  “What d’you think ‘bout Feo nowadays?”


  The loud, lazy voice came from somewhere up above, making her almost drop her stack of boxes. She shot an irritated look upwards. “You sure like slacking off, don’t you, Nax?” Tiat Shiba Ignareo snapped.


  “Hey, I’m on break! I swear, ya always gotta think the worst of people…” Nax Selzel shrugged as he sat atop his perch on a mountain of wooden boxes. “‘Sides, us winged folks have got trouble bulkin’ up. Our dinky lil’ bodies ain’t made for this kinda stuff. It’s like they say, ya know? Never get an Imp to do a Troll’s job.”


  “Oh?” Tiat said dangerously. “Are you saying us fairies ought to do the heavy lifting since we’re bulky and muscular?”


  “Well, I wouldn’t say that…” Nax waved his hand as if brushing away her question, glancing at her arms. “But unless I’m mistaken, yer much stronger than ya look. Ain’t that a hefty one?”


  “Well, yes…”


  Tiat had perfect form for lifting heavy objects: she lifted the boxes in her arms and against her chest, distributing their weight evenly. She was carrying three of them stacked atop one another, and in them were standard-issue cannonballs packed with gunpowder meant for the Winged Guard’s use.


  Indeed, just as he’d said, they had to be heavy. The Falcon couldn’t help but consider the possibility that their combined weight exceeded hers… although he tried hard to believe it was only a possibility.


  “I fired up some Venom to enhance my physical strength.” Proving her point, she shook herself slightly from side to side.


  Venom: the reason for the Leprechauns’ existence. Like a secret technique that tapped into one’s life force, it was a flame that burned harder the closer one was to death, filling them with invisible power. Fairies like Tiat were incarnations of dead spirits, and never should have been alive to begin with. Consequently, there were no better wielders of Venom.


  “I’m not talented like Lakish; my Venom isn’t all that strong. But because of that, I don’t have to worry about losing control, and I can be a little more carefree about how I use it. It’s actually pretty helpful.”


  “…Being able to maximize and apply your own strength to the right situations… Ain’t that kinda thing an amazing talent all by itself?”


  “A normal person with inferiority complexes might say otherwise,” Tiat said coldly. Her next sentence came with just a bit of hesitation. “…I can’t bear to watch him go on like this.”


  “Eh?”


  “Your first question. You asked what I thought of Feodor?”


  It took a few seconds for Nax to remember. “Oh! Yeah, yeah!” He nodded. “I’ve thought the same about that guy. I ‘ppose you know all ‘bout how he is?”


  “He’s frustrating and I hate him, but it’s as clear as day to me. He lies and lies, but it’s painfully easy to read such an incredible dumbass.”


  She sighed heavily. “That honest model student act he puts on as a Fourth Officer – he’s even got the glasses – is flawless. But he’s using it like a defense mechanism to repress his true self.”


  Within Feodor Jessman were two antithetical personas. His diligent, sincere front was but one of them. His real self wasn’t anything like his mask; he was actually a twisted, horrible, awful person. Normally, he’d hide it quite well, but that’d bleed through if you looked closely.


  But right now, nothing leaked out at all. He was killing his emotions and pushing away his feelings. That was the impression Tiat got.


  “He’s just running away from reality. He’ll have to face it eventually, and it’ll be all the more painful.”


  Apple was dead. Lakish was comatose. Of course, Tiat also felt broken inside. But for reasons different from Feodor, she chose to bottle up her feelings ─ as a fairy soldier, as a Leprechaun who personally wished to fall in love someday, staying stuck and not moving forward was unacceptable to her. She didn’t intend to force others to do the same, nor turn to anyone for sympathy. She had at least that much pride.


  “Wow, yer real serious ‘bout this. Been there ‘fore?” The Falcon flapped his wings and glided down from the boxes next to Tiat with a thud. For a second, she’d hoped he might share her load in some way, but of course he didn’t lift a finger. “Dunno if you’ve heard this before, but oh well. D’you know, when Feo was a kiddo, he got wrapped up in some nasty stuff?”


  “Nasty stuff?”


  “Yep. Everyone he knew, from family to relatives to passing acquaintances… well, everyone that used to be around him is gone now. This don’t sound too nice, but he’s used to losin’ people important to him. That guy’s been through all this ‘fore, so he’s not broken at all.” Dunno whether that’s a good or bad thing, Nax’s pained expression seemed to say. “Since he’s gotten this far, he won’t stop moving forward, even if he’s pushed to the brink and nearly falls into despair. His past won’t let ‘im.”


  “Are you an old friend of his or something, Nax?”


  “Or somethin’.” He smirked. “We met first year in the Winged Guard. Got stuck with ‘im as my roommate ‘till he got a room for himself.”


  “Then… does that mean he’s told you about his hopes and dreams and stuff?”


  Tiat had only glimpsed Feodor’s true colors a handful of times. Although she didn’t feel it was too good for a lot of people to know about it, it was, without a doubt, the future he sought.


  But he said he’d given up on the world. Even though he was a Fourth Officer in the army protecting the world, he said such a thing. Why? What did he mean?


  “Well?”


  As Nax scrutinized Tiat’s expression, she reflexively looked away. “Well… he might’ve said somethin’.”


  Tiat shivered. Nax closed one eye in an airy wink. “Let’s just say that it ain’t somethin’ to talk about in front of girls like ya.”


  “Oh, he’s that kind of guy?”


  She felt somewhat disappointed, but at the same time cracked a smile. That’s great. She wanted to press more, but couldn’t calm herself enough to do so.


  “Was it, by any chance, anything about making friends with an Ayrantrobos beauty?”


  “Eh? Oh, he said once he likes them with fluffy black hair…”


  “He’s got high standards, doesn’t he?!”


  They laughed. “…Well, that’s how it is.” Nax stopped chortling. “Dunno if it’s some vow he made ‘fore, or else somethin’ he wants to do in the future, but long as he keeps pinin’ after it, it’s poisonin’ him.”


  For some reason, that phrase rang familiar to her. If she remembered correctly, there had to be something to say in order to follow up after that.“Um… The only time we live in is the present. I think that’s how it went?”


  It was a line from her favorite childhood story, a crystal recording she’d rewatched many times. The main character, a handsome, retired Reptrace officer, heard it as a farewell from his grizzled Findantropos commander as the old snake puffed on a cigarette and watched him leave.


  Nax whistled softly. “Didn’t take ya to be so old-fashioned.”


  “It’s just a coincidence.” Tiat suddenly passed all the boxes in her arms towards Nax.


  “Ungyuh?!”


  He let out some weird sounds, sweating and looking as if he was panicking, but just barely kept the wobbling stack from collapsing. He doesn’t act like it, but I guess he’s still a soldier after all.


  “Please take that to Warehouse 4 later, okay?”


  “W-wait, wait wait! Tiat! T-this junk is heavy! Don’t joke around like this!”


  “If a delicate little girl like me can do it, you’ll be fine.”


  “Yer awful cheeky sometimes, ain’t you?!” Tiat was already walking away from the shrieking Nax. “Ow ow ow… my spine’s screwed…”


  …Despite squawking for a while longer and taking countless breaks, ultimately he was a soldier who got the job⁠ – trivial as it was –  done as requested. At the very least, Tiat could give him that. Not that it mattered.


  Part 2: The Enemy Of Regul Aire


  The sky was blue.


  The clouds were white.


  The fragrance of spring flowers blooming early wafted from somewhere in the distance.


  


  Feodor absentmindedly gazed out the window at the sky, biting his lip melancholically as he ruminated on the incident that’d stolen Lakish and Apple from him.


  The first suspect to come to mind was his sister. Even as a fellow Imp, even as family, Feodor still couldn’t comprehend that twisted woman’s thinking. She was truly Imp-like, in every sense of the word. He wouldn’t be surprised by what depths her plots or actions might sink to.


  Still, this time it didn’t feel like she was involved. After asking about and looking over the particulars of what’d occurred, there were too many sloppy elements. It was too spur-of-the-moment and lacking in any perplexing ploys whatsoever – it wasn’t her style. Assuming his guess was correct, that meant someone else either sold the Bottle for profit or was using it as the seed for an even more sinister plot. Neither were pleasant thoughts, but he couldn’t disregard the possibility.


  “…Even so…”


  The problem was, investigation was turning out to be incredibly difficult. After all, the Leprechauns and Bead Bottles were involved – both highly classified topics. It went without saying that information connected to the incident was accordingly limited. He’d gotten a report from Tiat’s team, supplemented by details from a certain well-acquainted information broker going by the name of Private First Class Nax Selzel. Oh, and nearly-blank testimonies from the Orc trader and Beastman guards they’d captured. That was all.


  “They’ll be freed, huh…”


  As the existence of the Bead Bottles couldn’t be publicly acknowledged, trying to buy one wouldn’t be considered a crime. The outward charges leveled against the trader and his guards were as such: unauthorized trespassing in a strictly forbidden area, intentional operation of machinery, destruction of a structure, public disturbance, and obstruction of military activity.


  Additionally, the purview of the Winged Guard – an army formed strictly to combat external threats – didn’t include the maintenance of public order. They lacked both the authority to arrest petty criminals, and the ability to consider it “a soldier’s misconduct landing him in solitary confinement.” The public excuse was that several criminals had temporarily been entrusted to the Winged Guard due to the paralysis of Lyell’s detention facilities by frequent crimes, but that deception would only go so far. The group would likely soon pay their city-mandated bail and walk free.


  Feodor was angry. Livid. If the law wouldn’t bring those bastards to justice, he wanted to tear their guts out himself.


  But he had a goal. A vow. A plan he’d spent countless hours and days on. So he resisted the urge.


  “If I could just get the identity of whoever they were trading with…”


  “Fwedooooor!”


  Something small and warm latched on to his leg with a thump. He looked down to see a young girl with hair blue as the sky clinging to the bottom of his military uniform.


  “Marsh–” mallow, he was about to finish before swallowing his words. Instead he used the name he’d learned just a few days ago. “…Riel.”


  “Aiiie!” Riel looked up delightedly. Drool dampened the bottom of his uniform.


  “Hey, get off.”


  “Nuuuu…”


  Feodor gently shook his leg, but her grip was stronger than he’d expected.


  “Fwedor, play!”


  “Sorry, I’m busy.”


  “Always! Busy. Boring!”


  They’d repeated this exchange many times in the ten days since that incident.


  Riel – the girl previously known as Marshmallow – was still at the 5th Division for the time being. Eventually she’d be sent to the fairy warehouse on the 68th Floating Island, but that wouldn’t happen for a few more days. It seemed she found the military base to be a terribly boring place, and took every opportunity she saw Feodor to try and amuse herself. Every time, he shooed her away with an excuse about being busy.


  It wasn’t a lie. He had plenty of duties to look after. But that was all it was – his work wasn’t always so pressing it had to be done immediately, and he didn’t even need to do all of it himself. Nonetheless, he kept looking for work and using it as a way to ward off Riel.


  Whenever she was around, he wouldn’t be able to forget. He became painfully aware.


  Apple.


  Lakish.


  Of course, one couldn’t expect a young child to understand grief. Regardless if she was a fairy or some other race, that didn’t change. Because of that, he never felt that Riel was sad about their absence – she barely even seemed aware of it.


  Even then, it was painful to see her innocently playing without a trace of sorrow. Painful enough for Feodor’s painstakingly-crafted mask to start cracking.


  “Why don’t you go play with Panival?”


  “Uug…” Riel didn’t seem enthused. The girl who expressed her feelings through her sword wasn’t well-liked. Feodor felt somewhat sorry for Panival, but it wasn’t as if she was blameless in that.


  “Alright, how about Tiat?”


  “Uuuug!” Riel’s expression turned even worse. The earnest, inflexible girl who acted like a perfect role model also wasn’t liked much. Serves her right. She gets what she deserves.


  He almost asked about Collon before remembering where she was right now: nursing Lakish, who continued to not wake up – or rather, refusing to leave Lakish’s side as if she herself had fallen into a dazed stupor. At the least, she wasn’t in any condition to play around with kids. I suppose it’s better to leave her be.


  Feodor tousled Riel’s bangs. She closed one eye, looking at him sulkily. “Don’t be too much trouble,” he said. “Go back to your room and play by yourself.”


  “…Uuuugg…” She puffed her cheeks up petulantly, but seemed to understand. Feodor silently watched her small figure run off, footsteps pitter-pattering into the distance.


  


  On the first floor of the barracks, there’d been a spare reference room until a few days ago. The filing cabinets were carried out, the room was given a cursory cleaning, and a bed was hurriedly brought in. Now the refurbished room was home to Second Officer Aiseia Myse Valgalis.


  “What’ll happen to Lakish, eh…?”


  Was she writing a letter? Whatever it was, Aiseia laid down her pen and spun her wheelchair to face him. “Although it’ll take a while to lay everything out, you’ve got time to spare if you’re asking, right?”


  “Yes.” Feodor nodded. “Thank you.”


  The woman in front of him knew almost everything about the highly-classified existences known as fairy soldiers. She wasn’t just a fairy soldier herself – she understood what was going on even better than Tiat and the others.


  He wanted to pull as much information out of her as possible.


  “‘Kay, so, let’s start with us fairies. We’re the remnants of souls of young children who died without understanding they were dead. Do you know that much?”


  “Yes. I got a brief explanation from the girls.”


  “And you accept it?”


  “Not in the slightest. But I understand that’s how it is.”


  “That’s a straightforward way to see things!” Aiseia laughed. Feodor felt it ill-suited her. She had a slender, kindly appearance; although he’d made clear before his disinterest in markless women, some of her more sorrowful expressions shook even his heart.


  That was why the mismatch between her appearance and her personality, constantly talking and laughing, filled him with discomfort. It’s as if she’s playing the part of someone she isn’t. As if she’s hiding her real self behind a fake smile. He almost felt as if she was desperately trying to convince someone – not herself, but some other person grinning wickedly at her.


  He couldn’t tell if she knew what he was thinking or not. Aiseia continued talking, spinning her pen around two fingers. “To begin with, ‘soul’ is a big occulty word, but I’m gonna tell you up front to deal with it. Now, kids’ souls have bits of memories and emotions attached. In our regular life, the impact of that stuff’s tinier than specks of dust. Having it around doesn’t change anything for a while.”


  She motioned to a nearby chair, and Feodor sat. “Regular life for a while, huh?”


  “Yup. As time passes, and faster in certain circumstances, these bits and pieces of our previous lives start to, ah… consume our own memories and emotions.”


  “C-Consume?!” He didn’t attempt to hide the tremble in his voice or countenance.


  Unphased, Aiseia continued her explanation. “For adult fairy soldiers who’ve been tuned, the encroachment slows down a ton. Typically, it takes ‘til we’re twenty years old for obvious effects to show up. ‘Course, we don’t have many fairies who make it that long in the first place, so it’s not a big deal… well, there’s been a few more recently, though…”


  Her speech turned vague, but Feodor could guess at the reasons she’d mentioned. In the past five years, there were no more battles against the Teimerre. With the absence of battlefields, there was no reason to use up disposable weapons.


  Aiseia shook her head quickly. “Anyway, the thing is, even after being tuned there’s certain conditions that’d make encroachment speed up all at once. Stuff like, oh, igniting or contacting levels of Venom that’d be abnormal even for us Leprechauns. But if a fairy was to amplify their Venom with a high-grade dug weapon and then ignite it at full power… I don’t need to explain what might happen, do I?”


  “Dug weapons…” Feodor digested her words. “What about Tiat and the others?”


  “…Those three are fine.” Three. Not four, but three. Lakish Nyx Seniolis wasn’t included. “Ignareo and Katena are lower-grade swords, no matter how you slice it. Collon’s Purgatorio is a teeny bit high-grade, but not enough to cause encroachment. Among the swords we have on hand, the only ones that’d fit the requirements are Seniolis… along with Valgalis and Mulusmaurea, I guess.”


  Aiseia Myse Valgalis laughed again. They’d not talked much before, but Feodor could tell that laughter was just how she hid her true feelings. “So… what exactly does this ‘encroachment’ upon your personality entail?”


  “Erm… destruction of the soul? I think that’d be a good way to put it?” Aiseia scratched her head. “All cases are super different, plus there’s never been many of ‘em to start off, so I’m afraid I can’t give ya a solid explanation. Let’s just say… our memories fade away one by one, doesn’t matter if they’re old or new. Our emotions turn stagnant. Memories and feelings that don’t belong to us start bleeding into our heads. Seems like if the condition’s especially bad, our eyes can turn red.”


  Eyes. Feodor wondered what color Lakish’s eyes had been. He couldn’t remember. The only thing that remained in his mind’s eye was flaming red hair.


  “As our memories and emotions are destroyed, it’s not long until our whole personalities just break down.” Feodor didn’t respond. “When even the minimum bits needed to survive are lost, we fall into a coma. After that, we’re no different from corpses. Body might look alive, but there’s nothing inside. If we’re left like that, after a while we eventually just melt into the air and disappear.”


  “How do you cure it?”


  This time it was Aiseia’s turn to be silent. He saw her eyes moisten slightly.


  On that day, Feodor had confided in Lakish something of great importance. In the end, he’d never heard her answer. He’d thought there’d be plenty of time to hear her answer, that he’d be able to ask about it whenever he wished. He’d thought…


  He’d forgotten. They – they all – lived on thin ice.


  No matter how much he regretted, no matter how much he grieved, he couldn’t turn back the clocks. His wish to meet again those he’d lost would never be granted.


  “It wasn’t your fault.”  Aiseia’s voice had turned soft, consoling. For some reason, it grated on his nerves.


  “Not my fault, huh. Not anyone’s fault. Is that right?” Instead of fighting it down, Feodor let his irritation show in his words. At times like these, an Imp’s tongue was more effective than it had any right to be. He didn’t have control over what he might say – whether they were things he didn’t mean or things hidden in the deep depths of his heart, he couldn’t tell. “But if you can put all the blame on someone, no one else needs to suffer. They can just give up and accept it. Everything was decided from the start, so nobody could’ve changed the result. Nobody could’ve changed their fate. All they can do is accept–”


  “Feodor.”


  His tongue stopped moving. The impulse that’d overtaken him, the heat rising through him, refused to fade. “What?”


  “I won’t be impressed by your lies when you can’t even trick yourself.” Her voice was quiet and without warmth.


  “Huh? What did I say that was a lie?”


  “Everything, from beginning to end.” Aiseia gazed at him. “I only heard this from Tiat, but you said something once before, right? You won’t forgive anyone for thinking or living in ways that only benefit other people? If that’s true – then you should already know that it isn’t the fate of fairies to die in battle.”


  You’re wrong–


  Words of rejection appeared in his mind, one after another. But like thorns, they caught in his throat and refused to come out.


  “Even if something like fate was to exist, it’s flexible. In our fights, no matter what you might think, we always have an escape route.”


  I know that.


  “If we don’t want to fight, we don’t need to. If we don’t want to obey orders, we can go against them. The reason, Feodor, that there are still fairies who give their lives, is because we want to. Because there are things we want to protect even at the cost of our lives. In other words… if you ask why we decide to die in battle… I can only say that we do it willingly.”


  I… I know that too.


  “It’s not wrong to say fairies are by nature unafraid of death. But the longer we live, the more our souls imitate other living creatures. We become intensely anxious about how we have no future to grasp. It’s not easy to overcome that and accept death when it comes. I refuse to package all of that into something so convenient as fate.”


  I know that too. I’ve seen those girls, seen their mindsets, heard their resolution. I’ve felt it.


  “Lakish… and Apple entrusted their lives to you. I won’t allow you to run away with such a cheap excuse.”


  Feodor was utterly cornered in the face of such criticism. A lie that doesn’t even fool myself. Aah, my Imp ancestors are crying in shame. If my parents or my sister heard this conversation, they’d be dying of laughter.


  “I…”


  “…I’ll repeat myself. It wasn’t your fault.” He couldn’t decide whether Aiseia’s voice was cold or warm. “To be quite blunt, it was their own fault. If you can’t accept that, I don’t care. But, if you can, please don’t blame them. I’ve said it already, but this is my personal request to you.”


  “I…” With the heat still simmering in his head, Feodor tried his best to squeeze out something that sounded good. “I can’t promise that. No matter what, I can’t accept that way of living.”


  Aiseia sighed. A smile returned to her face, kind and yet lonely. Feodor was again reminded of his inability to deal with markless.


  To be specific, older markless women were his weakness. He always felt as if it was useless for him to try pulling a fast one on them. Their attentive gazes always pinned him down, tightly wrapping – smothering – him in an atmosphere that warned no trickery would be tolerated. He always ended up losing his cool around them.


  Now that he thought about it, Lakish had that quality as well. Of course, when one compared their ages, she was younger than him – but she had that sort of gently-smothering quality, the impression of someone older than her years. Besides, no matter how he framed it, his heart had been shaken up enough by her enough already.


  “…I’m sorry. I’ll leave for today.” Unable to look her in the eyes any longer, Feodor stood up. He hadn’t meant to put any force into the movement, but the chair grated against the floor anyway.


  “Yup, yup. Come again whenever!” Before he knew it, Aiseia’s expression had returned to her usual amiable grin – that of a mischievous prankster, unbefitting of her age. She opened and closed her hand as she faced him, making him wonder what sort of gesture it was. What meaning was hidden behind that theatrical display?


  He put his hand on the doorknob.


  “Oh, right. This is about something else, but…”


  Before leaving, he asked one last question as if he’d just remembered it. “What’s with the box that came with the resupply? You received it directly, didn’t you? I heard it was sent to Confidential Warehouse Zero for safekeeping?”


  “Oh? Curious, aren’t ya?”


  “Well, yes.” He kept his voice as casual as possible. It was supposed to be just idle gossip, after all. “Since it was addressed to you, it’s something related to the fairy soldiers, right? I’ve heard it was fairly big, and if Tiat and the others are going to use whatever’s inside, it might be those dug weapons you mentioned.”


  He flashed his rank insignia. “Given my position, I’m not exactly unrelated, am I? I think I have a right to know.”


  “That’d be the case, huh?” Aiseia put her hand to her chin, looking as if she was in thought. “But nah, don’t worry ‘bout it. That stuff isn’t connected to ya, Fourth Officer. It’s just your run-of-the-mill top-secret thingy.”


  “Oh, is it?” he tried to laugh it off. “Then I won’t worry about it.”


  “Oh? That’s a surprisingly boring reaction outta ya.”


  “I shouldn’t stick my nose where it doesn’t belong just because I’m curious, right?” Feodor lied without a second thought. “I don’t want to know something I shouldn’t be knowing. If nothing else, I have that much sense.” He turned the doorknob, opened the door, and–


  Thud.


  A strange sound. Before his eyes, a butt rolled on the floor. It seemed to belong to some rascal who’d been eavesdropping on their conversation until just now, who’d hurriedly tried to leave before the door opened and proceeded to trip over their own feet to fall face-first onto the floor.


  “Buyuuu…” Tiat’s (rather unladylike) whimper leaked out from underneath the butt he was staring at. Feodor sighed as he closed the door.


  “U-Um, er… top o’ the morning?” With one cheek and both knees on the floor, as well as her butt pointing directly upwards, Tiat strained to meet his eyes as she said something totally off-base.


  “It’s almost dusk.”


  “O-oh, yeah! Right! Good… night?”


  “Dusk.” He shook his head. “Get up already. Lying down like that isn’t the best posture for a girl your age.”


  “W-Well, that’s, um…” Tiat hesitated for far too long. “Okay…”


  “You heard what we were talking about, I suppose?”


  “Yeah…” she nodded meekly as she slowly got up and brushed dirt off herself. “Sorry.”


  Feodor glanced over his shoulder back into the room. Aiseia flashed him a smirk that said ‘What a troublesome girl, am I right or what?’ and shrugged. It seemed like what they’d talked about wasn’t anything the girl in question wasn’t allowed to hear. That went for him as well. “…Well, it’s not something we needed to hide anyway. I’ve said from the start that I’m not satisfied with the situation you girls are in. I wanted to try and do something to break through it. Just now, we were simply reaffirming that.”


  “Break through? How?”


  “Somehow… somehow, I’ll do something about your fate – no, that’s the wrong word–”


  “No, no, I’m asking how–”


  “I don’t know yet. But I’ll show you before long.” Not feeling like chatting with Tiat for too long, Feodor cut the conversation short, straightened his glasses, and walked briskly down the hallway. It seemed that she wasn’t interested in continuing to talk either; he didn’t hear her coming after him, and her presence gradually faded into the distance.


  He did, however, hear the words she muttered as he was leaving: “ Nobody ever asked to be saved by you.”


  They were words not meant to reach anyone. In response, Feodor grumbled something not meant for anyone to hear.


  “It’s such a pain that you guys don’t even ask.”


  


  One day, Feodor intended to make an enemy out of Regul Aire.


  In the near future, he’d need to set his plan in motion.


  He’d hated all the people living in Regul Aire who’d forgotten about the approaching end. He’d hated those who forgot what a miracle it was simply to survive and the countless sacrifices that allowed for this future to exist.


  And then he’d realized – he was no different from them.


  Not too long ago, he’d had a terrible misunderstanding. He, like any other idiot, had assumed the destruction they faced was something far off in the future. Because of that, he’d indulged in everyday life, shamelessly thinking about how nice it’d be for those days to last forever.


  He should’ve known that was impossible and would never be permitted.


  Apple.


  He remembered the heat of her tiny palm.


  The pain when she pulled his hair.


  The visceral anguish inflicted by her full-bodied tackles.


  The burning hot despair when it all was taken away.


  Marshma… Riel.


  He remembered the figure of the small girl he’d sent off not long ago.


  She was still a young fairy. In ten years she’d reach maturity. After receiving the army’s tuning, she’d be sent off to the battlefield as an adult fairy soldier. Someday, like Lakish, she’d burn herself out and disappear. Or perhaps before that, like Apple, she’d burn up in a fiery inferno.


  Someday, for certain. Perhaps not far into the future.


  “…Ah.” Feodor looked up at the sky, at the blindingly bright sun. “So radiant.”


  He shielded his eyes with his hand and squinted. Even then, the sun’s light was so dazzling he couldn’t look at it directly. He knew it was there, but he couldn’t see it for himself.


  “…Yeah. That’s right.”


  He wasn’t talking to anyone in particular. Nobody had asked any questions. He wasn’t even sure if he was talking to himself. Even so, without sparing any doubt, he nodded.


  “I guess it’s about time to start.”


  He slowly curled his fingers into a fist. He raised that fist higher and higher, as if declaring a challenge to the sky itself.


  Feodor Jessman had put everything he had into his plan. Ever since five years ago, when the Elpis Mercantile Federation met its end, untold caution had been devoted towards advancing the plan. At this point, there ought to be enough of a foothold to start. He had no more reason to remain attached to these peaceful days.


  He should have started it a long time ago.


  His first and last battle against the world.


  Part 3: The Returner


  A small bed and chair had been hastily transported into the room next to the medical bay, the shelves stocked with the minimum amount of emergency medicine. Those new additions aside, the room was utterly bare with only essential furnishings.


  It was a makeshift ward seemingly personalized for its inhabitant, Lakish Nyx Seniolis.


  


  Ever since the day she’d lost consciousness, the girl had quietly slept here. Not a single breath passed her lips. Not a single beat could be heard from her chest. Yet her body was warm to the touch, and her expression peaceful.


  Despite having died, she didn’t seem like a corpse. Perhaps all that jargon about personality destruction was some sort of misunderstanding, and she’d wake up again soon with an embarrassed laugh? If there was someone hoping for such an event, would anyone be able to blame them for it?


  “Collon.”


  Seated on a small chair next to the bed, Collon Rin Purgatorio slowly raised her head. She blinked blearily as a strand of cherry-blossom pink hair slipped from her cheek, still marked red from where it’d been lying on the mattress. “…What now, Panival?”


  “It’s late, and you look terrible besides. You should go back to your room and sleep in your own bed.”


  Collon turned at a sound behind her. Panival Nox Katena was opening the window. She softly leapt into Lakish’s room, accompanied by a slightly cold – though pleasant – wind that rustled the flower-patterned curtains. It was dark outside the window. Ah, it’s gotten really late.


  Lyell possessed technologies more advanced than other cities, including lights that used electricity. They were convenient things that could light up a room like a miniature sun, far stronger than a candle or lantern. But if the room never darkens, that means it’ll be difficult to figure out when night falls, huh? How annoying.


  “I wanna stay by Lakish’s side a bit longer.” Collon rubbed her eyes. Although she wasn’t quite sure, it did feel like bags were forming underneath them. “Just a bit…”


  “You keep saying that. How long has it been already?”


  “I know, I know. But really, just a bit more…”


  “I’ve heard that several times before too.” Panival shook her head in frustration, dropping down next to Collon. “It might be cruel for you to hear, but sitting here forever won’t bring Lakish back.”


  “Yeah.”


  “I’m worried about you, Collon. At this rate, it feels like you might end up disappearing from our sight next.”


  “Yeah…” Collon mumbled, her voice unenergetic and passionless. “Sorry for making you worry.”


  “I’m the one who ought to apologize.” Panival smiled weakly, reaching out to wrap Collon in a hug, tightly pulling her head into her chest. The other girl made no effort to resist as a muffled, sobbing noise spilled out from her mouth.


  Collon Rin Purgatorio. A cheerful girl who hated to think about difficult things, bubbly enough for her overflowing energy to set the very air around her aflame. Her body might’ve grown as she got older, but her childlike spirit never changed – or rather, though many people close to them might see her as such, Collon herself knew there was a part of her that consciously tried to keep up her ceaseless enthusiasm.


  But there are limits to everything. Any source of energy can become exhausted and stop moving. Inevitably, there were times when unpleasant thoughts kept whirling around and around in her head. Sometimes, even Collon couldn’t keep being cheerful.


  “…It’s not as if we’ll be apart for long,” Panival said, gently patting Collon’s hair. Her voice as a low whisper. “Lakish proved that our ignited Venom can destroy the Croyance. If we keep this up, then when the day of the decisive battle comes, the three of us will probably open our Fairy Gates.” Collon’s shoulders twitched. “It might not be at the same time, but we’ll be able to end our lives in the same way.”


  “…That doesn’t… make me happy…”


  “You need to think about it in a certain way. It might make you unhappy, but you won’t be lonely either.”


  “I don’t wanna think about it!”


  “So willful. That’s just like you.”


  “…Mmf…” Collon closed her eyes, still enveloped in Panival’s chest. “Really… were we here – were we born – just to throw away our lives?”


  “That’s right. We need to see our path through.”


  “To search for our path, you mean?”


  “Hmph, that disagreement again. Us having different opinions makes me a little sad.”


  We’re all divided, Collon thought.


  Although all four fairy soldiers dispatched to the 35th Floating Island had the same objective, each of them saw their situation differently. For her part, Collon accepted each of them had separate goals in mind. Even so, she’d hoped they could meet the future awaiting them together. But it seemed that wouldn’t be allowed anymore.


  Panival said they’d come here to determine their path. Collon had countered that they were here to search for their path. If Tiat was here, she’d say they had to open up the path for the children back home. And… if Lakish was conscious… she’d say they were here to properly walk their path.


  That division is sad… yes, it’s sad.


  “I wonder what Feodor would say if he heard this conversation?”


  “H-huh?” Collon asked, slightly taken aback by Panival’s sudden shift in topic. “Hmm… I wonder…”


  “He’d get mad.”


  “Ahh, he’s always mad about something.”


  “Yup, you’re right.” Her expression and tone was enough to make Panival laugh.


  


  A girl existed alone in this world.


  Strictly speaking, “this world” was the inappropriate phrase to use. Regardless, she existed.


  She wandered on the other side of an abyss that greedily gulped up everything surrounding it.


  There was a strange fury in her. Having probably lost everything, that rage was her only possession, and she clung to it with all her will.


  For this girl was dead.


  She thought she was looking at something far, far away.


  She thought it was a strange, ruin-like place.


  She thought there was someone there, a small someone with fiery red hair.


  But she wasn’t sure about any of it. She didn’t understand why. She didn’t understand, but somehow she could feel it – that place was, long ago in the distant past, once connected to them. It had faded away after a long time, after the transmigration of many souls repeating over and over.


  Its connection to her hadn’t yet been severed. That was why she could see it. But the connection would be severed soon. That was why it was getting harder for her to see it.


  …But… even so…


  A small doubt rose in the corners of her melting consciousness.


  What in the world am I?


  She was supposed to be dead. She had something of a hunch about that. She understood that she wasn’t a hallucination or delusion. But even that fact alone carried all kinds of incoherent contradictions within it. It went against all logic.


  The dead were supposed to have lost everything, but a peculiar rage burned in her heart without anywhere to go. The dead were supposed to be unable to do anything, but for some reason she’d been allowed to do things like think.


  So just what in the world is happening?


  While mulling over her doubts, she suddenly noticed a small light fluttering in the corner of her view.


  One more question had just been raised. There shouldn’t be anything here. It ought to be a place where foreign objects aside from herself couldn’t exist or be accepted. So where did this clump of pale light appear from?


  What are you? She asked it in frustration. There wasn’t anything like an answer or response. Instead, the light began to walk straight towards her without pausing or hesitating. Now she noticed it was beginning to take the shape of a person.


  As the distance between them shrank, the light shone more brightly. The girl squinted her mind’s eye, as if she was feeling pain in her invisible corneas. All the while, the light continued walking at the same pace, the same speed, without stopping or changing direction.


  I’m about to hit it. As she thought that, the girl tightly closed her mind’s eye and shut off her vision so that darkness could chase away the oversized shining light. She stiffened her phantom body, preparing for the impact.


  And then the girl was swallowed up by that light… probably. Having closed off her heart at that moment, she herself couldn’t know what’d happened.


  But there was just one thing she understood.


  What happened to her afterwards–


  


  The bedsprings creaked softly. Collon raised her face. Panival turned her head.


  As the two girls watched on, the source of the sound slowly propped herself up.


  The first expression to come to Collon’s face was slight confusion, brought on by the impossible having occurred. It was followed by the complete astonishment one feels from having witnessed something unimaginable.


  “La–”


  After that, it only took a few full seconds for her eyes and cheeks to fill with pure joy. A smile grew across her entire face, like a flower blooming as it welcomed spring.


  “Laki–”


  Lakish woke up. Breaking free from Panival’s chest, Collon rushed to her bedside with outspread arms, about to leap onto the bed with all her might.


  A tiny shriek of logic halted her at the last moment; she herself might be small, but she still weighed a reasonable amount. Normally, it wouldn’t be a problem, but it’d be better to not tackle one of her sisters who’d been in a coma for so long. If she was going to hug her, she ought to consider properly how to do it.


  Should I sling my arms around her shoulders and neck and spin to slide down vertically? That’d cause less shock longitudinally, given my position and hers–


  “Hold on!”


  “Gaharrgh?!”


  Panival grabbed the nape of her shirt and forcefully yanked a surprised Collon backwards. She fell clumsily onto her butt, coughing like she’d been choked – rather, coughing in a choked-up voice. “What’s the big idea?!” she protested, more baffled than angry.


  Panival didn’t reply. She wasn’t even looking down at Collon. Her gaze was fixed completely upon Lakish’s face, as the other fairy half-rose from her bed.


  “…Panival?”


  Even after calling her name, she didn’t look away. “Something’s not right.”


  Collon heard the quiet warning in her tone. The question ‘Why?’ quivered on the tip of her tongue. Lakish just woke up! What could possibly be wrong with that, especially when we should be celebrating?! Yet somehow, something about Panival’s expression stopped her from speaking.


  Lakish blinked a few times and looked down at the palms of her hands. She made a fist and opened it, then repeated the motion with her other hand. Then she ran her hands up and down her body, in a series of slapping motions.


  Collon could understand something was strange about it. It was plain to see that… that Lakish was just a bit confused and couldn’t figure out her situation, surely? That seemed believable to her, up to a point. But if that was all, then surely she could pay just a little more attention to her surroundings!


  But… the Lakish she saw seemed to somehow be trying to figure out who she herself was. It was as if she was trapped in an unfamiliar body that didn’t belong to her.


  “Lakish,” Panival called carefully. The other girl’s face slowly turned towards them. “How are you feeling?”


  She didn’t reply in words. Rather, it was as if her dim pupils gradually filled with light. Her expression, more half-asleep than awake, approached consciousness bit by bit.


  And then she finally became aware of her surroundings. Her face twisted into a furious expression, full of spite and hatred.


  “H-huh?”


  Lakish Nyx Seniolis – no, since before she had that name, since she was just plain old Lakish – was a gentle-natured girl. Sweet and nice, but faint of heart. Collon had never once seen her face distorted by hostility, never once show hate or rage. Not a single time in their ten-year-long friendship. But… what in the world is happening now?


  “YOU!” Lakish howled, a guttural shriek tearing out of her mouth. A hand simultaneously shot out with lightning speed, arcing towards Collon’s throat faster than any ordinary soldier could hope to react to.


  Collon pulled back reflexively, barely avoiding what was best described as a knockout blow. However, Lakish’s hand was able to brush a few strands of cherry-blossom pink hair slower to follow the rest of her. Without pause, she grabbed onto Collon’s hair, then–


  “Gyaaaaah–?!”


  Lakish jerked roughly, tearing off some hair with sheer brute force as she jumped off the bed. Whether it was because of her rushed movements after having slept for a long time or any number of other reasons, she bent over as her face twisted in pain.


  “Knew it.” Panival moved half a step forward to cover Collon as she sat dumbfounded on the floor. She lowered her center of gravity, taking a stance to guard against any further attacks.


  Lakish ignored her and continued to glare straight at Collon. “Y-y-you’re… definitely… I don’t remember it… but I know.” Her voice was raw, like it had been wrung-out. One would believe her if she was to say she didn’t recall how to use it properly. “You are… my enemy…”


  Collon heard a sound. She realized a little too late that it was a small scream that’d come from her own mouth.


  “Seems like you’re not just making a bad joke.” Panival was calm as usual, or perhaps pretending to be. “How about you tell me what’s going on, Lakish? Or–”


  She spread out her arms and stood as to protect Collon. “Or maybe I should ask this first? Just who are you?”


  A powerful wind blew through the curtains, shaking the window violently.


  Lakish moved. Leaping onto her feet, which should’ve been weakened by her rest, she dashed to the window – still left open – and jumped into the black of night. Panival lowered her body in preparation to pursue, but stopped as Collon grabbed onto the cuff of her sleeve.


  “Collon?”


  “I’m sorry…”


  I know I shouldn’t stop Panival, we should chase after Lakish. Collon knew that, but she still couldn’t bring herself to do it. She couldn’t bear the thought of being left behind here. Her legs trembled, and she couldn’t get up.


  “I’m sorry… but please, don’t leave me alone…”


  She couldn’t stop shaking. It was like her body was shouting at her, complaining about how she wouldn’t get up. Or was it like she was admitting she didn’t want to chase after the back of her precious friend – Lakish’s back?


  Panival’s eyes flickered between the open window and Collon.


  “…Either way, we’ve already lost her,” she said quietly, taking Collon’s arm and supporting the other girl’s body with her shoulder. “It’s fine. I won’t abandon you. But we can’t afford to sit around twiddling our thumbs either. This situation is obviously abnormal, so we’ve got to notify our seniors as soon as possible.” With a soft but firm grunt, Panival lifted Collon up to her feet.


  “…Panival, you’re nice, but cruel too.”


  “It’s because I got a good education. Can you walk?”


  “Yeah. Somehow.”


  The huddled pair left through the door.


  After ten days, the hastily created ward next to the medical bay was finally empty.


  Part 4: Glimmering Eyes


  What was Feodor Jessman’s plan?


  While it was fundamentally very different, in truth it had a great deal in common with the plan attempted by the Elpis National Defense Force – the organization Feodor’s older brother-in-law once led – five years ago.


  


  Elpis’ goal, in short, was to remind Regul Aire of the threat posed by the Beasts. For that purpose, they’d taken Beasts they determined could be controlled and released them into Regul Aire in order to bring about a tragedy of their own manufacture.


  However, the Beasts rampaged with more power than expected, and thus the plan failed. While two Floating Islands were taken over by Beasts and the people of Regul Aire once again had fear etched into their hearts, their actions didn’t change. The reason: both before and after the Elpis Incident, the Winged Guard remained the only ones with the skill to stand against the terror of the Beasts.


  After racking his brain about it over and over, Feodor finally realized why.


  The Elpis National Defense Force – as well as his brother-in-law – made three mistakes.


  First: they tried to use the military to make their ideals reality. In a large organization, it was natural for many different ideologies to coexist. In a place where different value systems mingle and mix, a single shared ideal was difficult to maintain in its original form. All it took was one new ally for complex thoughts to be simplified, delicate phrases be reworded, and pleas for commitment be rewritten into cold self-serving calculations. The words of the ideal became hollow platitudes, reduced to mere excuses validating the desires of the individuals involved.


  Second: their plan of action was flawed. The Elpis National Defense Force was established to battle against the Beasts in the stead of the Winged Guard. That meant their struggle was already doomed to fail in refuting the system that brought about the Winged Guard. Even if they’d succeeded in the most absolute way possible, they’d only ever be seen as the new Winged Guard.


  Third and finally: they believed they were in the right. Actions that upset the status quo would be viewed with resentment and hatred from those satisfied with ‘normalcy’. Even if Elpis claimed to be fighting for justice, their actions would without a doubt be called evil. That much ought to be self-evident, but they rejected that obvious truth and acted as if they were in the right. That was why they were defeated by the justice of those diametrically opposed to them and reduced to the ugliest of villains.


  Thus, Feodor came to his decision. Everyone ought to wield a weapon. Everyone ought to have the right to fight, and a stage to fight upon. Everyone ought to live side-by-side with death. Everyone ought to see the face of the current Regul Aire.


  To bring about his ideal, innumerable battles would occur. Senseless deaths would happen. Many Floating Islands would fall. As they confronted blood and tears directly for the first time, the people of Regul Aire would realize that what they’d had wasn’t peace. They’d learn the act of living – or rather, the luck of not being dead yet – was fundamentally and irrevocably precious.


  Those who swore to lead the way – who bore the responsibility for destroying the world as it was – should have the self-awareness and self-respect to recognize themselves as irredeemable villains.


  When he was twelve, this was Feodor’s conclusion, decision, and oath.


  What’s more, he remembered. There was something his brother-in-law had shared with him right before he was executed: details of the first battles of the Elpis Incident at Collinadiluche on the 11th Floating Island.


  “The Winged Guard just… killed the Lamenting First Beast when it showed up out of nowhere in the middle of the city. They’re hiding lethal weapons of that calibre.” His wavering gaze stared off into the distance, and his fragile voice shook. Full of confusion, regret, and guilt, the half-delirious figure in front of him seemed so far away from the self-assured and confident person Feodor’d always known his brother-in-law to be. “They recovered the Shiantor’s corpse. Where it was sent afterwards was covered up, but – but – without a doubt, it was sent to the Great Sage. It must’ve been, without a doubt.”


  There was no way he’d forget. The Shiantor, supposedly invincible and immortal, and the superweapon that killed it. The Elpis National Defense Force’s plans had been laid to waste by these two things. And now, both laid in the hands of the Winged Guard.


  …That’s why he decided that day to become a soldier of the Winged Guard. No matter how long it took, no matter how many sacrifices were made, he’d expose the secrets about those two things. He’d gain possession of them. And then he’d fulfill his desire.


  While fighting for what was right, Feodor’s brother-in-law had used the wrong methods. He’d betrayed the admiration of his younger brother.


  That was why Feodor decided those mistakes ought to be fixed by none other than himself, with his own two hands.


  


  Confidential Warehouse Zero. Commonly known as the Pickle Barrel.


  Among the various confidential warehouses, it stood out as the place where the most dangerous material was gathered.


  Naturally, that meant it had the strictest security measures of any building on the Winged Guard’s military base. It was located underneath Weapon Storage Warehouse One, and obviously had no windows that might be used as a means of entry. The walls were forged from strong steel, so one couldn’t get in by digging a tunnel. The only way in or out was through a ridiculously solid metallic door bristling with no less than 5 locks and alarms.


  In order to get in without drawing attention, one had to open the main door with the agreement of several officers who’d been entrusted with keys, as well as giving notice in the guard room. A full eleven documents had to be stamped to grant access, which alone would take at least three days to handle. Even First Officers, granted the highest level of authority on this base, weren’t permitted to simply come and go as they pleased. Needless to say, as a Fourth Officer, Feodor was hardly in a position to casually saunter into the warehouse. Even so…


  …Okay. While holding his breath and muffling his footsteps, Feodor raced through the hallway. These past five years, he’d thoroughly investigated the warehouse. It wasn’t as if he could walk into it with his eyes closed, but as long as he was careful, it was still possible to get in.


  The patrol happened once every 20 minutes. After it passed through, there was a small window of time. The alarms could be silenced with a little tampering, so long as one knew their inner mechanisms and locations. Duplicate keys had been forged to bypass the locks. To suppress the clanging of the door opening and closing, he’d prepared a lubricant. It went without speaking that it was a volatile type unlikely to leave traces. Beyond that, all that was needed was the prudence to avoid making mistakes at crucial moments, some vigilance and courage, and a little bit of luck.


  Calm down… calm down… calm down, dammit! Admonishing himself over and over again, Feodor repeated the process he’d practiced a thousand times already in his head.


  With a tiny squeak, the door opened. Feodor quickly slipped through the smallest possible gap he could manage, closing the door behind him with the most meticulous care to ensure it wouldn’t make more noise.


  “…Ahhh.” Feodor breathed a deep relieved sigh as the adrenaline drained from him, feeling as if he’d collapse on the spot. Wiping off sweat that’d dripped to the bottom of his chin, he waited until his heart, wildly roaring with stress, calmed down. Pretty sure my lifespan just got a lot shorter…


  There was an almost-chronic shortage of personnel in the Winged Guard’s 5th Division. No matter how stringent security might be, if the number of flesh-and-blood eyes available was insufficient, there’d surely be gaps. He might’ve had to practically force himself through those gaps, but at any rate, things seemed to be going well up to now.


  After his eyes had somewhat adjusted to the darkness, Feodor lit a small luminous crystal he’d brought with him. As the dim light slowly illuminated the interior of the warehouse, he looked around.


  It wasn’t particularly spacious, nor was it cramped. There were several large shelves lined up one after another, loaded with wooden boxes of all shapes and sizes. Feodor cast his light closer to the side of a nearby box to read the label: Akeri Agent Infiltration – List of Names.


  He couldn’t say he wasn’t interested, but as his target was something else, he pulled his eyes away for the time being. Keeping his steps quiet, he inspected the boxes one by one. Tin Pack Incident – Evidence. Heaven’s Arrival – Ideological Code. Anachronistic Clock – Design Concept. Some of them were things he might’ve heard of before; others he knew nothing about.


  Doubtless the significance varied by item, but each and every thing here had been deemed dangerous to the current world. One would expect several objects within this collection to be capable of annihilating a few cities or even entire Floating Islands.


  But there certainly are quite a lot of them…


  The 5th Division was garrisoned at the base during the Elpis Incident, around when the Croyance consumed the 39th Floating Island. Feodor’d heard once that the barracks, warehouses, and other buildings were all originally part of some educational facility that’d been bought and hastily remodeled. Only a few years have passed since then, yet so many forbidden items are gathered here.


  It was likely that items formerly possessed by other divisions had been brought here as well. Even if those were taken into account, however, it didn’t change the impression that there were an awful lot of them. It occurred to Feodor that the various races living in Regul Aire had originally been scattered over the vast surface. Since they’d all been stuffed into this cramped world in the sky, it’d make perfect sense for things to be extremely unstable. It wouldn’t be strange if, at some point, the people of Regul Aire turned upon one another and brought about their own destruction.


  Because the Beasts existed as an easy-to-see enemy, that danger rarely showed itself, but in truth, the threat of such an end was always close by. These “dangerous materials” could be said to serve as proof.


  Feodor abruptly stopped.


  In front of his eyes was a large box that, by itself, had to be carried in one’s arms. A label was affixed to it: Elpis – Bead Bottles.


  “Gotcha.”


  Perhaps it was to avoid jarring the box, but its lid hadn’t been nailed down. Putting on leather gloves, Feodor carefully opened the box. He shoved his hand into a sea of cushioning and felt around until he finally pulled out three spherical objects wrapped in protective paper and removed their wrappings.


  Small glass balls containing dark onyx clumps. Exactly what he’d hoped to find.


  “Gotcha, gotcha, gotcha.”


  They’d gone overboard with the packaging, but that was hardly strange when one considered the sheer lethality of these glass balls. Bead Bottles… in other words, the Croyance. No amount of cushioning could possibly dispel the fear of releasing what was sealed within the Bottles and destroying everything on the Island.


  As for himself, Feodor knew the glass was thicker and sturdier than it looked. It wouldn’t break just by being handled roughly. Unless it was at the center of a large explosion or smashed onto hard ground from a suitable height, one wouldn’t be able to as much as crack it.


  “Well, I’m fine with the packaging being overdone.” Feodor took out three round stones of an appropriate size from his pocket, wrapping them in the Bottles’ protective paper. He lowered them into the cushioning and returned the box’s lid to the way it had been. It was a crude substitution; if even a moderately sharp-eyed individual looked inside, it’d be immediately seen through. On the other hand, normally there wouldn’t be anyone entering the room, and it was impossible for most people anyway. The chances of the theft being detected within a few days were exceptionally low.


  Things have gone well, up to now. The problem is what happens afterwards.


  If he relaxed now and failed to escape, it’d all be for nothing. Until he’d carefully erased the traces of his infiltration and snuck back to his own room, he couldn’t let down his guard for a moment. Before opening the door again, Feodor started to cover the light of his crystal–


  He suddenly noticed it.


  In the corner of the room, coiled in layers of chains, there was a large black box.


  Not only large, but narrow. It was of such size that an adult man could lie in it and have room to spare. Coupled with its black color, it almost seemed like a coffin.


  His tingling spine was screaming at him, telling him something. His mouth stiffened.


  “This is…”


  Its outwards appearance matched the story he’d heard. This was, most likely, what was discussed the other day. The top-secret item transported to this Floating Island along with the supplies. The mysterious thing directly sent to Aiseia and immediately brought here. It was rumored to be the Great Sage’s legacy, but of course the credibility of that rumor was unknown.


  Even so, Feodor had a creeping suspicion, backed with almost infinite confidence, that he knew exactly what was inside.


  “This is… the Great Sage’s legacy.”


  Feodor kept his steps silent as he crept closer to the black coffin, trying to inspect the side. The label affixed to it had been painted over in black. Next to it, in somewhat untidy and shaky lettering, “Dead Black Agate” had been written.


  Judging by how large the container was, it couldn’t possibly house an actual Black Agate. Was it perhaps a codename relating to whatever was inside? Feodor slipped his hands through a gap in the chains, trying to shift the lid. It wouldn’t open. It didn’t budge when he tried picking it up from the bottom, either. He’d known it might be, but it was fairly heavy. It went without saying that it’d be impossible to sneak away with.


  What if I just break the box and take what’s inside? It wasn’t a bad idea, but it’d require some time and the proper tools; Feodor had only considered taking the Bottles, and he wasn’t comfortable trying to break open the container with what he had on hand. What’s more, there wasn’t much time left before the next patrol came by.


  “I guess it’s impossible for now.”


  Just confirming it was here was already an unexpected prize. He wasn’t the type to get greedy. Reluctantly pulling himself away – rather, forcefully ripping himself away – from the box, Feodor decided to make his escape. In his heart, he vowed that he’d definitely return in the near future.


  


  Feodor’s careful preparation paid off; there were no issues in the exit trip. Slipping through the guards’ surveillance once more, he was able to escape the Pickle Barrel.


  Now he walked through the streets of the base in the dark, his stomach growling loudly. Being on full alert up to now had burnt through all the fuel he had. He was thankful it’d taken until now for the grumbling to start, but…


  “Ahh, what a pain…”


  The Bottles. That black coffin.


  There were things he wanted to consider and things he had to consider, but his rumbling stomach was preventing him from thinking straight. I want something sweet.


  As Feodor walked down the empty street, he idly dug through his pockets. Nothing edible turned up, making him moan in despair. It’d be fine if the world ended right now. He couldn’t even muster up a kind thought on an empty stomach – well, not that he wouldn’t think something similar on a full stomach, but that was another matter entirely.


  It was already late, so the mess hall and store would be closed by now. Given the Bottles shoved in his pocket, he didn’t want to roam too much. The candy he’d bought before ought to still be in his room, so he’d make do with that once he returned. It’s fine. When morning comes, the mess hall will be open. There’s no such thing as an endless night, after all…


  “Huh?” It seemed to be getting unusually noisy.


  Somewhere in the distance, he could hear a number of soldiers rushing down corridors and speaking to each other in hurried sentences. They were too far away for Feodor to catch the details, but he could at least hear that some sort of suspicious character was being pursued.


  Suspicious character…


  Was the cat already out of the bag? Feodor’s heart felt like it was about to burst out of his mouth, but at any rate it seemed as if the target wasn’t him after all. Relief washed over him as he calmed down.


  If it wasn’t Feodor they were after, perhaps it was another thief? They’d decreased recently, but at first this sort of occurrence wasn’t unusual. The military base had all sorts of equipment and machine parts not normally accessible to civilians lying around. The risk in stealing such things wasn’t small, but the reward obtained was probably worthwhile.


  Alternatively, it could be some kind of sabotage? Right now, with the big battle against the Croyance drawing nearer, such things weren’t unthinkable. There were uncountable numbers of motives in the world. The Winged Guard might be the protectors of Regul Aire, but it’s not as if their existence was appreciated by everyone on the Islands. After all, the people being protected could poke their heads up to say selfish things at anyplace and anytime.


  “…I don’t care who you are, but I’d appreciate it if you don’t overdo it,” Feodor murmured. His own position was akin to that of a venomous spider hidden within the Winged Guard. Part of him wanted to cheer on Mr. Suspicious Character, but it was outweighed by annoyance about what he’d do if the military tightened their security and made it harder to act. If you’re going to escape, hurry up and do it.


  He stopped.


  The wind ruffled the grass. It sounded like mere rustling, but he’d been a step too late in realizing there was another sound mixed into it. A person’s presence, lurking nearby.


  Hostility. Malice. Aggression. Killing intent. Something both unlike any of these things and yet very similar to them. All of it directed at Feodor.


  …Well. This is a problem.


  Feodor was no good at straightforward fights. Sure, he knew how to use a sword, and he’d dabbled a bit in the basics of martial arts. By making full use of the two along with feints and other deceptive maneuvers, he was skilled at pretending to be an expert in fighting. Though he couldn’t guarantee that he’d win against a true expert, he’d at least put on a good show. However, his strength was all theatrics – he could only really use it in an one-in-one fight that he’d prepared for in advance. His feints and tricks were useless in a match where his opponent relied on brute strength without listening to his words or watching his actions, doubly so if he’d been caught off guard. If he got involved in a straightforward contest of strength, he’d have no chance of winning given his lack of proper sword practice and physical training, not to mention his innate weaknesses as a mere Imp.


  Feodor reassessed his situation. Late at night. A street with nobody else around. Myself, walking alone. Ignoring the fact that it was happening inside a military base, the setting was perfect for a ruffian to appear. Should I run right away? Or start yelling for…


  The leaves rustled.


  By the time he’d heard the sound, it was already too late. Without having time to look behind him, a powerful attack rammed into a blindspot at the right of his back and slammed him down painfully onto the street pavement. Perhaps because his attacker was watching his exhalation and aimed for the precise moment his lungs had no air in them, he couldn’t as much as scream.


  Agh…! Fighting back the pain in his shoulder, Feodor twisted his body. The first thing that entered his field of vision was a clean white hospital gown that stood out starkly among the dark night. What entered his gaze next was bright, orange… hair…


  Huh?


  He instantly realized who his attacker was, and immediately rejected it. There’s no way that’s true, it can’t possibly be true! After all – that’s right, why would she be in a place like this? There’s no way she’d do something like this, even if she was. And there’s no way she’d ever make an expression like that!


  He desperately searched for an excuse, trying to avert his eyes from reality. But in the end, the sole piece of his mind that remained calm and collected used the last bits of air in his lungs to croak out a name of its own accord.


  “La… kish…?”


  His attacker disregarded him, her hands roughly trying to pin him down. In the dark and under the chaos of the situation, he let his body’s instincts take over and resist. This was where the small training and experience he’d gained as a soldier was (more or less) coming in handy.


  His attacker’s physical strength was clearly superior to his. Her technique was also skillful, without any openings to speak of. However, her physique was clearly that of a small girl. Grabbing onto that one and only advantage, Feodor resisted. The two of them, each trying to wrestle the other down, rolled around on the ground in a tangled embrace.


  “Argh–!” Feodor hissed in pain as his side hit hard stone, and his whole body reflexively relaxed. The previously even battle fell apart as their foreheads collided, close enough he could feel her violent breathing on his lips. Having completely lost control, his shoulders were pinned down. His attacker grabbed the collar of his shirt and started to strangle him.


  Am I going to die like this?


  Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad?


  In sharp contrast to the defeatism sweeping through his mind, his body continued to react of its own accord. Unable to put any strength into his arms, the choking Feodor wrapped them around his attacker’s head, forcing her to look at him in the eyes.


  He saw citrus-orange pupils, bloodshot with red. Their gazes became entangled.


  “G-gh… Y-You are…”


  Feodor was sure that right now his eyes were lightly glimmering.


  He was an Imp. Member of a race that was said to have once tricked the Emnetwyte with their devious words and cursed eyes, leading virtuous people to their demise one after the next. However, it’d been over 500 years since the Emnetwyte were wiped out, and modern Imps had all but regressed. Though their ‘devious words’, or smooth-talking abilities were still usable, their so-called “cursed” magical eyes had weakened to the extent where current Imps had almost forgotten their existence.


  At present their power could only be used after fulfilling a multitude of conditions, rendering it something closer to a little-known parlor trick. First: the surroundings had to be dim. Second, one’s eyes had to meet another’s at such a ridiculously short distance that their breath could be tasted. Third, the target’s mental makeup had to be approximately similar to that of the Emnetwyte. Fourth, the user had to be in a mental state capable of precisely directing their power. And so on. Even if the stage could be set for all these things to come into place, the amount of labor needed would be much more efficiently devoted to simply deceiving the target.


  That was why Feodor himself tried not to rely on his power as much as possible. It was difficult to use, he wasn’t used to it, and its effects were unstable. He shouldn’t make any plans that depended on it, and in any situation where he was forced to fall back upon it, he’d already have lost. That was what he’d always told himself.


  “Y-You… are… my friend!”


  In that instant, the two of them froze.


  His heart cried out. Something ran down his spine.


  Open eyes. Shared gazes. Something within Feodor, flowing soundlessly, poured into her. Little by little, his body became filled with an incomprehensible satisfaction and exhaustion.


  It was a feeling Feodor knew. There’s no way it worked… right?


  At one point when he was young, he’d attempted to master his power one way or another. But no matter how much trial and error he went through, no matter how many times he tried, his success rate never rose above ten percent. Even if he practiced it when he was calm and in quiet places, the result didn’t change.


  “Um…”


  He heard his assailant speak. She sounded confused. “You’re…?”


  It was the voice of Lakish Nyx Seniolis. At the very least, a voice similar enough to convince him.


  “Hey, Lakish. It hurts, you know?” Feodor tried to make a friendly smile. There was no need to lie or pretend – his constricted neck really did hurt.


  After a long moment of hesitation, his attacker relaxed her hands and straightened up. Remaining seated on Feodor’s stomach, she looked up at the sky.


  An Imp’s eyes could only slightly alter another person’s mentality. Right now in her mind, when it came to a certain Feodor Jessman, a thought along the lines of It feels as if he’s a close friend ought to be sprouting.


  “Who are you?” she asked quietly. Another question followed immediately, “Where am I?”


  I’m the one who’s got questions for you, Feodor thought. Fairies who’ve been encroached upon by their past life never reawaken – that’s what he’d been told. He’d spent several sleepless nights furious with himself for driving Lakish to that point. And yet, right now – although her words and actions might’ve become peculiar and dangerous – she was up and about, not to mention very energetic.


  There’s no way…


  “Do you not remember?” Feodor asked his own question instead of answering hers. The word amnesia came to mind. It was a common plot device, a tragic development that could be found in fictional stories, crystal movies.


  It’d be extraordinarily unlucky if that tragedy had befallen Lakish. At the same time, it could be said to be impossibly lucky. At the very least, it was much better than the state she’d been in until yesterday, endlessly sleeping and waiting to disappear. It was true that one’s past, memories, and relationships were important, and the pain of losing them might be unbearable. But despite that, if those things were built back up starting from now, that pain might someday end.


  “Eh?”


  From afar, the flickering light of torches was becoming visible.


  The girl noticed them a second after Feodor did. Remaining silent, her aura changed to one of caution and guilt. “Hey, wai–?!”


  He was too late to stop her. The girl shot up and was off. Although his opportunity was lost already, Feodor recalled something. Right now in this base, a suspicious character was being pursued. And the girl in front of his eyes now – the one trying to disappear from sight – was, no matter how one looked at it, clearly acting suspiciously.


  “Wait, Lakish–” his words lost power partway through. “What’s going on…”


  In the end, she was gone before he could finish speaking. In the blink of an eye, that white hospital gown had already blended into the darkness of night and vanished.


  “Just what the hell is going on?!”


  No voice came to answer his question. Feodor grimaced, suddenly feeling itchiness and pain all over himself. Since he’d gotten thrown around and slammed to the ground so harshly, he had scratches everywhere. He quickly examined himself, confirming the Bottles were safe while at it. They were indeed sturdily made. If they’d been broken in the fighting just now, I’d already be an onyx statue… the thought was a bit frightening.


  The torch lights seemed to be getting closer; perhaps they’d heard the earlier battle? Feodor decided it’d be more convenient if he wasn’t found and made himself scarce, many more thoughts than before running through his mind.


  Why was she running away? What would she be running from? Where could she be going? What is she planning to do from here on?


  What kind of miracle happened just now? What happened to that girl who I shouldn’t have been able to meet again?


  He idly ran through the list of questions in his head again and again. No answers appeared. His vague speculations wouldn’t crystallize into thoughts.


  An unusually cold wind, unbefitting of the season, blew. Feodor shivered a little.
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  Chapter 3: Walking Forward, Facing Tomorrow


  Part 1: The City of Cold Rain


  

  First-class equivalent soldier Lakish had deserted.


  It needed to be handled carefully. While deserters were generally punished in public as an example to other soldiers, the circumstances of fairy soldiers were different. They weren’t allowed off military grounds for the simple reason that their existences alone constituted great danger. Only under the supervision of the military were they recognized as humanoids possessing a certain set of privileges. To do so otherwise and risk exposing their unique capabilities to the public was unthinkable.


  Consequently, mobilizing all available troops for a mass search was also out of the question. The desertion of a first-class equivalent soldier would have to be handled with the same care as that of a private first-class.


  


  “I’m going.”


  The atmosphere in the division commander’s office was tense. Everyone present shared similar expressions of confusion or impatience; Tiat, Collon, Panival, Aiseia, and the First Officer – the Armado in command of the entire 5th Division. Their gazes were fixed upon Feodor.


  “…Did you just say you’re going?” Panival asked. “That sounds awfully like you’re going alone.”


  “That’s what I mean. I’m going, alone. That’s probably the best option we’ve got right now.”


  She shook her long purple hair. “Lakish’s probably holed up somewhere in the city. On top of not knowing where to look for her, it’s been some time since she ran away. No matter how you look at it, one person won’t be enough.”


  “You’re not wrong, but I’m still not taking you all with me.”


  Collon’s shoulders shook. Panival glanced at her, then looked back at Feodor. “Why not?”


  “Going off what we just discussed, right now Lakish isn’t friendly towards you girls, is she? We aren’t aiming to fight, so I want to avoid anything that might set her off.”


  Panival grumbled in irritation, falling silent. 


  “Having said that,” Feodor went on, “sending the other troops is out of the question too. After all, we won’t be able to explain anything to them, and we’re only sending out enough people to search for someone equivalent to a first-class soldier besides. If it went badly, we’d end up spooking Lakish and have nothing to show for it.”


  “That might be so,” Tiat interjected from the corner of the room, her arms crossed and her back against the wall. “But even then, what’re you going to do by yourself? Won’t you just fumble around blindly and find nothing?”


  “Honestly, there’s a fair chance of that happening,” Feodor admitted. “But at the least, I won’t be blind. I’ve lived here for a while. There’s eyes and ears I can make use of.”


  “Hm…” The Armado First Officer nodded lightly, like he always did. “She might use force to resist. Are you certain you can deal with this on your own? Would it not be better to bring along someone who can negotiate with the deserter?”


  “Well, that’s just it.” Feodor looked the First Officer in the eye, deliberately keeping his expression neutral. “If I’m alone, I can deal with her one way or another.”


  Even though he might’ve suffered an embarrassing defeat before, he wasn’t bluffing groundlessly. Taking her by surprise, or making use of drugs… if he had enough time to prepare, there were innumerable ways to make up for their difference in strength.


  “…I see,” the First Officer replied in an equally neutral tone. “Speaking from the position of a commander, I don’t mind if you do things your own way. But you’d better get results.”


  “Understood.” Feodor straightened up and bowed. “Well then, I, Fourth Officer Feodor Jessman, will now accept this tracking mission… is what I’d like to say, but first I want to confirm something.”


  “What’s that?”


  “No, not you, First Officer.” Feodor looked straight past him, meeting the eyes of a single woman, who’d had her hands over her face and remained silent until now. As if following his gaze, everyone’s attention turned to her. “Second Officer Aiseia.”


  Her expression was ashen, and she looked as if she’d aged rapidly since he’d last seen her. It was a reasonable reaction, given the situation.


  “When we talked before, you told me a fairy who’s fallen into a coma due to encroachment wouldn’t wake up again.”


  Aiseia nodded feebly. “…That’s right.”


  “In that case, I’d like to know if you have an explanation for this mysterious, unprecedented case involving first-class equivalent soldier Lakish?”


  “If I said I did… it’d be a lotta easier, huh?” She forced out a harsh laugh, her normally vivid expression broken. “But nope, I told you the truth. They’re basically the same as corpses. Actually… once, just once, a fairy has gone to sleep and woken up again. It’s not as if this has never happened before.”


  If you took her words at surface value, they’d give you hope. Maybe, maybe… sweet expectations would rise within you uncontrollably. However, Aiseia’s face remained thoroughly cold and her voice gloomy.


  “We fairies are like spirits given substance. If the spirit shatters, then we stop moving and soon disappear. Looking at it from another angle – if the spirit retains its shape somehow, the body might be able to start moving again.”


  The key word, somehow, hung in the air. 


  “Her spirit is already long gone. It’s like a broken window, with cracks all over and pieces missing. But… if those cracks and gaps were filled by memories and emotions from her past life… then her body might recover to the point where it looks like she’s come back to life.”


  “That means…” Feodor swallowed hard. “Lakish’s body… is being moved by another person’s spirit. Is that right?”


  “Yup. I’ve gotta say, it’s nice to meet kiddos like ya who pick things up so easily. Makes explaining this a lotta more straightforward, don’tcha think?” Aiseia laughed hollowly. “‘Course, we can’t just say this new person is someone’s resurrected past life. The dead are the dead; they once experienced losing everything. The chances of a personality surviving death untouched and springing right back to life are… well, one in a million. I’ve only heard of it happen once before.”


  She raised a finger. “From what Panival said, Lakish’s so unstable she doesn’t even know who she herself is. That means she’s probably got two persons’ worth of memories and emotions mixed together inside of her.”


  Feodor gave it some thought, ruminating over Aiseia’s words. Aiseia, who was like an older sister to Lakish and the others, who knew them best. He felt nauseous. “So that… that thing is some sort of fusion using Lakish’s spirit as an ingredient?”


  “…Nyahaha.” Aiseia’s expression was so deeply warped by grief that she couldn’t even preserve her thin veneer of composure anymore. Only her lips barely kept their instinctive smile.


  She didn’t deny it, so that’s probably right. Feodor somehow subdued the rising urge to vomit in his chest. 


  Aiseia visibly fought to get control over herself again. “We all know our various instabilities mean we could collapse at any time. Lakish and her past life can only maintain their fused existence while their fractured spirits are properly stuck together . If that balance’s disrupted even slightly, then–”


  A small thud came from behind Feodor. He looked to see Panival supporting Collon, the latter having nearly fainted. “A-Ah, sorry, sorry…” Panival said with false cheerfulness. “May we leave first? It looks like you’ll be talking about boring things for a while, so the rest of us’d like to get some fresh air.”


  “Ah, yes, you must be tired.” The First Officer waved a hand idly. “You can go rest for now.”


  “Thank you.” Panival bowed to him as best as she could while moving Collon onto her shoulders, then left the room. Feodor saw them off without speaking, then went to leave as well.


  “Hey.”


  Feodor stopped. Tiat’s head had unconsciously lowered as the discussion continued, but now she raised it again.


  “Um, so… if you see Lakish… or well, the girl who looks like Lakish now, um, er, ah… I’m not sure how to say this…”


  She probably didn’t know what she herself was saying. It was rare to see the normally blunt girl be at a loss for words.


  “I understand.”


  “Eh? You do?” She looked genuinely surprised.


  “I’m probably thinking what you are. ‘If you find her…’ well, I’m not sure how to put it either, but… ‘do what you can.’”


  A vague platitude without any substance. What am I saying?


  “You got it.”


  “Yeah. I know.” He felt surprised himself.


  Tiat nodded, somewhat annoyed. “I’ll leave it to you.”


  “…Yeah.” Not knowing how to reply, he nodded slightly. “Well then! I, Fourth Officer Feodor Jessman, will now begin the search for the deserter!”


  “Yeah, get to it!”


  With the First Officer’s words sending him off, Feodor left the division commander’s office.


  


  It’d started to rain.


  Having “borrowed” someone’s cheap umbrella from the stand in the entranceway, Feodor shouldered a duffel bag as he looked out at the darkened city. 


  In truth, even if he searched for that girl without resorting to unusual means, it wasn’t as if he had no confidence in his ability to find her. After all, she was only wearing a hospital gown and nothing else, not even shoes. Factoring in how blindingly conspicuous she was, he doubted she could’ve gotten particularly far.


  In short, the search radius wasn’t too large. While normally the labyrinthine streets would give any fugitive an advantage, this area in particular was like a second home to Feodor. My days of sneaking out to buy food were all leading up to this moment!… that’s a lie.


  Of course, if she’d ignited Venom and flown away, all his preparations would be for nothing at all. Even then, her radiant illusory wings would definitely stand out. If that was the case, it might even be easier to follow her than if she’d escaped on foot. On the other hand, Lyell was turning into a ghost town quickly enough that he wouldn’t be guaranteed to find eyewitnesses. Still, Feodor thought he had a fair chance of being victorious.


  Soon after he’d entered the city, he started feeling a strange sensation.


  What is this?


  To his eyes, ears, and nose, everything looked, heard, and smelt normal. But something deep within Feodor, something not belonging to his five senses, gave him a peculiar confidence.


  She’s here.


  It was a suspicious thing to be guided by, but he didn’t go against the sensation as he walked. After going some ways up the main street, he made a right turn past the gear shop. Continuing onwards, he entered the third hydraulic gate, made a left turn and headed upwards. Panting with exertion, he traversed an uneven back alley that took some effort to climb and descend. Eventually he ended up in the second southeast area, the Memorial District. 


  …Ah…


  He found her.


  An orange-haired, white-gowned girl.


  She was sitting with her back to the wall, hugging her knees. Overhead was a small overhang that ensured the rain wouldn’t fall directly on her head. However, it seemed she’d been unavoidably soaked long before arriving at that spot.. Her drenched hospital gown stuck tightly to her skin, and looked uncomfortable to wear. Looking at the state she was in, the word “lonely” inevitably came to mind.


  Feodor hesistated, then called out to her. “…You’re not cold?”


  The girl had already noticed him. Without a hint of shock, she slowly raised her downcast gaze.


  “It’s cold.”


  Her voice was faint enough to be nearly drowned out by the rain. Feodor was struck by a strange sense of unfamiliarity as he saw her face. Her features matched perfectly the girl he’d known well, Lakish Nyx Seniolis. At the same time, she wore an expression he’d never seen before. Her characteristically warm and gentle aura had vanished, replaced by a biting chill not unlike ice, or perhaps steel. He’d been looking for a fluffy stuffed animal, only to find a carved marble sculpture. That was the kind of unease filling him.


  Fragments of Lakish’s spirit and the remnants of her past life, melted and mixed together, forming this amalgamated personality.


  Feodor took off his glasses and put them in his breast pocket. “Were you planning on going somewhere?” he asked.


  “Anywhere’s fine, isn’t it?” she spat in an utterly un-Lakish-like way. “So I’m here.”


  He slowly approached the girl, then held out his umbrella over her. She met his eyes for an instant, then looked away.


  “Sorry for earlier.”


  “Hm?”


  “When we were fighting before. My head was all messed up until just now. I wanted to grab a nice coat like yours, so I could run away easier. Not… my finest moment.”


  “…Ah, I see.”


  He understood why. Her hospital gown wasn’t exactly durable, not to mention how eye-catching it was. Escaping while wearing what amounted to merely a thin sheet was nothing but reckless. It was a sound decision to try and cover herself with a coat first.


  Those things running through his mind, Feodor’s gaze fell to the girl’s body. Her gown had ripped in a few places, through which bare skin peeked. Even knowing now wasn’t the time, he couldn’t help but have his eyes wander. Mentally reminding himself a few times that he wasn’t interested in markless girls, not in the slightest, he grit his teeth as he turned away.


  The girl glanced at him again. Her expression hadn’t changed, so he couldn’t tell what she might be thinking. She’d better not get the wrong idea.


  Feodor took off his coat and dropped it over her shoulders.


  “Huh?”


  “Excuse me for a moment.” He bent down and touched her pale feet.


  “H-hang on, what are y–?”


  “You fairies don’t have particularly strong bodies, you know… ah, see? Just like I thought, you’re in terrible condition.”


  Her soles were badly torn up; she’d probably been running barefoot all this time. Fairies might not mind pain much, but leaving wounds untreated was a different matter. If left alone, they’d start to fester. At least, that’s how it went for most forms of life Feodor was familiar with.


  He reached into his duffel bag and pulled out a bottle of water, along with disinfectant and a clean cloth.


  “What… are you doing?”


  “Can’t you tell? It’s first aid. This’ll hurt a bit, so just bear with it.”


  Feodor washed her cuts with the water. Her body quivered slightly, a small shriek escaping her mouth. Following that, he patted on the disinfectant and wrapped the wounds in cloth, fixing the bandage in place.


  “This should do for now.” He stood up. The girl looked upwards from her seated position, blinking in confusion. “W…Why…?”


  “Don’t give me that. There’s no way I could leave you alone like that.”


  “…Oh. So that’s why.” Her expression became one of both comprehension and loneliness. “I get it. Let’s go.”


  “Huh? Go where?”


  “That place from before. The… Winged Guard’s base, right?”


  “You’re going back?”


  “It’s not like I want to, you know! But if I don’t, you’ll be in trouble, right?” She looked at her shoulder. On Feodor’s coat there was his insignia, representing his rank and affiliation as a Fourth Officer of the Winged Guard. “Maybe you’ll think this sounds strange, but there’s something wrong with me. I’ve forgotten so much… my name, the reason why I’m here… I remember I hate the Winged Guard, but I’ve forgotten why.”


  Bit by bit, a self-mocking tone entered her voice. She chuckled, laughing at her own expense.


  “Oh, there’s something else. I remember I can trust you.”


  Feodor’s heart clenched painfully. That’s wrong, you’re making a mistake, he almost said. 


  “…Yeah.”


  “That’s all I have. I’m empty. I can’t do anything, and I have nowhere to go. That’s why… I didn’t want someone like me to make trouble for you.”


  “…You fairies, I swear.” Feodor shook his head. “You really are all the same.”


  “Huh?”


  “You put yourself last and only care about other people.” 


  Feodor extended his hand to take hers, then suddenly lifted her up and put her on his back, ignoring her oddly cute shrieks and struggling.


  “W-What?!”


  “It’s partially our fault too. We’re so unreliable you just can’t leave us alone, aren’t we?”


  Feodor still heard protesting, but her resistance fell away. It should be fine to go like this. He carefully bent down to pick up the umbrella that’d fallen onto the ground and raised it up to the girl. “Sorry, but hold this.”


  


  Underneath an umbrella and carrying on his back the girl who now wore his uniform, Feodor trudged through the city of cold rain, doing his best to ignore things like the breath on his ears or the warmth on his back.


  This isn’t the time to get distracted, Feodor, he thought. Get a hold of yourself, moron. Do this properly. Stay strong!


  “…This town’s weird,” the girl grumbled in a whisper. “We’re walking on metal, and the streets are all so disorganized.


  “You’re not wrong.” There wasn’t any way to excuse it.


  The 38th Floating Island, home to the city of Lyell. Born as a mining town, developed into a manufacturing center, and brought to the brink of ruin by the Croyance’s advent. A ghost town made not of dirt, wood, and stone, but rather metal, screws, springs, and electricity. By Regul Aire’s standards, it certainly couldn’t be described as a conventional city.


  “Plus, the walls spit out steam all of a sudden.”


  “Ah, yeah, that’d surprise anyone not used to it. Did you get hit?”


  “I dodged it… even if I fell on my butt,” the girl said awkwardly. You don’t have to say anything if you’re embarrassed…


  Abruptly the grip on his shoulders tightened. “Hold up.”


  “Huh? What?”


  “The street’s getting narrow. If you’re going to the main road, wouldn’t you go the other way?”


  “This is the way I meant to go.”


  He could almost sense her bewilderment. “Weren’t we going back to the Winged Guard?”


  “You didn’t want to go back, did you?”


  “No, I didn’t, but… wouldn’t this get you in trouble?”


  “It’ll be fine if I just say I couldn’t find you.” Feodor shrugged. “In other words, as long as they don’t figure out I let you go on purpose, it won’t be a problem.”


  “Then aren’t you screwed if they find out?!” She put more power into her grip. “Seriously, you don’t need to put yourself in danger–”


  “I don’t want you to be sacrificed,” Feodor interrupted. “Honestly, I’ve got no idea how I should treat you, the way you are right now. Maybe it’d be better to treat you like a dangerous existence and arrest you, or just save myself the trouble and kill you on the spot.”


  Leprechauns are a dangerous existence. A shard of affection is all it takes for them to turn into willing, disposable bombs. Feodor understood that well by now. They could bring forth massive destruction with just a momentary emotional outburst. What’s more, the girl he was carrying right now held a fundamentally incomplete spirit. Lakish and that other person’s memories and fragments had been forcibly mashed together to create something that only resembled the person she’d once been in form. In other words, she was a powder keg that might go off at any time.


  Another reason to worry was that this girl was using Lakish’s body, meaning the resultant explosion would most likely be exceptionally destructive even for a Leprechaun. Given how close he was to her, if her Venom spiraled out of control then Feodor himself would be completely erased along with everything surrounding them.


  “In that case, then–!”


  He shook his head. “If I don’t know what the best choice to make is, I’ll just do whatever I want to. Right now, I want to prioritize your happiness.”


  The girl fell silent.


  “…Hey?”


  “Yes?”


  “It might be a bit late to ask this, but what’s your name?”


  “…Feodor. Feodor Jessman.”


  Feodor, she murmured, turning over the name in her mouth. She’d meant to talk to herself, probably, but her lips were so close to Feodor’s ears that he faintly heard his name mixed into her breaths. His heart jolted, and a fog of agitation started to float through his brain.


  “What–” he started, as if trying to cut through all of his inappropriate ideas, “what should I call you?”


  After a short pause, the girl chuckled lightly. “What a weird thing to ask,” she said teasingly. “You’re someone I knew… rather, someone I was close to, aren’t you? Shouldn’t you know my name already?”


  “That’s… I suppose so.”


  “So that… that thing is some sort of fusion using Lakish’s spirit as an ingredient?”


  Remembering the words he’d spluttered out at Aiseia only a few hours earlier, Feodor closed his eyes. He had to keep that in mind. Even if her form hadn’t changed, even if her voice was the same, even if the heat and softness he felt on his back was exactly how he remembered it to be, the truth was that Lakish Nyx Seniolis no longer existed.


  “Lakish…”


  “Wh–?!” his breath hitched.


  “…That was what you called me. Those fairies from before also called me the same way. In other words, that was my name to you. Is that right?”


  “Ah… ahh… uh…”


  Feodor swallowed hard, preparing himself. Preparing for what? He didn’t know.


  “That’s right,” he said flatly without nodding, keeping his eyes fixed straight ahead.


  She’s not Lakish Nyx Seniolis anymore. The girl who had that name, the pure, honest, sensitive girl who treasured her friends and was treasured by them in turn, the girl who was like an older sister to Apple, Marshmallow, Tiat, Collon, and Panival, who looked after them when they were causing trouble, was nowhere to be found. He knew that, but even though he knew it…


  “Your name is Lakish. You’re a mature fairy soldier, and one of my subordinates.”


  “Fairy…” she murmured, as if making sure she knew what it meant. “That’s… right. That’s right. I’m… a fairy.”


  “Remember now, do you?”


  “Yeah, but I’d actually have preferred not to.”


  “Why’s that?”


  The girl hesitated. “…I don’t remember too much, but I think… I hated things called fairies. Disposable weapons thrown away without being able to know what they’ve saved. Even now, I feel disgusted by them.”


  Feodor inadvertently chuckled.


  “What’s so funny?” the girl asked sourly.


  “No, it’s nothing,” Feodor shook his head. “I just felt a bit happy.”


  “Really? I didn’t think I was saying anything all that pleasant, though?”


  “That’s not it, it’s more how you said it. To think there’s a fairy that thinks that way. I thought I was alone in feeling like that, so finding someone else who thinks the same way I do is reassuring. Yeah, you’ve given me some courage.”


  The sound of the rain seemed to grow louder. It was as if the area beneath the umbrella was cut off from the rest of the world; an isolated space for just the two of them.


  “…Feodor, are you a strange person?”


  “Hey you, it’s not as if I didn’t know that, but hearing it from you really hurts.”


  


  They’d probably walked about five hundred meters until reaching their destination: a shop nestled on the corner of a relatively large street one block over. A brand-new sign outside indicated it was a furniture store.


  Feodor pushed open the door, immediately drawing the attention of a bored-looking Orc lazily dusting the merchandise. Even if they were of different races, he could tell those eyes were full of suspicion. Really, it was a natural reaction; he’d just walked in drenched from the rain, carrying a young markless girl with torn clothing. Anyone could see they had troublesome circumstances written all over them.


  “Sorry, we’re closed for the day.”


  “I know, I know, but I have an urgent order. I need extra-large glass tables carved in the Collinadiluche style, a half-dozen of them.”


  “Wha…?” the orc’s mouth fell open in what might’ve been a surprised expression. “…We haven’t got that many in stock, so you’ll have to wait about two months.”


  “That’s unfortunate, because I’m in a hurry. Could you get it done within forty days at least?”


  “Sure, just let me confirm it with the manager. Please wait over there.” The Orc pointed to an adjoining room, then disappeared deeper into the store.


  “What was all that about?” the girl asked as Feodor entered the room and finally let her down from his aching back. “Glass tables?”


  He poked his head outside to make sure there weren’t any other customers in the store or shadows lurking in the street, then drew close to her ear. “Calling for the manager was a code. This store deals in… business, shall we say, that differs from what the sign says.”


  “…Illegal stuff?”


  “Let’s just say it’s the sort of place that only deals with VIPs. They share confidentiality with their clients, and as long as it doesn’t break their code they’re willing to accommodate most requests. They won’t pry into their clients’ circumstances, either, so even someone like you, in your situation, will…”


  The girl pinched his thigh, hard.


  “Wait, ouch, ouch! You–”


  “Hey. Call me by my name, okay?” Her voice had turned chilly and quiet.


  Feodor remembered something he’d heard before; for fairies, their names were extremely important, especially the names other people gave them – in other words, calling someone else by that name was taboo. Is it really fine to give this girl Lakish’s name? Feodor still found himself hesitating, fussing over this sort of thing even though they’d already gone this far.


  “Please. I don’t want to lose myself again.”


  “…Got it.” he nodded firmly. “Lakish, we can discuss your circumstances here. Not just where you’ll stay tonight, but also what you’re planning to do afterwards.”


  A sunny smile appeared on her face, one that seemed to have risen up from the inner depths of her heart. “Okay!”


  


  Incidentally, Orcs were disliked in a different way than most markless. There were many reasons for that, one being how tremendously ugly they were – even taking into account the heavily varied standards for beauty throughout Regul Aire. They also had an exceedingly strong sense of community and unity within their own race, to the point of excluding other races. Perhaps due to their short lifespans, they also disregarded spirituality and put their faith in material desires. As a result, they had developed a peculiar set of values unappealing to any other race.


  In short, their entire race was selfish. Long-term planning was a foreign concept to them, because they didn’t live that long to begin with. They rejected the accumulation of knowledge and trust, conducting themselves without considering how others saw them or what trouble they gave people around them.


  With their large numbers and in their typical overbearing style, they’d spread through many cities, accumulating wealth and creating communities made up solely of their brethren. One couldn’t speak of the economies of most islands without also talking about the Orcs.


  The official explanation for the destruction of the economic powerhouse formerly known as the Elpis Mercantile Federation was that the military had acted on their own. But Feodor knew the truth. The ones who’d warped the army’s plans out of selfish greed – who’d thrust Elpis down the path to irreversible tragedy – were none other than Orc traders. They were the enemy; despised foes that had snatched away his older brother-in-law, his family, his hometown, everyone and everything else he’d held dear.


  Five minutes later in the reception room, Feodor and Lakish had borrowed towels and wiped themselves dry however much they could before sitting down on the soft sofa.


  “So you’re Feodor Jessman, our comrade-in-arms?”


  Something sat at the other end of the table, a mass of jewelry that somehow spoke fluent Continental. It wore a velvet coat embroidered with gold thread and a heavy-looking necklace bedecked with gigantic rutile and iolite gemstones. Its fat fingers were each garnished with multiple thick golden rings, set with large and gaudy gemstones.


  A close observation revealed a lump of fat adorned with glittering gems. An even closer observation, close enough to make one nauseous, would reveal that ball of fat to actually be a slightly plump male Orc.


  “I’d heard you were markless, but you’re much younger than I had expected.” The mass of jewelry revealed to be a fat Orc tilted his head slightly.


  “I knew my age would seem unusual, which is why I’ve used intermediaries to contact you until now,” Feodor said, suppressing his mixed feelings. “Are you the one they call Giggir Mozag?”


  Giggir – as far as Feodor knew – wasn’t one of the traders involved in the Elpis Incident. Consequently, he wasn’t responsible for the death of his loved ones. Although he understood that, it still took everything he had to maintain his composure in front of an Orc trader. He readjusted his glasses, fixing in place his calm expression. 


  “Yes, exactly so.” The Orc decorated with an amount of jewelry that could only be described as utterly obnoxious – Giggir Mozag, the representative of Spessartine Trading – slowly nodded his head, which resembled a pig’s crushed-in face. “As your visit was rather abrupt, I was unable to prepare a body double. These fellows may be accompanying us, but please, pay them no mind at all.”


  Robust, black-suited beast-people stood at each end of the table, some behind Giggir and the rest behind Feodor. He glanced at them inquisitively. “You’ve got a lot of bodyguards. Did something happen?”


  “Ahh, former Elpis traders have been dying recently. The rumor is that the assassin’s a markless, so you can understand my precautions.”


  “Oh?” Well, that isn’t too surprising. It’s never a shock to see Orcs making enemies, no matter how many of them or where they’re from. Feodor shook his head. “I don’t mind, it’s not as if we’re that close anyway. Each of us keeping constant vigilance works out perfectly.”


  “Thank you for understanding.” Giggir’s neck rolls jiggled as he nodded enthusiastically.


  “Anyway,” Feodor cleared his throat. “Reintroducing ourselves would be strange, so I’ll skip the pleasantries. Apologies for the sudden visit, but a lot of things have changed recently.”


  “Go on.”


  In contrast to his rough and vulgar appearance, intelligence glimmered in the depths of Giggir’s calm, beady eyes. Is there something I’m not getting because of the differences between our races? Hiding his confusion, Feodor feigned calm as he continued. “I have two requests today. First, could you look after this girl for a while?”


  The Orc’s gaze settled on the girl – Lakish – seated next to Feodor. She raised her shoulders nervously. “What? Me?”


  “A female markless?” his snout wrinkled in slight distaste.


  “Naturally, having her utmost safety in mind and giving her decent treatment. Is there a problem with that?”


  “No, no. But may I inquire as to your reasons?”


  “She’s one of the Winged Guard’s ultimate trump cards. It seems she was born in special circumstances, and somehow she’s able to activate ancient superweapons that have never been used before.”


  It wasn’t a lie, but Feodor also took care to not reveal more information than necessary. What he had to do right now was attract the Orc’s attention and make him recognize the value in her protection.


  “W-Wha–” Lakish whirled on him in shock as Giggir nodded appreciatively. “What’re you saying so suddenly?!”


  The existence of Leprechauns was a highly classified military secret. It wasn’t something to expose so easily. Feodor knew that already, but…


  “These weapons can deal decisive blows to the Beasts. They’ve already proven themselves in battle. And – this is the important part – their effectiveness against the Croyance was proven just a few days ago.”


  “Hang on! Just hang on a minute!”


  “Oho…” the Orc surveyed Lakish with newfound interest.


  “This one was forcibly conscripted into the military and transported to this island due to her unique talent. Not too long ago, she escaped from the base, whereupon I secured her. This goes without saying, but obtaining her cooperation is vital.”


  “I see, I see…”


  “H-Hey, don’t just move on, dammit!” Lakish shot Feodor a glare as she sprang up to tower over him. “I deserve an explanation!”


  Feodor coughed awkwardly. “Aaaannnd… I’d like to move on now, so let’s take care of all that later.”


  “Don’t you try to deceive me, Feodor,” she hissed dangerously. “Tell me what you’re trying to use me for. I’ll go along with it, but I’d like to know what I’m involved in.”


  “Even if you say that…”


  He glanced at Giggir, who shrugged at him as to say you’re on your own here. “…To put it simply, this Orc is one of my collaborators. He approves of the plan that I’m intending to carry out… No, rather, he’s recognized some value in my plan and has been sponsoring me all this time.”


  “Har!” Giggir laughed, his shoulders ponderously swaying. “You saying it like that makes our relationship seem so pleasant, doesn’t it?”


  “And what do you want to do?” Lakish pressed.


  “I want to stop the Winged Guard’s monopoly on the anti-Beast weapons. One of my plans is to steal you – and the others – from them.”


  “…Huh?” She blinked, surprised.


  “I won’t let you guys be used and disposed of like convenient tools. I’ll be the ones protecting all of you.”


  “Oh…”


  She fell back onto the sofa with a fwoop, sinking deeply into it in a daze as if her energy had suddenly been snatched away.  “Yeah, that’s… that’s true…”


  Giggir tried poorly to stifle his sniggers, acting like he was watching a particularly amusing show. Feodor sighed. “In any case, this girl is a deserter from the Winged Guard. In addition to that, due to some incidents, she’s lost part of her memories. There’s limits to how well I can hide her, so I’d like to keep her safe with someone I can trust. That’s one reason why I dropped by so suddenly.”


  “I see. What was the second reason?”


  “I’d like you to prepare a tool that can quietly break a wooden box.” Feodor quickly went through the specifications: he wanted to remove what was in the box brought into the Winged Guard base the other day, the one big enough for an average adult markless to fit into.


  “Hmm? Are you planning to change careers to be a thief?”


  “Something like that. I’m aiming for Confidential Warehouse Zero. The infiltration route’s already been scouted out.”


  “…Warehouse Zero? Say that again?”


  “Confidential Warehouse Zero.”


  “The so-called Pickle Barrel, is it?”


  “You’re well-informed. That’s the one.”


  The Orc massaged his temple with a pudgy finger. “…As always, you come up with some crazy ideas.”


  “That’s because my goal’s the craziest of them all.”


  Oinking sounds came from Giggir’s throat as his piggish face creased into a smile. An Orc’s happy face was something that’d keep appearing in your worst nightmares once you’d seen it. “You’re not wrong! So what’s in the box, then?”


  “I’m unsure. Extremely few people know what’s inside, and I don’t have enough clues to speak my theories with confidence.”


  “But it’s worth taking the risk to enter the Barrel and steal it when you don’t even know what it is?”


  “…It is. If my theory is correct… it’s something that can serve as the trigger.”


  Giggir let out a deep breath. As if he’d just remembered it existed, he grabbed the cup of black tea in front of him and downed it in one tremendous gulp. “So it’s finally going to begin. How delightful, how very delightful! Oh, we must see to the other preparations quickly!”


  They shared a suppressed cackle.


  “I don’t get what all that was about, but I can tell it was nothing good,” Lakish muttered dryly, her eyes half-closed.


  “Correct!” Feodor bared his teeth at her in a grin. “You are now being used for an evil plan!”


  “Yup, seems like it. Well, whatever.” She might’ve as well as yawned for how little interest she seemed to have.


  “Okay, hold on. I know it’s weird for me to ask you this now, but are you really fine with that?”


  “Even if it’s nothing good, it’s important to you, right?” She gave him a slightly mocking smirk. “I mean, you’re practically throwing everything you’ve got into this whole thing.”


  That was unmistakably a beguiling, wicked smile. An expression that’d never have been seen on the original Lakish, who was sincere to a worrisome degree.


  …Damn it.


  Lakish Nyx Seniolis was truly, irrecoverably, gone.


  Feodor would never again see her gentle, invigorating smile.


  As he realized that, he felt a strong stinging pain deep within his heart.


  Part 2: Sleepless Night


  That night, Tiat Shiba Ignareo had trouble falling asleep.


  We left Lakish to Feodor.


  Even if they’d decided as a group, it was hard for her to be comfortable with how it’d turned out. And what about Lakish? Is she hurt or hungry? She hasn’t gotten snatched up by any creeps, has she? Tiat tossed and turned in her bed, countless worries flashing before her eyes.


  

  “Can’t sleep?” Panival’s muffled voice floated from the next bunk bed over.


  “Sorry. Was I being too loud?”


  “Mm, no. I had things on my mind. Probably the same sort as what’s on yours, I think.” 


  I see, Tiat thought.


  “Hey, Tiat. Do you think she’s safe?”


  “I dunno. But I want to think so.”


  “So do I.” Panival sighed. “Well, that Feodor’s out looking. He’ll definitely try his best to find her.”


  “…Yeah.”


  She could agree with that much. After all, this was Feodor they were discussing, who had an unsavory reputation (among Tiat and the other fairies) for needlessly helping out other people. She couldn’t imagine him slacking off, and he’d probably keep searching all by himself even if he was told to stop.


  So what was worrying her about this situation with Lakish?


  When Feodor finds her, what kind of shape will she be in? And Feodor – what will he do then?


  Feodor would do whatever he thought would be best for Lakish. That was what she’d asked him to do. He’d confirmed as much to her.


  “Hey, Panival?”


  “Yes?”


  “Will he… really bring Lakish back to us?”


  After a small pause, Panival responded. “He’s top-class, so we can have faith in his abilities, of course… but that’s not what you mean, is it?”


  “Well, um, even if he finds Lakish safe and sound, he could shelter her or let her go free. He’d probably try to act cool and say something like ‘You mustn’t return to the army, you ought to be free!’”


  Again, Panival paused before answering. “He certainly could do something like that.”


  “Right?”


  A lump beneath the blankets of the bunk bed next to them squirmed and moved. “If that’s what happens, it’s fine.”


  “Did we wake you up, Collon?”


  “Couldn’t sleep. Bad dream.”


  I see, Tiat thought again. Neither Panival nor herself could get to sleep, so it wasn’t strange for Collon to be the same way. After all, they’d always done everything together, since way back.


  “Right now… L-Lakish doesn’t remember us at all, right? Then we should just go fight without her. That’s… that’s definitely for the best.” Though she tried to inject steel into her words, Collon couldn’t hide how her voice shook.


  “Collon…”


  “After all, if we do that, we can protect Lakish by fighting!”


  Tiat was at a loss for words. Panival isn’t saying anything, either… I bet she’s smiling that usual smile, the one that says ‘good grief’ in a happy and amazed kinda way.


  She remembered the day when she’d tried to take on the Croyance head-on. Afterwards, Collon had been furious with her. 


  “We promised to live and die together! The four of us came to this Island to fight shoulder-to-shoulder, because otherwise we’ll definitely die alone!”


  If they could assume Lakish was safe somewhere else, the situation had abruptly reversed. Now Lakish would be somewhere secure and far away from the battlefield, while only three of them had to head into certain death.


  “…That’s true. That doesn’t seem so bad.” Tiat sniffled slightly.


  Remember. When was it… when did I ask Feodor if he wanted to be Lakish’s lover?


  The context now was very different from back then, but maybe it’d still be possible for those two to reach that sort of future. If Feodor and Lakish could support one another and live together on this Island, which was protected by the three of them, then that seemed like it could work out.


  “But it’s a little frustrating,” Panival chuckled. “I’d gotten a little closer to Feodor recently. If I have to go and entrust everything to someone else now, I’m going to feel rather envious of her.”


  “Eeh? What? That’s the first I’ve heard that!”


  “When you guys were off on your mission, I got a chance to cross hearts – and swords – with him. We got to know each other better. For privacy’s sake, I can’t discuss any of the details.”


  “…Really.” Tiat was taken aback by how cold her voice sounded. “I-I mean, that’s fine, yep. I don’t care in the slightest who he gets along with, yep! Yep.”


  The other fairy laughed. “I knew it, Tiat. You’re so adorable.”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about!”


  “I’m serious. It really is lovely to see that girlish side of you, don’t you think?”


  Tiat understood less and less. She was just about to fire back sharply when she was interrupted by a moan as some shapeless form rose up from another corner of the room. As if it had sprung from the night itself, a small silhouette crawled up from the temporarily set-up children’s cot. It approached the lower half of the bunk bed Tiat was sleeping in – where Lakish had been until a while ago.


  Although there was no one there now, she still mumbled out, “Toolet.” She was probably still half-asleep.


  Tiat allowed herself a small yawn, then crawled out from underneath her blankets to climb down from the top bunk. Landing soundlessly, she softly placed her hand on top of Riel’s head. “Toilet, huh? Well, let’s go then.”


  “Hnn… Tet?” Riel rubbed her eyes blearily. “‘Akesh?”


  “…She’s not here anymore.”


  “Hmkay?” Riel slightly nodded, her face showing she didn’t understand too well. She stuck out her right hand, apparently wanting Tiat to take it. Tiat obliged and, feeling the soft warmth in her hand, left the room together with her.


  The hallway was bright, but it wasn’t from the lamps on the ground. As Tiat looked up at the sky outside the windows, she saw a huge silver moon floating in a nearly perfect circle.


  …She’s not here anymore.


  The words she’d just said herself reverbated in her ears. That’s right. Lakish isn’t here anymore.


  No matter how hard the three of them fought, no matter how strongly she might wish for it, there wasn’t anything more that could be done for Lakish’s happiness now.


  She knew that. Even though she knew that, even so…


  “Tet? Crying?”


  “I’m not crying.”


  Tiat lightly wiped her eyes, and walked down the hallway.


  Part 3: The Division Commander’s Office


  It was late at night when Feodor returned to the Winged Guard’s base and reported to the First Officer that he’d been unable to find Lakish. As to the reason why, he provided a plausible explanation: she might’ve been taken in by some civilian or other.


  “Although it’ll be harder to keep up the search, at the same time I determined the urgency of finding her was reduced, so I came back to make my report.” Feodor concluded.


  The First Officer peered down at the paper in his hands. “In other words, it’s not as if we’ll find her dead on the streets if we give up the search for a couple of days? That’s nice and convenient for us. Though…” He roughly scratched his face. “It feels almost too convenient.”


  

  Feodor bit back the urge to click his tongue. The First Officer might seem to be laidback, but he certainly wasn’t dumb. He’d thought his report was constructed flawlessly, but somehow the Armado had sniffed out the hints of a lie.


  Still, it was just a hint. If he wasn’t sure of it yet, Feodor could mislead him as much as needed. “Of course we still have reasons to feel uneasy, but if you look at the evidence there, I believe it’ll show this is the natural conclusion to arrive at.”


  “Hrm… I suppose so. What are your plans from here on?”


  “Pending permission to do so, starting tomorrow I’d like to continue asking around and searching. It’s become necessary to search more carefully without being reckless, so I believe I’ll need some more time.”


  “…Well, you make a strong point.” The First Officer murmured. “Oh well, it can’t be helped. I’ll allocate your duties to someone else, so for now, please continue to focus on your search.”


  “Roger that, sir.” Feodor placed his hand on his chest to bow – and was surprised to find his field of vision becoming hazy. “U-Ugh…”


  “Something the matter?”


  He rolled his neck lightly. “No, just a little dizziness.”


  “Running around too much, I suppose? You’ve done enough for today, so hurry up and get some rest.”


  That’s wrong. Feodor didn’t remember pushing himself that hard. If anything, he was confident that he wasn’t so weak that it’d take something of this level to strain his health. This has to be something else.


  Thinking about where it might’ve originated from, only one thing stood out to him: the time he’d used the Imp’s Eyes on Lakish just a few hours earlier. It was a power he’d never genuinely succeeded in using until now, and by sheer coincidence or whatever else one might like to call it, it’d worked perfectly. He couldn’t discount the possibility that it’d put his body under some sort of burden.


  Pathetic. Even though this is my own power, I don’t even know what kind of effect it might have on myself…


  “Thank you very much, sir. I’ll do just that.”


  Feodor had Lakish to worry about now, so he couldn’t exactly rest easy. On the other hand, there’d be no point in pushing himself too hard and collapsing. Nodding to himself, Feodor turned to withdraw from the office, deciding in his heart that he’d sleep until daybreak–


  “Pardon me!” The door right in front of him flew open and a panicked Alogantropos – a Private First Class – flew in. “We have a report from Lyell’s northeast districts! There’s been an incident – a medium-size building collapse!”


  The First Officer groaned. “Once again, huh?”


  “There’s more! A medium-scale explosion has been observed, and we predict the steam pressure valves in the underground facilities have reached their limits!”


  “…Once again.”


  It was natural for the First Officer to be so annoyed. Lyell was a city built from machines, and while they could self-repair to some degree, in the end they couldn’t persist forever without maintenance. Alongside the deterioration and breakdown of the machines, the city that relied on those same machines to maintain itself was slowly being lost. Every day, little by little, this city was being erased.


  “Well, have there been any civilian casualties?” the First Officer asked.


  “Unconfirmed, but it’s likely there’ll be some severely wounded. Third Officer Nilulerod has begun search-and-rescue operations and evacuating residents. Although it’s after the fact, we’d like to get your authorization.”


  “Ahh, it can’t be helped. We’ll just say something like ‘If you think about it, everyone’s a victim of the Beasts in the end’ and nobody’ll complain about it. Go on, get ‘em out.”


  Aside from existing to preserve all of Regul Aire, the Winged Guard had all sorts of restrictions placed on their activities. In particular, actions that benefitted specific cities were harshly frowned upon.


  “Understood!” 


  Feodor watched the Alogantropos private salute and quickly leave the office. “…Those sorts of incidents just keep happening, huh.”


  The First Officer shrugged wearily. “No skilled technicians are in the city anymore, so it really can’t be helped. It’s pitiable enough to make one want to do something about it, but in the end, it’s a problem the city government is responsible for. It’s not our lot to be concerned about these things.”


  “That’s… true.” Feodor breathed a heavy sigh. “Well, then. I’ll excuse myself.”


  He bowed once, and this time withdrew properly from the office, closing the door behind him.


  For now, that went well. Without letting it show on his face, he felt relieved. For the time being, the First Officer had accepted his version of events. Some things might have seemed out of place, but if that was all, it’d be no problem. Lakish would be safe for a while, and Feodor himself could still operate freely.


  Perhaps because he’d allowed himself to relax momentarily, a huge yawn escaped from his throat. Guess I’ll go and get some sleep.


  Covering his mouth and letting a small tear trickle out from his eyes, Feodor walked down the hallway.


  Part 4: Early Morning


  Tiat dreamed a short and nostalgic dream.


  In the dream, she was hiding behind the corner of a hallway, watching the two people she idolized the most. One was a young black-haired male Technical Officer, and the other was a fairy soldier with sky-blue hair. 


  The two were in love with each other! Or… at least, that was what Tiat had believed wholeheartedly at the time.


  

  The Leprechaun race only had female members. Due to that, in the small world of the fairy warehouse the only exposure to romance for Tiat and the other children came from video crystals. Watching those two attempt to bridge the gap between each other felt like a scene taken straight from a recording crystal and transformed into reality.


  “Like I said, why me? Even if you girls don’t know much about the wider world, there are tons of decent guys out there, you know?”


  “That might be so, but there’s only one of you.”


  “Well, yeah, but why are you so focused on me?”


  “Actually, that’s what I wanted to ask about. Do you really think you can replace the person in a girl’s heart with just any random guy?”


  “…Flexibility is an important trait that can be applied to any battlefield?”


  “It’s not a good habit to pull out some platitude whenever you’re driven into a corner.”


  The two of them looked like they were arguing, but also getting along naturally with each other. Maybe neither observation was true, or perhaps both. In any case, it was a style of emotional communication known only to the couple Tiat saw in her mind’s eye. 


  This is what love between a man and woman is. Longing often took hold of her heart as the young fairy watched the two. Some day, maybe we too can…


  Thinking of someone and being thought of. Getting closer, clashing, and steadily building a relationship.


  That was… the dream I had.


  


  “…It’s impossible, after all.”


  As she woke up, Tiat felt the urge to laugh.


  Her dreams as a child had been innocent, simple, and utterly lacking in comprehension of her place in the world. As the years went by and she grew more aware of herself, she’d slowly come to realize just how fanciful her dreams had been.


  She could not be like the senior fairy she respected so much, whether in maturity or her capacity as a weapon. That was why such a wonderful love was probably impossible for her.


  If I don’t get this off my mind, the others will start calling me love-addled again.


  Stifling a yawn, Tiat looked around the room. She saw the other fairies sleeping in varied positions. Collon, normally the earliest riser, was oddly still fast-asleep – probably due to how long it’d taken her to get to sleep last night. There was still time before breakfast, so she’d let Collon sleep a little longer.


  Tiat herself didn’t feel like going back to sleep. Quietly getting out of bed, she changed her clothes, slipped on a thick coat and left the room without drawing open the curtains.


  


  She felt cold, clear air envelop her body. It seemed the rain had stopped overnight. Tiat headed to the well to wash her face. As she splashed its icy-cold water onto her face, she felt the sleepiness clinging to her eyes and mouth fall away.


  She raised her head with a short gasp, then shoved her face into a towel and wiped it dry.


  “…Huh.”


  Looking across the street, she could see a round figure all wrapped up in exercise gear jogging. When she looked carefully, she could see the figure was an Armado. Looking even more carefully, he was specifically the Armado serving as the Division Commander of the Winged Guard’s 5th Division.


  The Armados’ whole bodies were covered in a durable shell, with short limbs poking out. One might consider their features to be carefree, even cute. In other words, they gave off the appearance of being slow-moving in body and mind. This was the first time in Tiat’s life that she’d seen the bizarre sight of one such Armado breezily running down a street.


  “…He gets up early too, huh…?” Tiat muttered, her eyes unfocused. While she was still in a daze, the round shape in exercise clothes ambled up to her.


  “Morning… what’s the matter? You look as if you’ve just seen something unbelievable.”


  “Eh? A-ah, no, it’s nothing! Good morning!” Flustered, Tiat couldn’t look him in the eyes.


  “It’s pretty early. Couldn’t sleep?”


  “That’s… well, you might say that’s almost on the mark, or that you barely missed the mark, it’s something like that…”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” The Division Commander made a show of cooling off his skin (or shell?) with the water he was drawing from the well. “Oh, right. You’ll hear about it anyway, so I might as well tell you now. First-class equivalent soldier Lakish hasn’t been found yet. It looks like we’ll end up searching for a while, so we’ll need to be patient about proceeding with the search.”


  “Is… that so…”


  She’d had a feeling that might be the case. Perhaps because of her late-night conversation with Collon and the others, she didn’t feel too disappointed. “Um…” Tiat straightened herself and went on in a stiff tone. “Could I ask you a few things about something else?”


  The Division Commander didn’t reply for a few seconds as he dried his head with a towel. “You sound serious. Are you asking as a first-class equivalent soldier? Or just as yourself, Tiat?”


  “Erm…” she thought for a bit. “I’m not sure which, exactly.”


  “This feels like it’ll be troublesome,” the Commander grumbled. He glanced over his shoulder, then pulled a cigar from somewhere. “This fine?” he asked Tiat, and without waiting for her reply, struck a match to light it.


  After a long drag, the Commander nodded. “Ask away.”


  “It’s about Fourth Officer Feodor Jessman.”


  “Ahh, him. What about Jessman?”


  “Do you know why he became a soldier?”


  “That kind of question, eh?”


  He slowly breathed in and exhaled. The smoke escaping his mouth wafted about in thick ropes, gradually melting into the air. “Well, of course I know. I investigated his past and mentality when he was appointed to his position as an officer. But I’m not going to tell just anyone about it, you know?”


  “No matter how I look at it, that guy doesn’t have any intention of protecting Regul Aire, does he? Actually, isn’t he plotting the exact opposite?”


  “Oh?” The tip of the Commander’s cigar shook slightly with amusement. “Why do you think that?”


  “He told me himself.”


  Tiat remembered that night, right after the Croyance swallowed up the Utica, when she’d crossed swords and words with Feodor. “He said Regul Aire is home to too many things that aren’t worth protecting, and if we were going to sacrifice ourselves to protect them, then we’d be his enemies.”


  “Oho…?” The Commander widened his eyes. “Making such a radical statement seems uncharacteristic of him.”


  “Well, he’s…” Tiat hesitated. “He’s probably a really good guy, just way too twisted. Deep down, he’s kind, but also pretty mean. He’s really really shady, but he’s also a reliable and sincere sort of person.”


  “That description is all over the place, but it fits Jessman perfectly,” the Commander nodded deeply. “Go on.”


  “I guess I just don’t get why he cares about us so much. He doesn’t seem to like the idea of fighting for the sake of other people.”


  “It’s not too unusual for people to dislike that. Most just don’t outwardly show it. But, well… in his case, he’s in an unique position. I can understand why he’d be so emotional about you all.”


  Tiat swallowed. “Could you tell me why, then?”


  “Hrm…” the Commander tilted his head, taking his time to think. “Why are you so curious?”


  “Well…” Now it was her turn to consider the question. She felt it was something she had to know. Given how much he knew about the fairies’ situation, it felt unfair if she didn’t learn just as much about him.


  No, but that’s not a good reason. In the first place, they were first-class equivalent fairy soldiers while he was a proper(?) Imp Fourth Officer. It was perfectly natural for their relationship to be unfair, and it’d actually be strange if it wasn’t. But then why was it that she still wanted to know?


  “Because… it’s unfair, sir.” Although she’d taken so much time thinking, in the end she couldn’t think of any other real reason, much less any lies. She didn’t understand why she herself was saying it, and felt like bursting into tears over her stupidity and ineptitude. “I’m sorry, this reason’s no good, isn’t it?”


  “Hm… I see.”


  The Commander raised a stubby finger to his mouth. “Well, I’ll tell you then. There’ll be problems if this gets out, so keep it to yourself, okay?”


  “Eh?”


  “That guy grew up in the Elpis Mercantile Federation.”


  Memories surged through her like bolts of electricity. “El… pis…”


  “His brother-in-law was a bigshot in Elpis’ army. He was one of the ringleaders in that incident, as a matter of fact.”


  Her breathing stopped.


  The Elpis Mercantile Federation.


  Of course she remembered. There was no way she’d ever forget that name. They were the monsters who, six years ago, had brought the 17 Beasts into Regul Aire and caused a horrible disaster. At the time Tiat had been too young to grasp all the details of the incident, but she’d participated in the front lines at Collinadiluche right after finishing her tuning and becoming an adult fairy soldier.


  And there… she’d gone through a battle that made her heart clench painfully even now.


  “His brother-in-law put his life on the line to try and change Regul Aire. Even if your position and methods are totally different, what you fairies are doing aren’t all that different… I suppose that’s why that meddlesome guy couldn’t leave you alone.”


  “That’s…” Tiat’s mouth felt bone-dry. Somehow, she managed to cough out a question. “Doesn’t that make him a dangerous person?! Was it really okay to make him a ranking officer?”


  The Commander shrugged his shoulders. “No reason to refuse him. Of course, it’d have been impossible if he’d said he wanted to follow in his brother-in-law’s footsteps. But you know, he said things like ‘My brother-in-law was wrong, I want to fix his mistake,’ and ‘I want to create a better future for Regul Aire.’ On top of that, there’s no question about his competency…”


  Tiat couldn’t agree. “Weren’t those obviously lies?! He’s an Imp, you know!”


  “Well, you’ve got me there. I can’t deny he’s good at lying.”


  “Then why–?!”


  “But he’s also a terrible liar.”


  What does that mean? Tiat’s outraged spluttering petered out for a moment. The Commander continued. “He’s a good guy at heart. When he tells you a lie that’s clever enough he even tricks himself, you can’t help but be swept up in it as well. But if he tries to lie in such a way that only certain people would believe it, he’s so bad at it that nobody would ever buy his lie. With that personality of his, what he told me showed that he cared about the future of the Islands. That’s why I’m inclined to take him at his word in this case.”


  “That’s…”


  She knew he was right. Feodor was a good guy. She’d even thought at one point that he might be a good lover for Lakish. Putting aside the stuff he said, she thought she could trust his heart.


  But even so – no, because of that – she couldn’t help but be worried about his true intentions and desires.


  Of course, she couldn’t say anything about that.


  “…I understand.”


  “So then, is this enough to feel fair to you?”


  “Well… I don’t know yet… but…”


  “What’s with the vagueness?”


  “Sorry, sorry. I feel like I understand a lot more… now.”


  “Really?” The Commander nodded. “Well, good then. I can understand being worried about your superior being suspicious, but worrying about that is the job of his superior. You all can go on having fun bickering with each other.”


  An Armado’s head was as charming as a stuffed animal’s. Being reassured by someone with his appearance didn’t feel quite right, or rather, it wasn’t reassuring at all.


  “I’m not having fun with him,” Tiat protested weakly.


  Her thoughts were a mess. After the Commander finally moved on, she washed her face with cold water again, but it wasn’t enough to settle her mind.


  “…The Elpis Mercantile Federation.” Tiat mouthed the name again.


  Of course, Feodor himself had no fault in what’d happened. But still, he’d been so close to an unbelievably enormous crime. He must have known about it.


  Tiat wanted to be alone to sort out her thoughts. Her feet naturally led her out of the Winged Guard’s base, towards the abandoned theatre with the good view where she’d first met Feodor. As far as she knew, that was the best place for thinking.


  “…Hm?” 


  She saw a familiar figure in the distance. Even if he was in plainclothes, there was no mistaking him. It was Feodor.


  Perfect. There were tons of things she wanted to ask him about, plus tons of things she wanted to tell him. She could catch him, take him somewhere with a nice view, and barrage him with questions.


  Tiat was about to run up behind him when a sense of uneasiness struck her. Feodor was acting strangely. He kept glancing around restlessly, seemingly afraid that someone might be watching him. In addition, he was walking quickly like he was in a hurry to get somewhere. And, like Tiat, he seemed to be heading outside the Winged Guard’s base.


  “What’s with that?”


  Since he was supposed to be looking for Lakish, she could understand why he’d be going off the base. But then why was he acting so weirdly? It puzzled Tiat.


  She tugged at her hair a bit. It was bright green; the kind of hair that’d likely stand out in a town of dull colors. She pulled up her hood to hide it, then started running, muffling her footsteps. 


  “It’s your fault, you know,” she muttered darkly. “You idiot. You shouldn’t be acting so suspiciously at a time like this.”


  Feodor’s senses were sharp. If she got too close, he’d notice her right away. So she darted from shadow to shadow, keeping her distance as she followed him.


  About ten minutes later, he entered a labyrinthine section of the city and Tiat quickly lost sight of him.


  Part 5: Fake Red


  “Hmm?” Feodor looked over his shoulder. For some time it’d felt like someone was watching – no, chasing – him. Now that he was scanning his surroundings, however, the presence had vanished.


  “Was I just imagining it…?”


  Shaking his head, he started to walk again, yawning in the early morning air.


  

  He might be collaborating with Giggir, but the two of them hadn’t yet built up the mutual trust actual comrades shared. While the Orc seemed somewhat reliable, Feodor still wasn’t sure if he could trust him. Entrusting Lakish to someone like that made him so anxious he practically couldn’t get a wink of sleep. That’s why he’d woken up before the sun rose and immediately ran off the Winged Guard’s base.


  There’s no panic or anything. Looks like she didn’t go berserk overnight, then…


  Even if he tried to keep in mind she’d only been with Giggir for one night so far, it still seemed like a dangerous gamble. Even then, he had no intentions of backing out now.


  His head felt slightly heavy, weighed down by a small pounding headache. Not only did I not get enough sleep, I had a nightmare…


  Feodor could vaguely remember it. In a place he’d never seen before, he had crossed swords with someone he’d never met before, using blades he’d never wielded before. He felt as if he’d been swept up into a maelstrom of negative feelings – frustration, hatred, sorrow.


  The word was felt; he’d forgotten the details of the nightmare by now. The dreams he had always held some kernel of reality amidst the chaos. Even so, it would melt away in the blink of an eye as he woke up. That was how dreams tended to be.


  At any rate, that had completely ruined what was supposed to be a refreshing morning for him.


  “A-ARE yooooou L-LOOKING FOR… for a-a-a ROAD…?”


  It seemed like he’d unconsciously stopped while thinking about all the things that had happened recently. Perhaps because he’d looked like a lost child, a nearby tourist information golem had started talking to him. 


  “No, no, I’m fine.” He lightly shooed away the golem, which gently bowed its head and stuttered out “H-HAAVE a nice… D-D-DAY!” in distorted tones. It turned and shambled off down the street somewhere else. This town had lost its value as a tourist destination long ago. Yet, the golems kept performing their role even now.


  I should focus, Feodor thought. His gamble had already begun. He couldn’t turn back, nor could he stay put. There was just one thing he could do – keep moving forward.


  He slapped his cheeks once, then resumed his trek.


  


  Red.


  That was the first reaction Feodor had when he entered Lakish’s room.


  His stunned, half-numbed mind slowly started to grasp what his eyes were seeing.


  Red was the color of the dress. It was a clear bright wine-red outfit, sleeveless and bold. Daringly, it exposed some of her back, while oddly managing to not appear vulgar. The hem had a charming little flounce, ruffles of overlapping red silk and white lace. Her black gloves went up to her elbows, and her stockings were similarly black.


  Altogether, it was… how should he put it… quite charming.


  “…Oh, Feodor? Morning.”


  Closing the book she’d been flipping through, the girl in the dress turned around. Her long scarlet hair – probably a wig – softly fluttered around her. She brushed away a stray lock from her cheek with clear irritation.


  “La…kish?”


  “Yep, that’s me. See anyone else here?”


  “You look like someone else.” With mixed feelings, Feodor looked her over. The original Lakish hadn’t been the type of girl who liked to dress up – though he supposed that was true of all four of them. Her military uniform was naturally out of the question as far as fashion went, and even her civilian clothes were overly homely. As a result, he’d always viewed her appearance as rather… unpolished.


  Now such a girl was wearing an outfit so sophisticated she almost seemed like a noble’s daughter. What’s more, there was a bewitching quality to her. Simply put, she looked like a different person altogether.


  “Giggir prepared it for me since ‘yesterday’s clothes were too unseemly’ or something like that. I said this stuff doesn’t suit me at all, but he didn’t listen.” She pouted a little. “…So how do you think I look? Is it weird?”


  “…It suits you very well.”


  Feodor was born into a powerful and wealthy family. Since he’d been often pushed out onto the stage of society, he’d seen his fair share of such outfits. That part of Feodor was saying Yep, this is very nice. This part, and that part too, it’s fresh and nice. Yep, it sure looks good.


  “I think it’s the perfect disguise in the sense that it makes you look completely different, yeah.”


  “That so? I’ll stick with this then.”


  It felt incredibly awkward to have her look directly at him, so Feodor averted his eyes. Seizing the opportunity, he looked around her room. It’s quite the nice room.


  It might’ve originally belonged to someone else. The wallpaper was beige and easy on the eyes, and the wooden furniture looked very expensive. There was a large bookcase lined up along the wall, and above the closet in a glass case was a model of the Angevin, a masterpiece of a cruise ship from two generations ago. Looking carefully at it, everything from the arrangement of the heat exhaust vents – the greatest characteristic of the ship – to the paint on its exterior had been reproduced in great detail. Although he was impressed by how meticulously it had been made, he reminded himself that now wasn’t the time to examine it.


  Finally, there was only one window high up the wall that provided lighting and ventilation. The walls were well-constructed and probably soundproof as well. Meaning this was a perfect hiding spot.


  “Er… is there anything you’re uncomfortable with? Like, maybe the room doesn’t suit you, or there’s not enough meals, anything like that…?”


  “That’s not easy to answer, but if nothing else, there’s no shortage of service here. Giggir treats me kindly. It’s a little boring, but there’s no helping that.”


  “So…?”


  Lakish rubbed her forehead with a finger, looking for the words she wanted. “There’s… something missing, in myself. I tried all sorts of ways to remember it last night, but I can’t remember anything at all. My feelings… no, my instincts maybe…? Geez, my head’s all full of vague stuff…”


  Lakish rested a finger on her temple as she searched for the right words to express herself. It was something else that her past self wouldn’t have done, yet strangely suited her present self.


  “…It’s like waking up from a long dream, I think? That kinda feeling. Even though I should have things and experiences important to me, I can’t recall any of them. But – it’s weird, but the one thing I do have are the feelings from that dream.”


  A shudder ran through Feodor’s heart. If there’s a past this Lakish can remember, that might be the original Lakish’s memories – those of her past life.


  “Number one, I’m mad. Incredibly mad. I absolutely cannot forgive the Winged Guard. Even if not forgiving them meant everything would be destroyed, I wouldn’t care.”


  “That’s unnerving.”


  “Sure is.” She shrugged. Perhaps because of what she was wearing, the movement seemed awfully elegant. “Hey, you knew me before yesterday, yeah? Do you know anything about where this feeling’s coming from?”


  Feodor remembered the Lakish Nyx Seniolis he’d known. She hadn’t held any anger towards the Winged Guard. That gentle girl had always been a pillar of forgiveness no matter what.


  “…No. I don’t know anything.”


  If what Lakish felt now wasn’t in the original Lakish’s memories, that left only one answer. He obviously knew what it was, but Feodor lied.


  “I see. Guess there’s no choice but to wait until it comes back to me,” Lakish said bluntly and without emotion. She casually walked up to Feodor, shortening the distance between them. “There’s another feeling I remember,” she remarked more softly, as if she’d just understood something.


  While Feodor could never claim to have a large build, he was much taller than the petite Lakish. If it wasn’t for the distance between the two of them, she’d be looking up at his face.


  “…Can I touch you?”


  “No. Wait, WHY?!” Feodor unconsciously stepped back quickly.


  “It’s odd. Rather than my mind, it’s like my body really wants to be closer to you.” The girl lightly rubbed her chest with her fingertips. “Being next to you calms me down. It’s like… it’s more natural for us to be one.”


  It sounded like a confession, but there wasn’t anything of the sort in her expression. It was more like her words were nothing more than objective statements; a mystery she couldn’t quite understand.


  “Hey, what was our relationship like until yesterday? Was it mutual stimulation?”


  Stimulation. What is she, an animal?!


  That pure, innocent girl, who used to blush like a tomato at the slightest push and twist everything into a bittersweetly tragic romance, had completely changed her personality.


  “…Nope, that’s absolutely wrong. I don’t like markless girls.”


  “Oh, really.” Lakish’s smile seemed sad. “I think I get what you mean. Markless are all disappointing, after all. There’s not a single decent person among them.”


  Even though she was markless, she said it like she’d heard it from somewhere else.


  “…So I’m gonna ask again. Can I touch you?”


  “I said no! Why?!”


  “I told you already, didn’t I? Being close to you calms me down.”


  “No, we need to stop.” Feodor instinctively straightened his face. “You might’ve forgotten, but it’s very important to respect other people’s personal space in life.”


  “Quit lecturing me! What, don’t you want to at least give some peace of mind to a poor little girl who’s lost her memory?”


  “I wonder if the Lakish I knew was the kind of girl who’d say such bold things!” Feodor scrambled back a healthy distance. He wanted to scream the truth.


  No! Those feelings you have aren’t fondness, love or lust, much less trust! You feel calm when I’m near you? You feel like it’s natural for us to be one? That’s just because the power of my Eyes accidentally worked on you last night!


  This girl who’d been spellbound by his eyes was now convinced Feodor was a dear friend she could trust. He’d latched on to a shard of her heart, one with no connection at all to her original memories, experiences, personality, or nature. That was the truth behind all the mysteries of the emotions she felt.


  It would be easy, so easy, to take advantage of her false affection. Right now, no matter what Feodor asked her to do, she would likely do it without hesitation. Perhaps, long ago, the ancestral Imps had used this power to deceive the Emnetwyte and corrupt them. The key to Lakish’s heart was now entirely in Feodor’s hands.


  It’s because it would be so easy, Feodor thought. That’s why I don’t want to do that.


  


  “How did you like my selection?”


  The expressions of Orcs were, by nature, difficult for other races to understand. However, even though Feodor wasn’t an Orc, he could easily tell what kind of face Giggir was making now. It was the self-satisfied smile unique to someone who’d just finished their greatest work.


  “I thought we would need a disguise sooner or later, so I prepared it for her. Behold, my selection. I’m quite proud of the results, if I do say so myself.”


  All Feodor could muster was a strangled moan. “I… admit… it suits her,” he forced out, his head lowered. “But wait, doesn’t it stand out too much for a disguise? It’s – well, it’s cute and eye-catching, but doesn’t that flashy outfit have the opposite effect of what we want?”


  “Oh, I’ll have different clothes for her when she needs to be out and about. That dress you just saw is my personal preference.”


  What the hell’s with that?


  “Putting that aside, for an Orc, you know how to dress up a markless girl well.”


  “You didn’t know? We’ve always been like that?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Our roots trace back to the Ogres.”


  Ogres were said to be a species born from the Emnetwyte that once flourished on the surface in ancient times. All of them were originally of the Emnetwyte. However, due to wickedness, cruelty, or a curse, their bodies had been completely transformed into those of a different race. They were then, without exception, treated as a monstrous species that bared their fangs at the Emnetwyte who were supposed to have been their kin.


  Perhaps due to their origin, the individual races which belonged under the collective classification of ‘Ogres’, such as Imps like Feodor, had appearances very similar to the Emnetwyte… in other words, they were the markless.


  “We Orcs may look like this regardless of gender, but I’ll have you know that there were many men in the past who freely married Emnetwyte women of our own accord.” He said it happily, as if boasting about famous relatives. “So even now, there are still those among us who prefer markless girls. Well, it’s not recognized as the refined taste it ought to be, though.”


  In other words, it was similar to Feodor’s stance that beastkind women were better. I see, he thought. If that’s how he thinks about it, I almost feel inferior.


  “By the way, if there’s a particular outfit you want, I can get it tailored for you.”


  “No, that’s fine. You seem to be having a lot of fun.”


  “Of course!” Giggir laughed jovially, his belly jiggling. “It’s a rare opportunity for myself, so I want to enjoy it!”


  “I think I’m going to leave Lakish with you for a while longer. Is that alright with you?”


  “Naturally. I’m glad I can assist you with what little power I have – oh, and as for where we left off in our conversation last night…”


  Giggir clapped his hands lightly. A bodyguard silently walked up and presented Feodor with a black leather bag. Without taking it, he started at it inquiringly. “This is…?”


  “I’ve obtained a few tools used by expert safecrackers. There are some that I left out because you’d need specialized skills to use them, but if you only wish to break open a wooden box, then this should suffice, yes?”


  “…Ah.” Certainly, Feodor had requested that; equipment he could use to drag out the contents of that box with “Dead Black Agate” carved on it. “And I asked for these only yesterday. You got hold of all this quickly, didn’t you?”


  “Swift decision-making is a vital weapon in under-the-counter business.”


  “You really are reliable, huh?” Extending his hand, Feodor accepted the bag. It was heavy, and he could feel the tools within moving and rubbing against each other. Surprisingly, not a sound leaked out.


  Opening the bag, he checked the contents. There was a drill, scissors, a wire saw, a bottle with some strange liquid in it, and various pieces of cloth, along with other items he couldn’t immediately identify.


  “Although I didn’t include tools that would be especially difficult to handle, do take care. About, say, ten days of familiarizing yourself with those before using them should do it.”


  “Nope.” Feodor shook his head. He knew what Giggir was saying and even agreed that the Orc was correct, but he couldn’t afford to be so relaxed anymore. “All my preparations are done. I’ll put them to use before the day’s out.”


  Part 6: Bacon, Salad, and Orange Juice


  “…Argggggh!”


  Groaning much like an injured bear, Tiat stomped her foot.


  “What the heck’s with this town?! Seriously!”


  Never mind losing sight of Feodor, she didn’t even know how to get back now. The chase that’d started off so promising had reached a pathetic end.


  

  Compared to other towns she’d been to, Lyell’s streets of metal and machine weren’t easy to navigate. The roads freely rose and dipped, swerved east or west, and there were alleys and routes you couldn’t get through without using ladders or hydraulic gates. Sometimes there was even exhaust steam shooting from random places on the walls to obscure your vision. Altogether, Lyell was – at the least – quite unsuitable for following someone through.


  Despite all the difficulty, she’d kinda figured out that Feodor had headed in the direction of the second southeast district, the one named the “Second Mineshaft Opening Memorial Museum District.” And… that was it.


  “Ugh!” In her irritation, she struck a nearby wall. It made a solid thunk, her fist leaving a small dent. It seemed that she’d unconsciously fired up some Venom.


  Abruptly, the reality that she’d left before having breakfast weighed down on her heavily. “…I’m huuuungry!” 


  Should I hurry and go back the way I came? …No, even if I started now and knew the way, I wouldn’t get there before the mess hall closed.


  Tiat looked around. Unsurprisingly, this place wasn’t familiar. While running around, only thinking of chasing after that danged back, she’d managed to – though in a city like this, there were probably similar places wherever you went – end up in a back alley with not a single person in sight. A tinge of nervousness shivered up her spine; she couldn’t help but wonder if it was somehow unsafe to be in this area. It’d be a pain if she got attacked by a robber or something… 


  Oh wait, of course that won’t happen in a deserted town like this, especially not now of all times. And even if I do get attacked by normal people with stuff like knives and guns, I’m pretty sure I can take them on. But still… 


  Suddenly, she felt a light tap on her shoulder..


  “Is that you, Ritie?”


  “Wha-?!”


  A shocked Tiat leapt away, shrieking unintelligibly.


  Grumble, grumble, grrrrrrowl. The shock had woken up her stomach, which’d been silent ‘til now, and it emitted an indescribable sound. Panicking, Tiat tried to muffle it with her hands, but the sound wouldn’t return once it’d escaped. On top of that, it was still leaking out unsatisfied groans and moans. Grrrrrr.


  She slowly turned. Standing there was a surprised-looking woman. Her markless features immediately stood out to Tiat. The woman was much older than her. Even among the older women she knew, she was a little older than them. Maybe she was in her late twenties? She had bright silver hair and deep purple eyes. While Tiat was meeting her for the first time, it oddly didn’t feel that way. Perhaps sometime, somewhere, she’d once met someone with a very similar air about them.


  “Oh my… my apologies. Did I scare you?”


  “U-Uh, no! That’s–”


  GRRRRRRR, Tiat’s empty stomach cut in loudly before she could find the words for a good answer.


  


  About five minutes later, Tiat was sitting at a window table of a restaurant just a short walk from where she’d been earlier and smelling something delicious.


  “Recently, I’ve taken to coming into this shop in the morning. The owner was even kind enough to inform me that they’ll continue to do business until the delivery of ingredients halts completely.”


  “Whoa…” Without thinking, Tiat let her emotions show. In front of her was well-done bacon, a fluffy fried egg, a crispy chilled salad, a basket packed to the brim with freshly baked bread, and marmalade glistening like gemstones.


  If this wasn’t called breakfast, nothing could be. It was something she’d never expect to lay eyes on back in the military mess hall – the highest of high-grade breakfasts.


  “I do hope it suits your palate.”


  Of course it will! After all, it smells so good! Sooooo goood!


  “I truly apologize about earlier. I mistook you for the child of an acquaintance.”


  “N-no, no no! For me to, um, have shown you such a… disgraceful scene? I-I’m truly sorry!” She bowed her head repeatedly.


  The woman elegantly laughed. “All the same, an apology for surprising you. Shall we eat before our meal grows cold?”


  Woooow. Somehow, every single thing she did seemed grown-up.


  “Y-Yes. Sorry, thank you very much. Well then, let’s eat!”


  To Tiat, “grown-up” meant being like Kutori. But somehow, the woman in front of her felt “grown-up” in a very different sense than the big sister she’d known. She herself wasn’t sure what exactly gave her that feeling.


  “Um, excuse me. The one you mentioned earlier, that Ritie person…”


  Tiat chopped up her bacon and put it on a piece of bread along with a slice of fried egg, then tossed it into her mouth. It was totally delicious. She felt the sensation of really, truly eating breakfast rising up within her. In her heart, she apologized to Collon, Panival, and Riel. I’m making all these tasty memories by myself. Sorry.


  “Ahem, if you mistook the two of us, does that mean she looks like… er, resembles me?”


  “Ah… I don’t know, you see. But she certainly must resemble you.”


  “Certainly?”


  “It has been several years since we last met. I’m certain she’s changed quite a bit from the girl I knew. She’s only a little younger than you, so her height and so on must have grown significantly.”


  That’s… how to put it? Whatever resemblance we might have aside, isn’t that already a whole other issue?


  “It was your coat.” The woman delicately pointed at it. “Ritie had, shall we say, unique circumstances regarding the family she was born into, and became a girl who never went without her hooded coat when she was out of the house. I haven’t met her in a while, but I had heard she was seen in this city recently. Seeing you from the back, I had thought for a moment you just might be her.”


  Her voice somehow seemed very lonely.


  “I-I’m sorry…”


  The woman shook her head gently. “There’s no need for that. I was the one who made the mistake. You did nothing wrong. On to another note, I may have invited you to this shop, but was that fine? You were searching for someone, weren’t you?”


  Oh, yeah… something like that, I guess. “More following than searching, but it’s alright. When you called out to me, I’d lost sight of him long ago anyway.”


  “…A boy, then?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Your sweetheart?”


  “Nope,” she reflexively said before having to think about it. “Someone I hate. Feeling’s mutual.”


  “Is that so?”


  “…He’s pretty unpleasant, after all.” She idly wondered if it was something she should share. It wasn’t like she was still talking to the First Officer here. But somehow, she was willing to talk to the woman about it. Maybe it would help to ask someone who didn’t have any connections to her or Feodor?


  So, concealing all the parts about the military, fairies, being weapons, and so on, she carefully explained to the woman that there was a difficult job that someone had to do. Eventually, it was decided that she and the others would be the ones to do it, and it had taken everyone some time to accept that fact. 


  “…And I don’t think that sat well with him. He said we should stop, and if we refused to, then he’d get in our way.”


  “Oh?” The woman gazed at Tiat, spreading some marmalade on her bread. “Doesn’t that mean he loves you?”


  Urgh– Tiat choked on her food. “I-It’s not love or anything like that! He’s just being weirdly stubborn!”


  “I wonder… even if he says he’s going to be your enemy, isn’t it because he wants to protect you? Ah, the clumsy and straightforward ways of young boys. Don’t you find something bittersweet about it?”


  That isn’t what it’s like at all, though? Maybe she hadn’t explained it well enough, because there was no way it was anywhere near as beautiful a fairytale as what the woman described.


  “Anyway, because of how stubborn he is, he’s trying to take on all sorts of unnecessary burdens.”


  “That, right there.” The woman smiled. “I’m certain that boy has also said the same to you, hasn’t he?”


  Tiat didn’t reply.


  “Am I right?”


  Yes. Biting her lip, Tiat nodded reluctantly.


  “Then the feeling truly is mutual. Oh, it’s definitely bittersweet…”


  “B-But it’s really… not like that…” There wasn’t any strength left in Tiat’s objection.


  The woman raised two fingers and playfully touched them together. “You must already know, crashing into one another head-on as you two do, is because each of you have feelings for the other. If, for example, one side had truly veered astray, then your relationship wouldn’t have progressed to the stage it is at now.”


  “Is… that how it is?”


  “Yes, absolutely. I may look like this, but would you believe that I’m a specialist at reading the hearts of people? Trust me.”


  “A specialist… are you a professor? Or maybe a doctor?”


  “Oh no, not at all. Rather than those professions, what I do is a tiny bit more practical, but–”


  The woman stopped mid-sentence, her eyes sharply focused outside the shop window to the other side of the alley. “I apologize, but it seems that I must go now.”


  “Muh?” Tiat was halfway through her salad, so she couldn’t give a good response.


  “Some urgent business appeared. I’ll take care of the payment, so you don’t need to worry about it.”


  “Muh, eh, ehh–”


  “Well, then. Take care of that kid for me, okay?”


  Tiat didn’t have time to say anything as the woman swiftly rose and went to speak with the shop owner. After a few words, she handed over a silk napkin and left the shop. Tiat glanced back at the table. Apparently the woman had tidily cleared her plate of food in the time they’d been there.


  Gulp. She swallowed what was in her mouth. “She’s gone.”


  The woman had been like the wind – suddenly there, just as suddenly gone. She hadn’t even thanked her for the food.


  On top of that, she’d forgotten to ask her name, not to mention give her own name. She only now realized that, when it was way too late.


  Feodor and I have… mutual feelings?


  Once again, she couldn’t see it as anything but outlandish. No matter how one looked at it, the very idea was in utter poor taste. 


  At the same time, there were parts she could accept. Putting aside feelings like “like” or “dislike,” the two of them were unmistakably facing each other head-on.


  I wonder why.


  She thought back to their first meeting atop that abandoned theatre. It had been right after the four Leprechauns first arrived on the floating island, having been entrusted with a mission which was assumed to result in their deaths.


  On a whim, she’d separated from Lakish and the others to wander around the city by herself and found that place. She thought she might try looking out from a high place at the city they were going to save in exchange for their lives. In that regard, it was an exceptionally good location. She’d been able to survey the quiet streets below her, the city of Lyell which was already dying. She had been full of gray emotions, neither lonely nor unsatisfied.


  That was when that guy appeared.


  “You know, it’s dangerous there.”


  Those somehow silly words shattered her isolated world. That gray scenery, in that moment, had taken on just a bit of color.


  Even now, she could remember a bit of the way she’d felt back then. Prepared for death, existing as thought she was already half-dead, she’d been snapped back to reality. She bantered a little, and accidentally showed some of her clumsiness. It had reminded her she was still alive.


  In reality it had been just a moment, but she felt as though she’d practically been saved. If she thought about what occurred afterwards, her memories with him were always colored with fresh, new experiences. Time spent with a boy like him – in the first place, just being around a male the same age as her – was a first.


  Ah, right. To her, Tiat Shiba Ignareo, he was the person she’d had so many first experiences with. The first person she’d poured her heart out to, the first boy she’d quarreled with, the first soul who’d understood her true feelings, the first sparring partner she’d gotten serious with, the first person whom she’d become hopelessly fixated on and who, in turn, was hopelessly fixated on her as well. Indeed, if there was someone she might call her first love, it would no doubt be–


  “…No, no, no!”


  Why does it have to be that?! That’s wrong! We’re not… we’re not that kind of…


  …”Take care of the kid for me, okay?”


  The words Tiat had heard when the woman was leaving suddenly popped back into her head. What kind of line was that? And who was it about?


  Was it the girl they’d talked about before, Ritie, who she called “that kid” with so much familiarity? But there was no reason for Tiat to have ever met her, and even if she was told to take care of her, there wasn’t anything she could do.


  Then was it Feodor, who Tiat had brought up in conversation herself? But no, that was impossible as well. After all, his name hadn’t ever come up before then.


  “…Wait… huh?”


  Feodor had silver hair and purple eyes. So did the woman. For an instant, Tiat wondered if maybe, just maybe, there was some sort of connection between the two of them. But…


  “Ahaha… there’s no way, right?”


  She laughed to herself and decided to forget about it.


  Part 7: Dead Black Agate


  Feodor wondered if, as a burglar, it was more prudent to strike at nightfall.


  However, the security at Confidential Warehouse Zero was constant through day and night. Because it was underground, sunlight wouldn’t impede him, and that in turn meant choosing between day and night was meaningless.


  That was why, in the early afternoon illuminated by a dazzling sun, Feodor once again challenged the Pickle Barrel buried in the depths of the Winged Guard’s base.


  

  


  This being Feodor’s second attempt, he was used to it by now… or not. The moment he crept into the room and closed the door, he slumped as all the adrenaline drained out of his body.


  The room, which normally didn’t have any visitors, was just as it had been the night before— dark, dusty, and filled with boxes of exceptionally dangerous items. Keeping the lighting to a minimum, Feodor let his eyes adjust to the dim gloom, retracing the steps he had taken.


  Finally, his outstretched fingers touched the surface of the box holding the Dead Black Agate.


  Now then…


  He went over the process in his head again. The wooden box itself didn’t appear sturdy. It wasn’t fragile, but it seemed strange that something as dangerous as a Beast would be stored in it. That meant it was likely for another sealed container to be within the wooden box. Iron? Some other material? Something strong and secure, in any case.


  Consequently, the first thing Feodor did was bore open a small hole on the side of the box in an inconspicuous spot. He poked a light crystal through the hole to scan the size and shape of the contents. If it was something he could remove from the side, then he’d widen the hole and–


  Hm?


  There was something like a gap near the top of the box. A small window about the length of two palms, barely visible in the dim light.


  A window? Strange…


  Why was that necessary for a box storing hazardous material? If you purposely made a window, that was like saying there was something visible through the window that needed to be checked.


  It gave him a bad premonition, but for now it was convenient. Feodor slowly eased open the small window, his strained eyes nervously checking for any possible traps, and looked at the contents.


  Eye contact.


  “Kh–?!”


  Feodor somehow suppressed the urge to scream and clapped a hand over his mouth. Dizziness and nausea battered him, and he almost passed out on the spot.


  What… on earth…? I don’t understand…


  What he had expected the box to contain was the long-silent Great Sage’s parting gift. That is to say, the corpse of the Shiantor, Lamenting First Beast, which had been killed in the battle of Collinadiluche five years ago.


  Feodor didn’t know what appearance the First Beast had, but he’d done his homework on the other beasts, exhausting all the documentation on them from Elpis’ research and the Winged Guard’s own battle records. The Second Beast, Aurora. The Third Beast, Dependence. The Fourth Beast, Legiteimitat. The Fifth Beast, Materno. The Sixth Beast, Teimerre. The Tenth Beast, Croyance. Feodor felt confident that he knew at least something about almost all of the Beasts recorded in history.


  Because of that, he had unknowingly developed a certain preconception. He had thought that the other undocumented Beasts were surely grotesque creatures, just like the known ones.


  And yet–


  The box’s contents lying there before his eyes–


  It was something very far from his idea of a Beast.


  Indeed, something like this being a Beast was extremely hard to accept. Because that was–


  “Did you see it?”


  Feodor whipped his head around. The door had been opened, and someone had come in. Cold shivers ran down his back. He hadn’t heard or sensed anything. Why?


  As question after question piled up without answers, Feodor fell into endless confusion.


  “Ah–”


  The round silhouette took out a cigarette from his breast pocket and placed it in his mouth. Striking a match against the wall, he lit it.


  “I have to admit, I feel conflicted. I want to praise the ability and courage you had to sneak into this area, and the fact that one of my own men managed to pull it off makes me especially proud, but…”


  Faint tobacco smoke wafted through the air, mixed with his calm, relaxed voice. For some insane reason, Feodor wondered if it was really okay to have an open flame in the room.


  “I can’t very well overlook the things you’re doing, nor the things you plan to do.”


  “Commander…” Feodor’s dry voice cracked. “Why… Why are you here?”


  “Why? Because you’re here, Fourth Officer Feodor Jessman.”


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  “But it’s what I meant.”


  The First Officer advanced a step. Feodor drew back a step.


  “I got someone to tail you this morning, but they lost track of you pretty quickly. I didn’t think you’d let yourself get caught easily, so I set a trap for you… never thought you’d be reckless enough to spring it the same day, though.”


  So that was the presence he’d felt all morning through town. Feodor shuddered, thinking of how he’d been one step away from leading them straight to Giggir’s store.


  “D-Did I make a mistake somewhere?” In a frenzy, his mind shot back to all the things he’d said and done. Yet, he couldn’t recall anything that seemed like a mistake. No explanation for how the First Officer had ended up here.


  “Well, yeah. You did. A fatal mistake, quite unlike you.” Underneath his genial tone, the First Officer’s voice carried steel. “That’s why I’m here.”


  “But… no, I didn’t–”


  “Do you remember last night, when you heard that report? A building having been destroyed, and an explosion suspected as the cause? You didn’t seem particularly interested.”


  “…Oh.” Comprehension dawned. 


  “You weren’t surprised at all. It was like you thought it was perfectly normal for buildings to go and explode.”


  That was definitely peculiar. After all, he had just reported that he’d been unable to find Lakish’s hiding place. In addition, he’d said in his report that he suspected she was hiding somewhere in the city.


  And fairy soldiers could cause great destruction, explosions beyond anything gunpowder or steam pressure was capable of.


  “You should have been able to connect an explosion of unknown origin to First Class Equivalent Soldier Lakish. But your lack of reaction showed that her location and safety had already been verified. Am I wrong?”


  It was such a basic, rudimentary mistake that he couldn’t say anything to counter it. He hadn’t even realized it was a mistake until this very moment.


  “…Maybe I just wasn’t perceptive enough to see the connection?”


  “If you were anyone else, that unfortunately might’ve been possible. But, Fourth Officer Feodor Jessman, it’s impossible for you to have overlooked it.”


  The Armado chuckled sadly. “You know, I watched you as you became an officer at such a young age. I thought you could smoothly rise through the ranks in the future. You were such a promising newcomer to the 5th Division. If the Winged Guard – if this world – still existed by the time I retired, I’d probably have left my position to you.”


  “Commander…”


  “I spent a lot of time dreaming of that future.”


  Feodor was lost for words. He felt heat at the base of his eyes. For a reason unrelated to the darkness surrounding them, his vision blurred.


  “I… have no excuse.”


  He only just managed to force that much out of his throat.


  “Excuse? For what?”


  “I’ve betrayed your trust.”


  “Oh, there’s no need to be sorry for that. You never tricked me to begin with.”


  “What?”


  “From the beginning, you were seriously considering Regul Aire’s future and seriously trying to make up for your brother’s mistakes. That’s why you joined the Winged Guard and ended up betraying it. You never betrayed yourself, and you don’t have anything to be ashamed of.”


  The Armado shook his head sorrowfully. “Although… the fact that your story ends here is a shame indeed.”


  “Ah–!”


  Without being able to think of anything to say, Feodor bolted.


  The Confidential Warehouse only has a single entrance. As long as the Commander’s blocking it, I won’t be able to escape without knocking him down, or darting out from around his side! The solid, heavy Armado seemed like a gigantic wall in front of him. But I should still be able to get by him!


  A seasoned soldier was always observing things like their opponent’s center of gravity, gaze, and footwork to predict their next moves. That’s why mixing lies into the information they saw would throw off their movements. This kind of fighting, which took advantage of an enemy’s perception to turn the tables on them, was where Imps – or perhaps just Feodor as an individual – held undisputed superiority.


  Feodor lowered his posture and made as if he was going to roll past the First Officer’s left foot. In actuality, it was a feint, and he’d jump over the Armado’s right shoulder – but that was also a deception. He would make the Armado wary of his left and right, while Feodor’s real intent was to break through with a head-on ramming attack. The differences in their physiques couldn’t be understated, but as long as he seized the opportunity when his opponent wasn’t expecting it, then he could break his posture and–


  An impact.


  The air in Feodor’s lungs escaped him in a violent gasp, mixed with saliva and vomit. His whole body buckled, and his vision flashed pure white.


  He didn’t know what’d happened. Confused as he was, he could only comprehend the result: defeat.


  “I’m surprised that you’ve never recognized your own unfortunate habit.”


  The only thing he could hear clearly was that sad, somehow lonely voice whispering in his ear.


  “You might like playing tricks, but when the stakes are high, you always decide on a frontal attack. When I understand that much, things like feints hardly matter.”


  Feodor finally realized he’d been punched in the sternum, precisely above his heart. His breathing had stopped, his blood flow was disorganized, and now even his consciousness was slipping away from him.


  “Your dream… ends here.”


  The Armado brought down another heavy blow, this time directly upon Feodor’s unresisting head, and everything faded to black.
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  Chapter 4: I'll Stand in Your Way


  Part 1: The Resolute Mechanical Woman


  

  In the woods, after a short walk down a narrow trail, there was a certain facility.


  It was an old wooden building with a large number of rooms. An outlooker’s first impression upon seeing it might be to think it was an apartment building or dormitory – an impression not too far from the truth.


  “Excuuuuse me!” the Tourterelle man standing before the front door shouted. “You have mail!” 


  He had on a navy-blue uniform and wore an armband with a pen and arrow design stitched into it. Together, those proved he was a courier in the public postal service, the largest communication network in all of Regul Aire.


  “Hey! May I speak to the person in charge of these premises?”


  “Yessss! Just wait a minuteee!”


  There was a short pause, then the sound of slippers pitter-pattering over wooden floorboards. Finally, a tall markless woman appeared from beyond the hallway, her apron sleeves rolled up. She looked to be twenty, or perhaps a bit older. Her pale red hair extended down her back, blowing slightly in the wind.


  “Sorry to keep you waiting! But can you not put what you’ve got in the mailbox? I won’t mind if you do!”


  “My apologies. It’s a feather-sealed letter.”


  The woman’s soft smile stiffened a little. Indeed, the envelope the courier presented her bore a feather-shaped seal. That proved it was official mail from the Winged Guard to an external organization – in other words, an important document, the delivery of which had to be assured beyond all doubt.


   “Can you give me proof of receipt?”


  “Oh, yes… please wait just a moment.” The woman fumbled through the pockets of her apron and produced a stamp which bore a simple Orlandri General Trading Company insignia: a heart and balanced scales. She pressed it against the document the courier held, and he squinted his eyes down, scanning its shape and form. He finally nodded his approval and flapped his wings, flying off into the sky.


  The woman roughly broke the seal. She inserted her fingers into the envelope and pulled out the paper within it – then stopped. Unable to move, she gazed at the folded piece of paper with an expression more like fear than hesitation.


  She took a deep breath. Steeling herself, she unfolded the paper and started reading it.


  After a brief period of silence, tears overflowed from beneath her eyes. As the strength left her legs, she leaned back against the nearby wall and hung her head, her hot tears soaking her chest.


  “Lakish…” she softly mumbled a girl’s name. “I see. So you were the first one to…”


  The woman sniffled. “I’m so hopeless, aren’t I? These things happen. I should have been ready for this, but it’s been a while. It’s still hard to accept…”


  As if she was trying to make excuses, as if she was seeking sympathy and understanding from someone, she kept talking. There was no one by her side, no reply waiting to come. Alone in this place, without anyone to comfort her, without anyone to comfort, she could only stand still.


  


  “Hey, Naigrat! Where’re you?!”


  Her shoulders jerked with surprise. The tiny sound of footsteps was approaching her from the hallway. Hardly any time would pass before they reached her. Steadying herself, she wiped her eyes with her sleeve and took a deep breath, forcing down the urge to sob.


  “Aaaah! Ow ow ow!”


  A hair’s breadth away from breaking, she somehow managed to fake calm.


  “We ran out of pepper, so I’m gonna go get more. Be back soon.” The blunt speech came from a child looking roughly ten years old – a girl with barely any figure and a boyish way of speaking. Showing no sign of having noticed the woman’s hardships (although, of course, it’d have been quite bothersome if she had noticed), the girl strode right by the woman and went outside.


  “…Eudea.”


  “Hmm?” As the woman called her name, the girl looked back.


  “Are… you fine lately? You aren’t feeling sluggish or anything, are you?”


  “Huh? Nah, no worries. I’m in perfect health!” The girl grinned and tapped her bicep. “Well then, I’m off!”


  She started to run, hopped on one leg while fixing the heel of her shoe, then continued running to the town. At a glance, she didn’t appear gloomy at all.


  But the woman knew better. That girl had already had the special dream. The dream marked the end of the fairies’ childhood. Fairies, beings whose existence was made up of the lost souls of children, were believed to fade away before becoming adults. That girl, too, probably only had six months left at most. To more-or-less forestall that end, they needed to go to a special facility and undergo a procedure.


  However, the Winged Guard currently wouldn’t permit it. With the seemingly-eternal threat of the invading Teimerre having become distant, the Guard didn’t acknowledge the need to maintain a fighting force of adult fairy soldiers during peacetime.


  “Tiat… Collon… Panival…”


  The woman murmured the three remaining names of the four friends who’d departed. They’d wanted to prove that adult fairies would remain useful even beyond battles against the Teimerre – a goal they might reach by throwing away their lives fighting the Croyance. They didn’t want to miss the chance given to them by the Winged Guard’s top brass.


  Saying such things, those girls headed towards the 38th Floating Island. Naigrat was staunchly opposed until the very end, but they shook off all her objections until, one day, they got on an airship and left.


  If all went to plan and they successfully sacrificed themselves, Eudea – and the rest of the younger fairies – just might be saved. Or, at least, that might create the most hopeful future for them. And yet…


  “Oh… gotta wipe them…”


  She couldn’t show the children her crying face. She didn’t want them to hear her sobbing. And so, she would stuff all her emotions deep inside her heart and lock them up.


  Eudea’s back shrank into the distance.


  The woman, the Troll, one of the facility’s caretakers, silently saw her off with a soggy, crestfallen face.


  Part 2: Tiat


  More than two months remained until the showdown with the Croyance on the 39th Floating Island. The preparations for the battle progressed, albeit slowly. 


  There was a thunderous, earsplitting roar. A little later, a large hole appeared in a distant stony cliff, accompanied by a magnificent dust cloud, shockwave, and explosion.


  “Impact confirmed, arms 8-26-5!”


  “Confirmed, arms 8-26-5!”


  

  Standing some distance from the large cannon that’d just fired, technical officers were removing their earplugs and shouting strange, complicated numbers at each other. They were conducting operational inspections of a variety of gunpowder weapons that had been gathered from other floating islands.


  These past few years Regul Aire had been largely at peace, and the Winged Guard’s (gunpowder) weapons were pretty much never brought out. That wasn’t to say maintenance and other things didn’t happen as scheduled, but even then, a genuine tuning was needed before their first real battle in a long time.


  “Whoa… it sure does packs a punch…”


  Tiat staggered as the shockwave swept through her body. She’d kept her distance and covered her ears, and yet it felt as if she’d just slammed into the ground from high up.


  Once upon a time, this kind of high-caliber cannon had been wielded by Reptrace warriors standing on the front lines alongside the Leprechauns in the battles against the Teimerre. Tiat herself hadn’t been on any of those battlegrounds, but as an adult fairy soldier, she’d attended test firings many times. The echoing roar of the cannons felt like a congratulatory salute to the fact that she was now a grown-up.


  “As one might expect, they’re supposed to be placed on the ground when they’re fired…”


  If any of the surrounding soldiers had heard her mumbling, they’d have stared in bewilderment, or maybe laughed at her ignorance. If one fired a cannon that wasn’t nailed to the ground, the recoil would severely destabilize it. Using common sense, suppressing that sort of backlash with the strength of one’s body alone would be impossible for a typical person.


  However, if they possessed atypical, superhuman muscle strength, that was a different matter entirely.


  “Limeskin, I wonder what you’re up to these days…”


  Tiat muttered the name of the leader of the Winged Guard’s 2nd Division. Right now he was fighting his own troublesome battle, in a different manner than Tiat and the others. They weren’t told the details, or rather, they were told something like “You wouldn’t understand, even if you knew what was going on.” In any case, he was almost definitely fighting for the future of the entire Winged Guard, the fairy warehouse included.


  The cannon fired once again.


  “Ooooh…” Hearing that reliable roar, Tiat shivered excitedly.


  Obviously, regardless of how many powerful cannons they had, it wasn’t necessarily the case that they’d be useful on the battlefield. After all, their opponent was the Croyance, Restraining and Imprisoning Eleventh Beast, which assimilated anything that touched it. Hammering it with all the ammunition they had on hand wouldn’t leave the slightest injury – not to mention all the shells fired at it would turn to black crystal, so in the end they’d just fatten up the Beast.


  That was why the objective of the battle was merely to “prevent contact between the 38th Floating Island and the 39th Floating Island.”


  The Croyance can be defeated if I open the gate to the fairy homeland. Naturally, it’ll be impossible to destroy the Beast, island and all, but if I destroy just the section that would touch the 38th Floating Island, the goal will be accomplished…


  The island which had become a Beast coming into contact with the 38th Floating Island and beginning its encroachment… as long as that situation was avoided, they would overcome the immediate danger they faced. Afterwards, the 39th Floating Island would continue to exist in the sky, and perhaps one day would threaten some other Floating Island, but that bridge could be crossed in due time. After all, to everyone still alive and fighting right now, the most important thing was surviving today to see tomorrow.


  For me alone to open the gate and manage that… that would probably be for the best? Collon and Panival could return safely, Lakish would surely be fine too, and even the higher-ups would see that fairy soldiers can still be useful… 


  Sometimes Tiat had selfish thoughts like these, although she felt such a thing was probably impossible in the first place. She knew well that her disposition was suited for igniting Venom on a small scale and deftly manipulating it – on the other hand, she was unsuited for igniting large amounts of Venom for impressive, powerful displays. Even if she exceeded her limits of Venom ignition, the power she could unleash would be far lower than Lakish, or even Collon.


  As a price to buy victory, Tiat’s life alone was cheap.


  Since only Venom-using attacks are effective, that means our Dug Weapons might actually break if we hit it normally. What’s more, if even Ignareo ends up being absorbed, that would really make things hopeless…


  “Hey.”


  Someone flicked her forehead. “You looked like you were thinking about something dumb again.”


  Collon had appeared next to her at some point, looking annoyed. Despite what’d happened, it seemed like she’d started to cheer up somewhat. Even if her cheer was just fake, it was far better than seeing her gloomy and depressed.


  “It’s not dumb. It’s serious, constructive thinking. Stuff like ‘hey, would it work if we cut it with our swords?’”


  “Huh? Would that work?”


  “I dunno. But there aren’t any previous cases of fighting the Croyance with a Dug Weapon that’s got Venom flowing through it, right? It might be risky, but if everything goes well, you all can fight without opening the gate. I think there’s value in me giving it a try.”


  “Huh? Hmm…”


  Collon thought about it a little.


  “…Just now, did you casually go and say you’d be the one to test it out?”


  “Ah… well, I mean, come on, it’s the way the world works for the one who suggests it to do it, right? And to start by using up the things you’ll miss the least is a basic rule of resource management–”


  “You idiot!”


  Collon’s arm shot forward smoothly. Tiat couldn’t react in time. One split-second after she felt fingers on her shoulders, somehow the earth and sky had totally switched places. In this reversed posture, her shoulders on the ground, her butt in the air, her limbs locked in a complicated position, Tiat was utterly helpless.


  Across the blue sky, a nameless white bird flew by.


  “Ow ow owwwww! Collon, y-you’re hurting me!”


  “It’s a new technique I created to take on the world!”


  “I don’t know what world you’re taking on, but even if you can do it to me, you won’t be getting anywhere!”


  Once again, the cannon’s great explosion rang out. A single sound that assaulted every inch of your body like an enormous hammer. Collon screamed out in surprise, and in that opening Tiat somehow wriggled out from her ensnarement. The two of them rolled onto the grass, arms and legs outspread while dazed by the shockwave.


  “Amazing, isn’t it?!”


  Tiat’s ears, ringing so badly they were nearly useless, just barely picked up Collon’s voice. “Yeah, I know, it’s really an amazing sound…”


  “It’s romantic!”


  “Yeah… wait, no, I don’t get that…”


  They said silly things back and forth for a bit, just like that, gazing up at the sky.


  


  The sound of cannons eventually stopped. Maybe some sort of problem had come up with them.


  “…Will you hear me out?” Collon said quietly.


  “About what?”


  “Yesterday… when Lakish woke up, you know? She looked at me, and… maybe it was anger, maybe it was hate, but she only looked at me like that. Even though the three of us were together, she practically didn’t look at Panival at all.”


  “Ah…”


  “When she was fighting us… she was only attacking me…” Her words stopped coming out. “I think… maybe the Lakish she was at that time… remembered someone who looked like me. She hated that person enough to want to kill them, and held on to that hatred all this time. I think… definitely… if I showed my face to her as she is now, she’d remember that same anger over and over again. That’s… t-that’s why…”


  Collon sounded like she might burst into tears at any moment. “E-even if Feodor brings Lakish back, I feel like – I have the feeling t-that I won’t be able to see her again.”


  “I see…” Tiat extended her arm, taking a hold of Collon’s small hand. It felt warm. “Have you told Panival about…”


  “Yeah. I told her yesterday.”


  “Feodor?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Then maybe it’d be good for you to talk to him, even as soon as tonight. Since it’s someone like him, at the very least he’ll figure something out. That’s probably the best way to improve things between you two.”


  “That’s… true.” Collon laughed weakly. “If you say so, Tiat, then you’re probably right.”


  Hmph… somehow, she felt dissatisfied by that trust. Still, for the sake of cheering Collon up, Tiat felt as if she shouldn’t take back what she’d said, but at the same time, it was the kind of thing she couldn’t just leave alone…


  “Heeey! Tiat, Collon! So here’s where you were.”


  They could hear Panival’s voice from afar.


  “Eh?” The two slowly raised themselves up, looking at the quickly approaching Panival.


  “If you’re in that state, I take it you haven’t heard?”


  “Panival?”


  In a truly rare sight, the other fairy was completely out of breath. That thin, somewhat sardonic grin she usually had was gone.


  “What’s up? Did something happen?”


  “Did Riel do something again?”


  Tiat and Collon started questioning Panival together. Catching her breath, she shook her head.


  “You two, calm down and listen to me.” She tightly grabbed onto each of their shoulders and told them the news.


  “Just now, Fourth Officer Feodor Jessman was imprisoned for treason.”


  Part 3: The Captive Rebel


  I am in a strange place.


  In front of me is the back of an unfamiliar person.


  He is a tall man wearing a military uniform. Short black hair. As far as I can see, the man doesn’t possess any visible markings. His shoulders are slumped with the weight of deep weariness.


  “I wanted to give them happiness,” the man mutters to himself softly. “I wanted to show them it was fine for them to feel joy.”


  I feel as if I have heard these worries before. I’m reassured that people who think about the same things can be found anywhere.


  …I also think it’s kind of stupid to be worried. I might not know who ‘they’ are, but if they were showered in such strong, direct feelings, then couldn’t that be called happiness too?


  

  


  The first thing Feodor felt was a chilly sensation. Shivering slightly and not entirely understanding where he was, he opened his eyes and looked around.


  He was in a cramped room. Dreary copper sheets formed the walls, floor, and ceiling. Near one wall there was a hole in the floor as a makeshift toilet. He looked down to find a thin mat, turned hard by moisture. It was all illuminated by a purple electric lamp set into the wall.


  In short, Feodor concluded, it was most likely a solitary confinement cell. He had never been in one personally until now, but he knew they existed. Convicts who couldn’t be put in cells with other occupants, especially insurrectionists, were given their very own private rooms in prison.


  He briefly wondered why he was there before the memories began returning to him. “Ah… right, I remember now. That happened.”


  Sneaking into the Pickle Barrel. Looking inside the wooden box that was the Great Sage’s inheritance. Getting caught red-handed by the First Officer. Trying to escape, failing, and being knocked out.


  All of that led to one conclusion: Feodor Jessman had thoroughly botched a plan that allowed no room for failure.


  He had no idea what he might’ve been charged with, but doubtless it wasn’t anything light. At the very least, it would assure no more opportunities of this kind ever appeared again.


  He felt as if a hole had opened up in his heart.


  “Heh… heh heh…”


  Tears spilled out. He couldn’t hold back his self-ridicule anymore.


  Certainly, the shock from the way he’d utterly failed was a terrible blow. But more than that, what overwhelmed Feodor was something else. He had intended to pour his entire life into his plan, and he had assumed he would burn to ashes with failure. Maybe he’d suffer, writhing, on the brink of death, or else be rendered insensible, all capacity for thought gone? That level of obliteration was what he’d prepared himself for.


  But now what filled his chest was neither disappointment nor despair. He felt liberation.


  “What an unsightly story…”


  He only had to think for a short time to figure out why.


  Feodor Jessman was an outrageous liar. For five years, he’d deceived himself. He had pretended to not notice his own feelings, clinging to platitudes like ‘for the future’ or ‘for justice’ with all he had. Because that was what his brother-in-law had done.


  His older brother-in-law, who was strong, wise, and – more than anything – righteous. The figure he looked up to and cherished. He’d wanted to be like his brother-in-law, but at the same time he resolved himself to not make the same mistakes. Shouldering the burden of justice, dreaming of the future – those were his reasons for moving forward, fighting, deceiving, exhausting his heart and years. And in the end…


  In the end, I fell far short of my brother-in-law, rotting away in this cell.


  “…Hm?”


  While still embroiled in his self-loathing, Feodor faintly sensed something at the edges of his perception. Muffled, indistinct footsteps approaching.


  A jailer seemed unlikely. Given their position, they had no reason to conceal their presence. But other than jailers, who could it be? The solitary confinement cells were nowhere near the level of the Pickle Barrel, but they still had an appropriate level of security. And yet, someone had snuck in past those watchful eyes.


  An assassin?


  A plausible scenario came to mind. Someone sent by Giggir to seal his mouth permanently and ensure he didn’t leak any names.


  Yes, that’s definitely possible, Feodor thought. After all, Giggir was an Orc merchant. The same as those who’d exploited, discarded, and killed his older brother-in-law as a pawn in their business transactions.


  But he had no intentions of resenting Giggir. The one who’d chosen to join hands with the Orc and to build a supposed relationship of trust with him was none other than Feodor himself. He had been ready from the start for this kind of ending.


  Still, it’s not as if I want to die… Though… I’m a little tired.


  While he was absorbed in his thoughts, the footsteps had come to a stop in front of his cell. A whispering voice called out to him.


  “Hey, Feodor. You in there?”


  It was a girl’s voice. His eyes snapping open, Feodor shot to his feet and grabbed the door. The peephole was too small and he couldn’t see outside too clearly, but even so–!


  “Lakish?!”


  “Shut it, idiot!” she hissed. “Keep it down!”


  “That’s beside the point! What are – you’re a deserter! Do you even have any plan for what you’re going to do if anyone sees you?”


  “It’s fine, it’s fine! I’ve got a nice disguise on. They aren’t gonna see through it so easily.”


  “But still… hold on, in the first place, why in the world are you here?”


  “Huh? What’s the matter with you?” He could hear the incredulity in her voice. “I heard you got yourself caught. I couldn’t just sit still after knowing that, could I?”


  Words failed him.


  “What, is it that surprising? Wouldn’t you have done the same thing if our positions were reversed?”


  “T-That’s different! You’re a girl, and a fairy besides! You’ve got a way bigger right and obligation to be valued than someone like me!”


  “Alright, I don’t mind you treating me like a dainty princess, but can you pick a better time and place for it?”


  A small shrill sound rang out from the other side of the door as the lock was cut, and it swung open to reveal Lakish. 


  He had wondered what sort of disguise she would be wearing. It was far more proper than what he’d expected. She had on a simple, location-appropriate military uniform and a long red wig. That was all, but even just that apparel gave her a very different impression. If someone was to see her from afar, there shouldn’t be any concern that they’d recognize her as Lakish Nyx Seniolis.


  “…How did you even get here? I didn’t think there’d be any way for you to know where I was or how to get inside this place.”


  “Wow, more questions? How annoying.” Lakish glared at him flatly, then sighed. “I dunno how to say it properly, but it’s like I somehow just knew where you were? It was like a voice in my head going ‘he’s this way’ and telling me how far to go.”


  “Do you mean it was your intuition?”


  “I think? It was a bit creepy, but…” she smiled happily. “I’m glad I trusted it. Because of that, I ended up finding you.”


  By rights, it should’ve been difficult to believe. Common sense would tell anyone to laugh it off as silly. But somehow, Feodor felt as if he’d experienced something similar before. Back in the rain-filled city, when he’d been looking for Lakish after she escaped, he had been able to find her easily – too easily.


  Maybe there’s a connection?


  Just as he was about to ask her for more details, he noticed something peculiar. Someone was approaching them, their footsteps intentionally quiet with almost all sound eliminated.


  “Kh–!”


  His gut screamed at him to hide, but where? Into the room behind them? No, he wouldn’t make it in time. Then what could he do?


  Before Feodor could decide on a plan, his body had already begun moving. He grabbed Lakish and forcefully hugged her close to him, pressing her face into his chest. There might’ve been a few muffled protests, but he ignored them as he flattened their bodies against the wall and suppressed their presence.


  If he laid in wait here, he could catch them by surprise and knock them unconscious. It’d be difficult to spring an attack from a position like this, but not being able to do it would put both him and Lakish in danger anyway.


  Resolving himself, Feodor clenched his right hand into a fist and–


  “Hey, hey, you two! It’s fine t’ get all intimate, but ain’t there any better time ‘n place for it?”


  That was a familiar voice.


  “…Nax?”


  Hearing his friend, all the tension melted away from Feodor. He could hear muffled, distressed mumbling coming from the figure ensnared by his arms.


  


  As Feodor stepped out of the prison, he looked up at the sky.


  Naturally, the sun had set long ago, and the moon was shining brightly above. As if avoiding its brilliance, they weaved through the shadowy buildings as they walked.


  Once they were deep within the depths of the forest, Feodor finally took a calming breath. This place had been left overgrown so that the clamor from the parade grounds wouldn’t reach the barracks. Since the greenery shielded them from prying eyes as well, they wouldn’t need to worry about anyone catching them by surprise.


  “He showed me how to get in there,” Lakish said sullenly. Feodor had already apologized to her after letting her go, but it didn’t seem as if she’d forgiven him yet. “The guard schedule and hidden paths too. He’s the one who got this uniform for me as well.”


  “I’m s’pposed to just be dealin’ in info,” Nax grumbled, folding his arms and turning away as he sat down. “Bein’ on the scene like this ain’t part o’ the job.”


  “Even if you say that, you still came to rescue me. I’m honestly surprised.”


  “Hey, it ain’t like I wanted t’ bail ya out! It’s just someone asked me to, so I had to.”


  “Someone did?” Feodor glanced at Lakish, then looked back at Nax. “Who?”


  “Pros don’t give away the names o’ their clients so easily, ya know?”


  “When I heard you’d been arrested, I talked to Giggir and told him I wanted to save you and needed help. Then he went and hired this guy as my guide.”


  “H-Hey, Lakish! Didn’t ya hear what I jus’ said?!”


  “What? I’m not a pro like you. It’s not a problem, right?” Lakish smirked at the Falcon as he grumbled under his breath.


  “…Giggir?” Feodor blinked. “For me?”


  “Well, ya know…” Nax scratched his cheek awkwardly. “Orcs might not care much ‘bout individuals, but they’ve got a heck of a community bond. Happens pretty often that one of ‘em jumps right into danger for one o’ their own kind.”


  “I’m not even an Orc, though? Someone like me who’s a burden should’ve been abandoned. I wouldn’t be of any use to them now that I’ve been dishonorably discharged.”


  “Nah, nah, ya don’t get it.” Nax chuckled. “He’s jus’ a big ol’ friendly pig when ya get down t’ it. Once he’s decided yer a friend he’ll never abandon you.”


  He paused, then slowly got up. “Anyway… This is as far as I can get the two o’ ya. After here it’s up t’ ya. My alibi’s that I’m spendin’ time with a ladyfriend. I’ve gotta hurry up ‘n get back if I want to have my story line up. If you make it to Giggir’s place, he oughta be able t’ take care of ya, one way or the other.”


  With that, the Falcon turned to leave.


  This could be the last time we see each other.


  That thought flashed through Feodor’s mind. He’d already been discharged; he wouldn’t be able to rely on Nax for information again in the future.


  “Nax.”


  “What’s up?” The Falcon didn’t look back.


  “Thank you for everything you’ve done up to now. I’m grateful, really.”


  “…Quit that. All I’ve ever done is just my job.”


  “Doesn’t matter.”


  Nax snorted slightly and resumed walking away.


  Even putting aside how their situation wouldn’t allow for any teary farewells, avoiding sappy conversations like that was very much like him. Feodor found himself smiling involuntarily.


  “I feel like I just saw two guys understand each other,” Lakish muttered. “Disgusting.”


  For some reason she seemed to be in a bad mood, but Feodor decided to not address that just yet.


  “Well, whatever. We’ve got to get going too.” Lakish started walking. “I doubt it’ll take them much more time to figure out you’ve escaped… Feodor?”


  She stopped and looked back. He was still standing in the same place.


  “What’s the matter?”


  “…Don’t worry about it.”


  What is this situation? He hid his discomfiture behind a carefully blank expression.


  Feodor Jessman’s true colors had been exposed. He’d proven that there was nothing he could do and nothing he should do. No one had realized that, and that was why they still chose to work hand in hand with him.


  To have all their hopes piled on him now, when he couldn’t be any more disappointed in himself, was simply too painful. His bitter guilt couldn’t be suppressed any longer.


  “You go ahead. There’s something I have to do before I go.”


  “Wait, wha–?”


  He held up a hand to stop the questions she was about to barrage him with. “It’ll be easier for me to go alone. Don’t worry. I’ll catch up afterwards.”


  Part 4: Admired Senior


  She ate her dinner.


  She worked up a sweat in the gym.


  She took a bath.


  The sun had set long ago.


  

  She wanted to see the stars for a bit, invite Lak… go outside alone to look for a spot where she could easily gaze at the sky. She searched fruitlessly for a good location until climbing up a tall tree and stretching out atop it. Although it’d been a long time since she’d last climbed a tree, she still remembered perfectly well how to do it.


  …In doing so, Tiat finally wrapped her head around recent events and processed the news that Feodor had been arrested for treason.


  “What the heck.” Tiat glared at the stars above, as if expecting them to answer. “What the heck, what the heck, what the heck…”


  She was totally clueless.


  We talked about this and that, we knew a bit about each other’s circumstances… then just as I feel like I’m starting to understand that guy a little, he goes and does this?!


  She felt like the image of Feodor just beginning to take shape in her head had suddenly sprouted wings, scales, and fangs, then flew away into the sky cackling evilly. She was left behind in the aftermath, stupidly looking up at the sky with her mouth wide open.


  “What the heck, what the heck, what the heck, what the heck?!” She furiously grabbed and tore apart nearby leaves, flinging them everywhere. It didn’t make her happy, but she couldn’t calm down without doing something.


  “Just what the heck is going on, geez?!” Tiat screamed, angrily crushing a branch as thick as her arm was wide and hurling it at the ground.


  


  After her tantrum – no, rampage – was over, she did feel a little calmer after all. Apologizing to the various leaves and branches she’d destroyed, Tiat jumped down from the tree.


  …They said he was in solitary confinement, didn’t they?


  Rubbing her forehead, Tiat tried to remember the Winged Guard’s military regulations. She didn’t know the specific circumstances of Feodor’s arrest, but it probably wouldn’t be a case where she’d be easily allowed to visit him. At the very least, for the next few days it’d definitely be impossible to bombard him with questions until she knew everything she needed to… 


  Argh. I’m already getting mad again.


  When Tiat got angry, she also got thirsty. She took a breath, thinking about her plans for the future.


  Although the turmoil in her heart had subsided, it wasn’t completely gone, and her own circumstances hadn’t changed either. The Croyance continued to approach through the sky, and Feodor, that idiot, was stuck in a cell. The situation of the fairies, who required the supervision of a ranked officer, hung in the balance. However, there wasn’t anything she could do about any of it right now, and the things she could do were so limited that it was already making her sad.


  So yes, she would go get something to drink.


  If Tiat was an ordinary soldier, she would probably have gone straight for alcohol. Even at this time of night, when the mess hall was long closed, the store remained open. Their basic product lineup was poor, with the shelves boasting only rock-hard jerky and slightly moldy hardtack. On the other hand, the cheap booze on the next shelf over, prized by many soldiers, was said to be “Eh, good enough.”


  That aside, Tiat didn’t drink alcohol. She had been strongly warned away from it ever since she tried the kitchen brandy out of curiosity when she was young and promptly fell in love with it.


  …Just remembering it is making the headache come back… 


  Shaking off the memory, Tiat decided to go to the mess hall after all. Even if she couldn’t get anything to eat, she’d probably still be able to get some water if she asked the old woman running it.


  


  Just as Tiat arrived at the mess hall and was about to call out to the old woman in the back room, she heard a familiar voice.


  “So the contents of the box are safe?”


  Her entire body froze, a faint gasp leaving her mouth.


  “Yup. It’s so clean we could decorate it and carry it through the festival right now.”


  “Well…  Alright, I guess it’s fine.”


  Tiat cautiously peeked into the mess hall. It was silent and gloomy, with no sign of the old woman or other workers who would normally be cleaning up at this time. In the middle of the dark hall, the pair she recognized were having a serious conversation as they luxuriously sat at a table with room for ten people.


  “You can take a look with your own eyes if you’d like. I can give you permission to go in right now.”


  “Hmm… nah, better not. If I see that face now, I might just start crying.”


  Aiseia and the First Officer…?


  Even though she shouldn’t have needed to, Tiat slunk back into the shadows and hid herself.


  It seemed as if the conversation had just ended. The First Officer gently nodded with a murmured “I see,” and stood from his chair, walking off right in her direction.


  “Ah…”


  “Hm?”


  Their eyes met.


  “Um, you see… I wasn’t snooping, or rather I didn’t mean to snoop in particular…”


  “Good grief. That guy’s precious daughters just had to all be difficult, didn’t they?” The Armado shook his head and walked past Tiat, lightly patting her on the shoulder as he left.


  


  The mess hall didn’t use ordinary well-water. The drinking water they offered was soaked in a pot with insect-repelling herbs, which added a pleasantly refreshing aftertaste. I shouldn’t expect much from the flavor of the food here, but this water tastes so great it’s practically flawless, Tiat thought to herself.


  With a large gulp, she drained her cup in one swallow.


  “Your worries are all over your face, ya know.”


  “…Yeah, guess so.” She had a feeling it would be. “It’s just… there’s a ton of things going on that I don’t get.”


  After having caught word that Feodor had done something incredibly stupid, Tiat had started thinking that there was so much she couldn’t make sense of. She did hear the reason he’d tried to betray the military had something to do with the unforgivable, wicked story of Elpis. 


  More than that, he surely must have done it for the futures of Tiat and her comrades. No matter how much of a liar and scoundrel she knew him to be, Tiat knew that at the very least was the undeniable truth.


  “How do I put it? I… I don’t know what to do. The way forward isn’t appearing to me at all.”


  “Oh…?” Aiseia made an expression like she’d figured out something. “You’ve changed.”


  “Huh?”


  “Normally you’d have said something like, ‘If it was Kutori, then she definitely would’ve done this and that,’ or something to that effect. Now you aren’t.”


  …Ah, now that she mentions it… It was true that until a short while ago, that’d been a sentence Tiat said often.


  “I still feel like saying it now. If Kutori was here, she definitely wouldn’t feel lost and she’d do something totally cool to solve all of her problems–”


  “If she was here, she’d have been just as lost as you’re feeling right now.”


  “…Eh?”


  Aiseia Myse Valgalis smiled a little sadly. Five years ago, she had been the best friend of Kutori Nota Seniolis – Tiat’s admired senior. “That part of you is so like her. You and that girl, the both of you…”


  “Oh, no, no, not at all!”


  That can’t be true, no matter how many times you say it, Tiat thought. “I’m happy about your words, but aren’t you elevating me a bit too much? Rather, maybe you should be apologizing to her for lumping her in with me–?”


  “That girl!” Aiseia’s suddenly sharp voice shoved the rest of Tiat’s sentence back down her throat.


  The older fairy sighed. “…Y’see, Kutori was a normal girl. Yeah, sure, she had a bit more sense of responsibility than other people, she could be more serious than she really needed to be, and she was a big show-off, but…”


  Tiat’s breath hitched in her throat. “W-What are you saying?”


  “Yeah, now’s probably a good time to get into it.” Aiseia sighed and scratched the back of her head. “So, Kutori might’ve been kinda talented at hand-to-hand combat, but otherwise she was no different than any other girl. She was a crybaby, fainthearted, always so close to being crushed by the weight of the responsibility that only she could shoulder… and she was especially all over the place when it came to her first love. Poor girl was a nervous wreck!”


  Tiat’s mouth was hanging wide-open in shock. Aiseia measured the size of it with her hands and nodded appreciatively. “Despite all her flaws, she kept picking herself up and doing her best to act strong since there were little girls who always kept on admiring her. She refused to seem uncool in front of you girls, so she carried herself with grace as much as she could.”


  “…No way…”


  “Say, d’you know who’s the most “admired” senior to Almita and the others back home?”


  Why’s she asking me? Tiat thought about it. The fairy which the children at the warehouse admired most. That was obvious. She’d have to be the one stronger than anyone, kinder than anyone, chosen by the most powerful dug weapon. It could only be–


  “Nope, not Lakish.”


  Her rock-solid certainty was smashed to pieces. 


  “It’s the one who does her best, the coolest one, the one who makes them feel most strongly that ‘I want to be like her one day.’ Lakish came close, of course, but she’s not number one.”


  Tiat opened and closed her mouth rapidly. She couldn’t muster up any response.


  “…Geez.” Aiseia shook her head. “You really are just like Kutori. You keep worrying about everything else around you, even though you’re barely holding it together. You’re annoying because you refuse to listen to people once you’ve decided something, and you’re crazy about a guy who’s as troublesome as it gets and then some.”


  Hey, wait a second, just wait. There was a lot Tiat wanted to say, too many words that wouldn’t come out, but she especially disagreed with the last sentence. 


  “You don’t have to keep asking ‘If it was Kutori…” anymore,” Aiseia said gently. “That girl was wonderful, to be certain. But you, as you are right now, are wonderful enough that you won’t lose to her.”


  “…Augh…” Tiat dropped her head down.


  She had wanted to be like Kutori. She couldn’t become Kutori. So she gave up.


  She’d totally strayed away from her ideal, revealed all sorts of bad sides, been unable to accept the regrets she had. Yet, despite the fact that she didn’t even know herself anymore… Why did Aiseia have to go and say such things at a time like this?


  Even though she was told that she was wonderful enough, the supposedly “wonderful” Tiat Siba Ignareo was still clueless as to what she should do.


  “You should look for that as much as you want to. Maybe that’s what living really means.”


  “Geez. Why did I need to remember that guy’s words now?”


  She slowly clenched her fists tightly.


  I, who couldn’t be like Kutori… What or who will I be like from here on?


  Tiat was still lost.


  In other words, she was in a position to be lost.


  That meant she could make choices and decisions for herself.


  …At that time back then, Feodor had gotten in the way of her death. She was still alive now because of that.


  “Um… um… Aiseia, please listen to me. The truth is–”


  There was a lot she wanted to say. However, at the exact moment she leaned forward and steeled herself to speak, jarring chimes blared in her ears.


  “Wha–Whoa?!” The surprisingly loud noise rattled her head as Tiat swiveled it in all directions.


  “The signal bell?” Aiseia murmured curiously.


  The discordant chimes rang incessantly from somewhere outside the mess hall. Its rhythm shaped the news to be broadcast to the entire base. This time it was a repetition of four and two beats, which would mean…


  “There’s a dangerous person on the premises. Be on watch for any suspicious characters?”


  Tiat clutched her head with both hands miserably. There’s no mistaking it. It’s him. It’s something he’s involved with, at any rate.


  “Jeez! I really, really, really hate that moron!” With a bang, she stood up and kicked her chair away.


  “Hang on, weren’t you about to tell me something?”


  “Sorry, I’m postponing it! Urgent business!”


  Right away, Aiseia’s trademark wicked grin appeared. “Can’t leave him alone, eh?”


  “That’s kinda true! But there’s a ton of details I need to correct you about!”


  Having said that, Tiat ran off.


  Part 5: Who Stands in the Way


  The dangerous character known as Feodor Jessman also heard the ringing alarms.


  “They found out quicker than expected, huh?”


  He’d thought he’d had at least a ten-minute head start, but this was still the Winged Guard in the end. He needed to hurry.


  

  At the moment, Feodor was in the room he called home… rather, had called home as a Fourth Officer. It seemed that the troops assigned to search the room were already gone, and no guards had been posted either. Traces of their invasion were strewn all over the room; most notably, nearly all the top-secret documents he had gathered over the years had been taken, and the hiding place under the floor for the Bead Bottles he’d recently obtained was empty as well. Aside from that, everything else was more or less intact.


  Feodor pulled off his dirty uniform, replacing it with a fresh change of civilian clothes from his drawer. Fixing his belt pouch securely, he stuffed whatever he could grab into it. Casting his eyes around his room again, he noticed a weighted rope in the corner and briefly wallowed in nostalgia before grabbing a pair of spare glasses and putting them on. After some thought, he changed his mind and stashed them in his breast pocket instead.


  “Gotta hurry up,” he muttered to himself as he put on thick-soled boots built for covert operations, then shouldered the items he’d filched from the Confidential Warehouse before he came to this room. Finally, he left the room behind him, suppressing his presence so that no one would notice–


  “Fwedo?”


  He started and looked down.


  A blue-haired child stood at around knee-height, staring up at him with a puzzled expression.


  “Riel…”


  “Fwedo go?” Riel asked, blinking anxiously. Even if she didn’t fully understand the meaning of the ringing alarm, she must have sensed the uneasy atmosphere.


  “…Yeah,” Feodor answered, choking back sudden bitterness. “I am.”


  “No!” She latched on to his leg. “No go! No leave!”


  “Stop being selfish. It’s late, so why don’t you go back to your room and get some sleep?”


  “No!” Her small, trembling hands squeezed around his leg tightly.


  Feodor wanted to hug her, to calm her down with kind words. But he’d lost that right, so instead he grabbed Riel’s shoulders and forcibly pried her off.


  “…Always so lively…”


  “Fwedo…” she looked like she was about to cry. “When back?”


  Feodor didn’t respond. He turned his back.


  “Fwedo…”


  He ignored the pitiable voice calling his name over and over.


  “Fwedo… Fwedo! Fwedo! Fwedo!”


  Riel cried without giving up, as if she understood that doing so would chain Feodor down here. But all the same, he couldn’t give up. He had to leave.


  With all his might, Feodor forced his feet to move forward, one step at a time. And then–


  “…Da!”


  Hearing such an unexpected word, his feet couldn’t move another step.


  “Y-you…”


  Feodor knew.


  He knew just how much the beings known as fairies longed for family. As irregular, ephemeral existences that naturally manifested without parents, maybe that was why they acted more like sisters than real sisters and treated each other with more love than real families.


  He understood what it meant to be called father by a fairy child. The weight of that word, and the depth of the love behind it.


  Honestly. Who in the world taught her that?


  “I’m…”


  Feodor steadied his shaking legs. And then, determinedly keeping his eyes forward, he broke out into a run as if fleeing from her.


  “Da!”


  Desperately running away from Riel and those words he couldn’t possibly accept.


  


  By itself, breaking out of the base wasn’t that difficult.


  Despite the rather heavy security now deployed, Feodor knew the whole area like his own backyard. He could find as many holes in the security, as many ways to escape, as he pleased.


  The real problem was afterward, lying in wait for Feodor on a side road branching from the main street leading into Lyell.


  The problem took the form of a girl carrying a sword about as tall as she was.


  “Why – why are you here?” Feodor gasped out. Running and hiding while carrying a heavy package had tired him out considerably.


  “Because I’ve heard a lot about you,” Tiat answered.


  “Okay… and what’s with the outfit?”


  Her equipment wasn’t limited to just her dug weapon. This time she also had ostentatious and clumsily-forged plate armor covering her hands and feet. They shone with a dull silver lustre, and no matter how you looked at it, they were at least one size too large for her. It would obviously be of little help against the Beasts. He couldn’t imagine it being considered appropriate equipment for a Leprechaun whose only use would be to fight them.


  “Anti-Feodor preparations,” Tiat replied blandly. “I’ve been thinking about our last fight. When it comes to fighting people, us Leprechauns’ greatest weaknesses are our weak body frames and light weight. Unlike strength or reach, we can’t compensate for those with just weapons and Venom. So I thought I’d use this to increase my weight.”


  “Just for me?”


  “Yep. Just for you.”


  I’m so honored.


  “…I’ll ask, just to give it a shot. Could you please move aside, Tiat?”


  Feodor took a step forward. The distance between them shrank.


  “Nope.”


  “You heard the alarm, right? This is my order as your superior. First-class equivalent soldier Tiat Shiba Ignareo, return to the compound immediately and assist with security.”


  “Again, nope.”


  Tiat raised her sword until the tip pointed straight at Feodor. Just as she’d done before, on that night.


  “I’ve asked people about you. I learned a lot. You’re the same as me, aren’t you?”


  What is she talking about–?


  “You were using your brother-in-law as an excuse for a dramatic suicide.”


  …Ah. That.


  She probably heard it from the First Officer. Honestly, what a thing to go and tell someone like her.


  Feodor shrugged his shoulders. “Fine, I won’t deny it. I only realized it recently, anyway. It just took one failure for me to finally understand myself.”


  Truthfully, Feodor hadn’t wanted to change Regul Aire, nor did he want to destroy it. Rather, whether he changed or destroyed it, he really just wanted to risk his life for the sake of a grand ambition.


  “Then does that mean you’ve given up already?”


  “Maybe. I can’t be like my brother-in-law, and surpassing him? That’s an even more reckless dream. I’ve given up on part of it. But…”


  Feodor placed his hand on the package he was shouldering. Around its hilt.


  “But the other part… I can’t bring myself to throw it away.”


  Almost falling forward from the weight, Feodor threw off the cloth covering it.


  It was a gigantic sword.


  Formed from dozens of metal pieces joined by a strange power, it was a relic of the ancient Emnetwyte. They had not been powerful creatures by any reckoning of the word, yet they’d been able to crystallize miracles in order to fight enemies far stronger than themselves.


  What Feodor hefted in his hands was the dug weapon, Seniolis.


  The weight of the huge lump of metal was painfully evident. It was so heavy he wanted to swear, but Feodor somehow managed to take a fighting stance.


  “You should just give up,” Tiat said with an unsurprised expression. “Dug weapons were created by the Emnetwyte for the Emnetwyte. Anyone who isn’t an Emnetwyte or directly related can’t use them. If someone from an unrelated race touches them, the contact alone is enough to burn.”


  “…I’m thankful my Ogre parents brought me into this world, then,” Feodor bluffed wildly, sweat running down his brow. “For now, my hands are fine.”


  In reality, needles of biting, stabbing pain were spreading through his palms. The dug weapon’s rejection of un-Emnetwyte beings wasn’t immediately fatal, but it was regardless very much uncomfortable.


  “Even so, you’d never be able to bring out Seniolis’ power. She only lends her strength to special people.”


  “Yup, looks that way. But even if I just use it as a big lump of iron, it beats being unarmed.”


  Feodor doubted he was impressive enough to be someone chosen. He knew he was definitely far from being capable of wielding the power restricted to those lofty individuals.


  But even if he was a totally worthless person, forsaken and unloved, he still had things he refused to give up on.


  “You’re a stubborn one, Feodor.” Tiat smiled gently. “Yup, as I thought. I really, really hate that part of you.”


  “Aren’t you being awfully blithe about this? I really, really hate that part of you too.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  Then why are you saying it with such a carefree expression? It felt like what they were talking about had diverged at some point.


  “I think I finally understand,” Tiat said. “I understand what the world you want is. I understand just how kind of a person you actually are. I understand how much pain you’ve gone through because of that warped kindness. And I understand how stubborn you are, to the point where you can’t let go of that pain.”


  The outstretched tip of her sword wavered slightly, then returned to its readied position.


  “So I’ve decided, Feodor.”


  She slowly breathed in, then exhaled. Her smile vanished, replaced by a mask of determination. And then she quietly stated her declaration:


  “I’ll make myself a problem for you.”


  Before those oddly-familiar words had a chance to fully register, Feodor was stepping forward. He took advantage of a gap in her breathing to close the distance between them.


  The last time they’d fought, TIat’s speed and strength had far surpassed his. One of the few things on his side was what she’d referred to earlier – the differences in their build and weight. If he could knock her off balance and pin her down like before, he’d have a chance of neutralizing her.


  But those gauntlets really are getting in the way!


  She hadn’t been joking about having them as a countermeasure for him. The armor added enough weight that just light pushes and shoves wouldn’t be enough to budge her. Obviously, striking her arms or legs were out of the question now as well, and grappling with her would be difficult. Normally the additional weight would’ve dulled her movements… but with Venom supplementing her physical strength, Tiat could completely disregard that.


  On the other hand, Feodor had barely enough strength to swing the bulky sword in his hands, never mind directing it where he wanted it to go. The number of moves he could manage was laughable. No matter what, he wouldn’t be a match in pure power.


  Then I’ll do what I can!


  Feodor’s attack would have to come from his own unique strengths. Venom granted incredible power, but that power still ultimately obeyed the thoughts of the user. If he could catch her by surprise at the right time, or hit her from a blind spot, there’d be a chance she wouldn’t respond in time.


  That was the hope he desperately clung to as he made a show of swinging Seniolis down from his left to right, quickly letting go with his left hand once Tiat couldn’t see it and grabbing at her diaphragm. If it worked, he’d be able to force the air out of her and dull her movements.


  “Wh–?!”


  She probably didn’t predict what he had been planning. Surprise flashed across her face, and her reactions with Ignareo were noticeably slow, but she still managed to react. Easily slapping away Seniolis, she twisted away and Feodor’s fingers missed their mark, only brushing the side of her uniform.


  “Disgusting!”


  “Don’t misunderstand!” Feodor half-turned and thrust his shoulder against the underside of Tiat’s arm, shoving his foot at her legs and trying to topple her with all his strength.


  But just as the fairy was about to fall over, she suddenly stopped herself with a defiant scream, illusory wings streaming from her back and pushing her upright.


  “What the hell?!”


  “Talmareet pounded all sorts of training for head-on battles into me!”


  “What a fortunate student you are!”


  Talmareet, the older Ayrantropos Private First Class. A rarity even among beastmen, he had an astounding physique with comically muscled arms, which he made full use of as a master of his own martial arts style. He was hard to please, looked constantly grumpy, and never seemed to get along with anyone.


  Feodor knew already that Talmareet was on bad terms with Portrick, who was similarly strong, but both of them had a soft spot for Collon. He had no idea when Tiat had gotten so close to him as well.


  He grit his teeth in frustration. A full half of his options were gone. In the last battle, Tiat hadn’t really been looking at Feodor the way she did now. She had been too focused on the expanding Croyance and chasing after her admired senior. That’s probably why he’d been able to hold his own back then.


  But now – now she was focused completely on the opponent right in front of her. She wasn’t presenting any easy openings for him.


  “You’re strong, Tiat!” He struck out with Seniolis again.


  It was quickly rebuffed. “That’s right!”


  “It’d be a much better idea to use that power for peace!”


  “Thanks, but I’ve already made up my mind!”


  Their blades locked together, Tiat swept at his waist with a high kick. It was an awkwardly positioned attack and normally would be light enough for him to disregard, but the heat of her ignited Venom transformed her armored foot into a deadly hammer. Feodor fell back hastily and barely dodged. The toes of her boot still caught the hem of his shirt, easily tearing through it.


  Cold sweat pricked his forehead. “N-nothing good will come of making decisions like that when you’re young! Trust me, I’d know!”


  “Don’t say such pathetic things so proudly! Besides, you’re still young, aren’t you?!”


  “That may be, but as far as society’s concerned, I’ve already reached the end of the line!”


  “Oh, you’re bragging about your misfortune? To us?!”


  “But you all can still turn back from the brink! Rather, why don’t you go do that?!”


  “You’re still alive too! There’s no reason you need to die, so live properly!”


  What are we even saying?
All of Feodor’s senses and concentration was focused on fending off Tiat’s attacks. That meant the control he had over his mouth was nowhere to be seen, and his innermost thoughts poured out carelessly.


  Tiat was probably trying her hardest to not hurt him. That’s why, despite the clearly overwhelming difference in their strength, she hadn’t already ended the fight with a lethal slash or blow. She was probably waiting for him to tire himself out by continuing to rain down attacks he could barely defend against… or rather, asking him to give up.


  Even knowing her intentions, Feodor didn’t have any way to respond. He could only move how she wanted him to, swinging the sword and parrying with all his might as the time he had left gradually dwindled away.


  “You blockhead!”


  “No, you!”


  Feodor had possibly lost any chance of winning the moment his first surprise attack had failed. Even if that was the case, he could hardly surrender without doing a thing. If she wanted to win by pushing him to his limits, he’d just need to find some other chance before that happened. Whether it was or wasn’t possible didn’t matter anymore. As long as there was something, anything he could still do, he’d never give up–


  Dizziness.


  His vision shook violently and distorted.


  It was the same sensation he’d felt several times since yesterday.


  Unfamiliar scenes suddenly swam up from the depths of his memories. Lizards, large as mountains. Shiny claws waving overhead. If those swing down, my life will be reaped for sure. I won’t even leave a corpse behind, just an unsightly mess.


  What is this?


  The questions and confusion firmly shattered Feodor’s already-strained concentration. For a moment he felt as if he was floating, his feet failing to reach the ground as his body reflexively relaxed.


  Ah…


  Huh…?


  Ignareo was about to come down.


  It was an overly exaggerated swing. Its speed and destructive power were anything but ordinary, but struggling to parry the blow wouldn’t have been difficult. However, that would only have been true if Feodor had kept moving as he’d been. With his posture broken and concentration fractured, that was but a distant dream. Additionally, at this point even Tiat herself wouldn’t be able to pull back her sword.


  If it hits, I will die.


  …


  His vision dyed pure white.


  Dizziness.


  Something took hold of his body.


  Impossibly, his feet touched the ground. He forcefully twisted his body, generating inertia and centrifugal force. His outstretched right palm gently brushed against Ignareo. And then, gathering the various forces acting on his body, he channeled them all through the palm of his hand.


  With an intense, explosive impact, Feodor was blown away.


  He bounced off the ground twice and finally crashed into a tree, a shower of leaves and flowers sent flying and falling all around him. All the wind left his lungs in a choked gasp, soon followed by his sense of pain returning.


  “G-ghh, gaah…”


  What… just happened?


  On the brink of death, he’d unconsciously awakened some kind of ridiculous power…? No, even that wouldn’t explain what had happened just now. 


  That wasn’t simply a forceful push, but probably some kind of striking technique. It was different in nature from what Portrick or Talmareet would use. It had likely been created by a race not blessed with strong bodies, seeking the most optimal ways to use their physiques. A secret technique that could only be mastered as a result of unimaginable training.


  Of course, Feodor hadn’t gone through any such training. While it wasn’t quite evident, after using that special move, pain was expanding through every corner of his inexperienced body. It felt as if every single muscle he had was being burned to ash.


  “Eh…?”


  Tiat seemed similarly confused. Her wide, disbelieving gaze flicked between her empty hands to where Feodor had been blown away, and finally to Ignareo, blown in the opposite direction.


  “That just now was… no, that can’t be…”


  After muttering absentmindedly for a while, she snapped out of it and went to grab Ignareo. Returning, she knelt by Feodor.


  “I don’t really get what just happened, but… that’s the match.”


  She worriedly leaned over and looked into his eyes. Really, it seemed like it’d have been more proper if she’d pointed her sword at him.


  “…Not yet. I… I haven’t given up yet…”


  Feodor strained. He couldn’t put any power into his movements. It was impossible. Even if his mind was willing, his body was just too weak.


  “Don’t overdo it. You’re probably seriously hurt somewhere you don’t know about.”


  “You’re being ridiculous… I’m fine… I could run ten laps around the whole base right now…”


  Tiat rolled her eyes. “Your condition really must be terminal if you’re still lying so weakly at a time like this.”


  …Damn it. Looks like lies won’t work anymore.


  “I’m taking you with me.” Tiat reached out and touched Feodor’s shoulder. Pain thundered through his entire body and his face contorted, unable to hide it as she whipped her hand back.


  Resisting the urge to scream, Feodor turned it into a complaint instead. “…How disgusting…”


  She sighed. “Don’t be that way. Come on, relax–”


  Another voice unexpectedly cut in. “That’s enough.”


  Tiat sprang back. Unable to move his neck, Feodor could only swivel his eyes in their sockets.


  “You were late, so I came back to check on you. Looks like I was just in time.”


  Apparently she’d left her red wig behind somewhere.


  Lakish Nyx Seniolis stood there in the moonlight, wearing a simple female military uniform, her brilliant orange hair exposed and blowing in the wind.


  “Stand down, fairy soldier. I won’t allow you to take him away.”


  Part 6: Who Now Stands Beside


  Lakish held a sword – rather, a weapon in the rough shape of a sword – that she had picked up at some point. It was an amalgamation of dozens of metal shards, colorless light pouring out from the cracks between them, speaking to a crystallization of enormous power awaiting release.


  The dug weapon, Seniolis. The girl raised the weapon, which had been knocked out of Feodor’s hands at some point, and dashed forward.


  A single flash rent the night.


  

  Even though she was utterly taken by surprise, Tiat still reacted as she needed to. Hastily reigniting her Venom, she blocked the strike with her energized Ignareo. A burst of light tore across the sky, accompanied by the grating of metal on metal.


  “You… aren’t you… Lakish?”


  “Ah, someone she knew, just as I thought.” The girl across from her was calm and composed. “Sorry. I don’t remember you.”


  “But that’s…”


  “I’m sorry.” The orange-haired girl swung Seniolis’ blade at Tiat again, but she didn’t intend to keep fighting off an one-sided attack. The illusory wings that’d begun to fade flared wide again as she took a big leap, trying to get an advantage in height for their battle. It didn’t seem like a bad idea; Tiat certainly was able to put up a better fight. Ignareo repelled the other sword five times, and three more times Tiat herself was able to twist and dodge a hit.


  That was all she could manage.


  Ignareo arced high through the sky, spinning around and around, as Tiat collapsed unceremoniously onto her face with a light thump.


  “By any chance, did…?” Feodor swallowed hard, his throat aching painfully. “Did you kill her?”


  “Nah, ‘course not.” Lakish shrugged. “I just knocked the Venom in her body off balance and she passed out. There’s no way I’d kill her or anything. After all, she’s your lover, isn’t she?”


  “No, no, no–” Feodor tried to move his arm thoughtlessly and writhed in agony.


  “I only caught a bit of what you guys were saying before, but it sure did look like you both love each other wholeheartedly, yeah?”


  “No! We wholeheartedly hate each other!” Feodor protested, struggling through the burning agony. He was sure if Tiat was awake, she’d agree in a heartbeat.


  “Oh, so it’s that sort of tricky relationship…” Lakish nodded sagely. “Are you into that sort of thing?”


  “I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about!”


  Taking a slow breath to calm himself, Feodor glanced at Tiat’s sleeping face, thinking about how straightforward she always was. Always trying to be like the fairy she looked up to, she’d even throw away her life for the sake of her goal – that wasn’t something normal people could do. Only a pure, innocent, single-minded idiot would do something like that.


  …In other words, I’m jealous of her.


  It was frustrating, but he admitted it.


  Willem Kumesh, Kutori Nota Seniolis… to have people who went and died, leaving you behind, and yet to still be able to go on loving them. It’s that strength of heart that I’m jealous of. Probably because… it’s something I could never do…


  Feodor had adored his brother-in-law. He’d wanted to believe that his brother-in-law was right, and refused to forgive the world for accepting his brother-in-law’s death just like that. He wanted to fix the broken world that had already accepted that fact.


  If he was as honest as Tiat, he probably wouldn’t have arrived at the distorted conclusion he did. If he had just held on to the belief that his brother-in-law was justified, without resenting or harming anyone to prove it to himself, maybe he could’ve lived out a simple life somewhere. Even though he was reluctant to imagine it, it would likely have been a fairly happy kind of life.


  However, that wasn’t how it went. Feodor had become twisted. Because he was twisted, he bared his fangs at the world.


  …’I’ll make myself a problem for you,’ huh?


  Feodor thought back to the declaration Tiat had made just a little while ago. What did she mean by it? Maybe she thought that Feodor, who’d long since made an irredeemable mistake, still had a card up his sleeve??


  …Well, there was one thing he could think of.


  She had probably held on to that belief of hers. The belief that Feodor Jessman, having hit rock bottom, still wouldn’t give up on his plotting. The belief that his plan would trample on the Leprechauns’ determination and struggles, that it would have something to do with forcing them to accept their unwanted salvation.


  “They’ve got absolutely no ability to read people, every last one of them.”


  “Hmm?”


  “No, it’s nothing. Just talking to myself.”


  Feodor experimentally put power into his legs. He still hurt all over, but it wasn’t to the degree where he couldn’t move at all anymore. If he took it slowly, it seemed like he could even stand up. 


  “Let’s go.” Lakish offered her hand. “I dunno who you’ll end up picking in the end, but for now I’ll be the one at your side. At the least, you’ll let me take your hand, right?”


  There was no doubt about it. The warmth of the hand Feodor clutched told him she was definitely in love. A false love he had etched into her with his own eyes. That was something that could and would never be forgiven by those who fought in the name of righteousness. It was proof of the twisted nature in Feodor’s own fight.


  I mustn’t run, Feodor thought.


  Tiat had said she’d make herself a problem for him. That was why he needed to pile on evil after evil for her to take issue with, in order to not make her determination a mistake and in order to prevent her desires from becoming reality.


  In order to, for just one moment, end this world that existed atop the sacrifices of those girls.


  He knew with certainty that alone was Feodor Jessman’s own struggle, borrowed from nobody else.


  “Okay, let’s go.”


  They carried Tiat to the foot of a nearby tree, covered her with a jacket, and without any particular meaning in it, looked up at the moon.


  After that, the Imp once again made his declaration.


  “My battle… will go on.”


  [image: p272-273]

  Chapter 5: Lost Kitten


  

  Elsewhere on this dark night, a small shadow cloaked in a robe ran through back alleys, splashing across puddles of rainwater.


  Exhaustion and impatience had destabilized the figure’s pace. With shoes full of moisture, it was inevitable that the figure would slip. Unable to regain balance, the shade magnificently tumbled, rolled, and slid down the filthy road before finally colliding with a garbage pile. Old drenched newspapers and rusted empty cans  were sent flying everywhere.


  Footsteps were drawing near. The shadow rose from the mountain of garbage. Quickly glancing to each side, it tried to sprint into a narrow alleyway – then fell forward, pain flaring in one ankle. There would be no further running from here.


  A decrepit trashcan had fallen right next to it. The figure crawled into it without hesitation. The can wasn’t large, but the shade pushed its diminutive body inside and closed the lid from within.


  Enshrouded in darkness, it eliminated its presence as the slow, resounding footsteps drew closer. The robed figure tightly held its shaking body.


  The footsteps stopped. Its heart felt like it was about to as well. Whatever was outside stayed in the same spot, as if searching for something.


  The figure couldn’t stop its body from shivering. Even if it tried to restrain itself with its hands, those hands were trembling even more violently.


  The footsteps started again, approaching closer. They stopped right beside the trashcan.


  Aah… 


  The shade knew it was over. In resignation, it took a small knife out from beneath its cloak. If running was no longer an option, it’d need to fight. No matter how desperate the situation might be, giving up also wasn’t an option. After all, from the outset it had known a happy ending wasn’t possible. That being the case, it at least wanted to go out fighting to its last breath.


  There was a huge bang as a hand opened the trashcan lid, cutting through the enclosed darkness with light. The shadowy figure tightened its grip on the knife’s handle.


  “So it is you, Ritie!”


  “…Huh?”


  The strange, unexpected voice made the shadow – the girl’s – entire body freeze. A kind woman was looking down at her, smiling joyfully.


  She was utterly flabbergasted. It’s been so very long since I was last called that.


  Her name, to be precise, was Marguerite. Normally she preferred to just be Margo. The last time she’d been called Ritie was… probably when she had walked among the people of the 4th Floating Island? It went without saying that the nickname wasn’t typically used on other islands.


  Outside of that, as far as she could remember there had been only one person who called her by that name.


  “Miss… Odette…?” Margo Medicis whispered the name of the woman.


  “Oh, thank goodness you remember me. I’m so glad!”


  The woman thrust her hand into the trashcan and grabbed Margo’s body, holding her up in the air like an abandoned cat. Paper scraps and lint rustled and fell as she dangled.


  “Ever since I heard you were alive, I’ve been looking for you for a very long time.”


  “No… way. You’re… lying.”


  She’d believed that she was completely alone. She thought she’d lost everything connected to her on that hellish day the Elpis Mercantile Federation collapsed. To think a day would come when she’d meet someone who remembered her name.


  “It seems like you were frightened. I’m very sorry for being so late.”


  Her gentle voice broke the dam. Everything Margo had been enduring up until now came bursting out at once.


  “Ode- Miss Odette, I… I…”


  “You’re fine now.”


  It didn’t matter that she’d been covered in trash or had hurt her leg. All those things vanished utterly.


  The emotions she’d accumulated over the past five years had already hardened into one large, stubborn block, so no words could express how she felt. Instead Margo just hugged the woman, sobbing and crying, her tears and snot and who knows what else scattering about.


  


  The woman’s name was Odette Gundakar.


  But she’d changed her surname when she got married. She’d been born into the Jessmans, a distinguished clan of the old Elpis Mercantile Federation.


  Odette was was her fiancee Feodor Jessman’s older sister by blood. In other words, Margo’s own future sister-in-law.


  She cried and she cried until she was tired of crying and finally calmed down. As they started to walk down the back alley, holding hands, Margo began to speak little by little.


  “Miss Odette, I was… in the past… terrified of you.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yes. I couldn’t understand you. But I was wrong. If we’d only talked properly, I’d have… found out you’re nice. And…”


  She lifted her face, staring straight at Odette. “I’m so happy… you’re alive. Thank you.”


  “…You’re welcome.” Odette didn’t meet her eyes and continued to stare in the direction of the orange sunset. It was like she was embarrassed.


  “Hmm. Or is this… that? The power of an Imp’s eyes that makes anyone friends with you.”


  “Oh… no, that’s not likely.”


  “Yes… I… sorry for the question.”


  Odette shook her head affectionately. “Not only do I not need to use that on you, Ritie, it’s hard to use and there’s huge risks that come with it, so I only use it if it needs to be used. Besides, if I don’t kill the person I’ve charmed as soon as possible, it can be life-threatening.”


  “Huh? Kill, you said?”


  “O-oh, no, I’m sorry, please forget about that. Silly me, what was I saying?” Odette laughed, fluttering her hand. “Oh, but Ritie?”


  “Yes.”


  “If. And I’m saying if…”


  “Yes.”


  “If, besides myself, Feodor had also survived, would you… like to see him?”


  Margo’s feet stopped. Odette stopped next to her. She spent more than a minute thinking about it.


  “I can’t,” was her eventual flat reply. “I’ve done too many bad things. Meeting Feodor is a… right I no longer have. If we meet, he will hate me. I… never, ever, want to be hated by him.”


  “I see.” Odette nodded and said nothing more.


  


  That night, in Odette’s hotel room, Margo had fallen into a rare deep sleep, dead to the world. For the past five years, she had never been able to sleep with the peace of mind of having a person she could trust by her side.


  Odette’s fingers gently caressed a delicate white cheek.


  “So. I’m kind, am I?”


  As if to mock the sleeping girl, she twisted her lips.


  “What a truly foolish girl. As if the kindness of a lying Imp could ever be real.”
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