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      So Se lu, uc song lishe thac mihas.


      A love stronger than pain.


      deus E gfend mihas thac elphe gfend vel hem-Ye-r-arisia Zill fears?


      Do you, who fears pain more than anyone, still fear being touched and hurt?


      solit kis mihas thac mihas. E yum vilis Uho.


      There is something that hurts more than pain. And you will likely learn of it.
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      A Sky of Shrouded Stars


      The continental railroad cut across the land. As the express train raced toward the Empire, the largest territory in the world, a girl with fair blond hair pressed her hand against the window while watching the scenery pass by.


      “[image: image]”


      Her sweet, serene face appeared dignified when viewed from the side. Her hair fluttered in the evening winds coming in through the slightly ajar window.


      It was a picturesque scene.


      If an artist happened to pass by, without a doubt, they would have made a gallant display of producing a canvas to sketch the girl.


      However…


      It wasn’t as though a painter would happen upon her during a trip like this. Instead, an entirely different person appeared before her…


      “Lady Alice, I have a report for you.” An elderly servant by the name of Shuvalts had walked to her from the next train car over. The man dressed in a suit whispered so only she could hear. “The Founder has appeared in the Empire.”


      “…Just as we thought.”


      “It seems likely the Empire’s seventh checkpoint was destroyed and that her battle against the Imperial forces has begun. The entire area is presently on high alert.”


      “…Yes, of course they would be.”


      She hadn’t made it in time.


      Aliceliese Lou Nebulis IX gritted her back teeth, frustrated by the whole situation.


      ……This is like the dictionary definition of worst-case scenario.


      ……The Founder is wasting no time in burning down the Empire.


      The Empire was supposed to be her enemy. In fact, as a princess of the Nebulis Sovereignty, Alice’s greatest wish was to overthrow the Empire. However, the Founder was taking it too far.


      The Founder—a witch of antiquated beliefs—was likely to raze anything or anyone who got in her way along with the Empire, whether they were an Imperial or not. That would mean neutral cities in the vicinity would become casualties of her destruction as well. Untold harm would befall bystanders, which would never lead to the peace Alice wished for.


      ……And Rin and Sisbell are both in the Imperial capital right now.


      ……If the Founder lays siege to the capital, they will end up victims as well. This is no joking matter!


      There was another person there as well—the swordsman Alice considered her rival was also in the capital.


      “…If she touches a hair on Iska’s head, I won’t forgive her—even if she’s the Founder.”


      “Excuse me?”


      “Oh, it’s nothing,” she responded to the elderly servant and coughed to clear her throat. In any case, the Founder’s attack on the capital would pose enormous problems.


      “Shuvalts.”


      “Yes, Your Highness?”


      “I know I’ve said this time and time again, but this will be the last: I will stop the Founder.”


      “And the Zoa as well—I know.”


      “Yes. I will command them in Her Majesty’s place. And if they do not listen, I shall bring them back by force—even if I must tie them up with a rope and drag them back to the Sovereignty.”


      At that very moment, Alice was serving as the queen’s proxy. Second in command only to the queen, she had the right to issue orders, and it was within her jurisdiction to give compulsory orders even to the royal family.


      ……Though the Zoa surely will not comply.


      ……I am facing Lord Mask, after all.


      The Zoa family had all but declared they would annihilate the Empire. Unlike Alice, who wished for the mere disposal of the Imperial regime, the Zoas sought to wipe the Empire from existence. They wished for a full-scale war that would annihilate the nation.


      The Zoas, who had waited all this time for the Founder’s awakening, would never allow this opportunity to escape them. Even if Alice attempted to stop them, they would likely resort to any means to fulfill their plans.


      “The situation seems like it will pose some difficulty…”


      She released a soft sigh and raised her face to look out the window once more.


      “[image: image]”


      “Lady Alice, you were looking outside earlier as well. Is something the matter?”


      “It’s just the sky.”


      To be more accurate, she was gazing at the blanket of clouds obscuring the night sky.


      The disquieting sight of the black clouds…


      The twinkling stars were obscured, which gave her a sense of foreboding. A sky of shrouded stars simply put her on edge. On this night, Alice’s heart pounded especially quickly.


      ……Is it from nerves?


      ……Because I need to fight against the Founder?


      She didn’t know.


      All she knew was that as she approached the Empire, her unease grew.


      But what was it?


      What was this anxiety?
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      A Moonless Night


      She was left with a sense of foreboding. Moonless nights were sure to bring ill tidings.


      “…As if. How long am I gonna let a superstition like that affect me?”


      The continental railroad cut across the land, and a gigantic wagon-like vehicle was racing down the highway that stretched alongside it. She was heading to the Imperial checkpoint.


      With this Imperial vehicle and her counterfeit identification papers from her days in the Imperial forces, she would easily be able to pass through the border. She shouldn’t have needed to feel anxious about anything at all, yet…


      “…Something feels off.”


      She looked up at the night sky visible from the window. The full moon was covered by a dark, thin layer of clouds. This was the seed from which her unease sprouted. She felt apprehensive.


      “Good evening, Shanorotte,” a man said from the communications device at the driver’s seat. It was someone from the Zoa, one of the Nebulis Sovereignty’s three royal families. He was Lord Mask, the current representative for the head of the household.


      “I take it your evening drive is going well?”


      “Good evening, Lord Mask. Yes, it’s been very pleasant. It’s so refreshing feeling the night breeze as I drive toward the horizon.”


      When she heard her leader’s voice, the blond spy’s eyes quickly softened.


      Shanorotte Gregory.


      Though her tone seemed easygoing, she was taller than the average adult man and had a muscular build from training. She’d used these physical traits she’d been blessed with to infiltrate the Imperial forces. The operative had risen in rank and become a commanding officer, and she had fed stolen intelligence to the Zoa family all the while.


      However, her identity had been exposed during the clash to secure a vortex, and she had been on her way back to the Sovereignty. Now she was here.


      “I know it was a sudden request, but you have helped greatly by readily agreeing to the mission.”


      Lord Mask’s voice was being carried by the evening wind coming in from the window. He sounded excited. She could almost imagine his pleased expression through the comm.


      “Here is the latest report: Our Revered Founder has attacked the seventh border checkpoint. Things are progressing as planned… In fact, they are going much better than anticipated.”


      “They sure are. This is the perfect opportunity to take advantage of that.”


      A century ago, the ancient Grand Witch had reduced the Imperial capital to a sea of flames. Her resurrection meant the entire Empire would likely be sent into a state of alarm, which was the perfect opportunity for the Zoa family.


      “Kissing and I are following after her. We are nearing the Imperial border.”


      “I’m familiar with the rendezvous point—very familiar, in fact.”


      “That’s right. This is your time to shine, my dear Shanorotte. I’d like you to guide us.”


      Shanorotte knew the Empire better than anyone. In fact, she was confident she knew more about the defense systems used at the border and within the cities than any Imperial, and that was all thanks to her time as an Imperial captain.


      “The Zoa family will invade the capital as our Revered Founder attacks. And we will release the head of house as well as the rest of our kindred…correct?”


      “Yes, we shall. Shanorotte, where do you believe our kindred are being held?”


      “At a prison called the Divine Gallows.”


      It was an underground prison that detained only witches. The iron prison did not allow a single ray of light to enter, where hundreds of witches—prisoners of war—were held from the many battles fought against the Imperial forces.


      “Lady Kissing’s abilities should allow us to easily infiltrate the prison. Then we’ll be able to quickly release our imprisoned kindred to form a powerful team of reinforcements.”


      “And you believe we will be able to raze the capital to the ground then?”


      “Of course. I know the location of the prison, so simply leave the directions to me.”


      “Magnificent.”


      She heard applause.


      “How wonderfully reassuring, Shanorotte. Then I shall look forward to our union.”


      “But I must apologize, Lord Mask. I’m afraid I won’t reach the border until tomorrow afternoon at the rate I’m going…”


      “We shall clear the path of errant Imperial forces as we wait.”


      “Yes, sir.”


      The comm was cut off. Only the rhythmic sound of the running engine and the gathering wind remained.


      “I’m glad to know Lord Mask is in a good mood for once.”


      She recalled the conversation. Though Lord Mask seemed to always wear a placid smile, it was simply strategic. The smile was never real.


      But Shanorotte was sure his smile today had been genuine.


      His long-awaited wish was about to come true. He was attempting to fulfill the Zoa family’s great desire to burn the Empire to the ground, and his unrestrainable joy had been clear in his voice even through the comm.


      His wish would come true soon.


      Once the Founder attacked the Empire, they would take advantage of the chaos and enter the capital.


      ……Yes.


      ……It really should be close at hand, yet…


      Why did she feel so uneasy?


      “Hmm… I guess it’s ’cause of the moon.”


      On the horizon ahead, the full moon had disappeared behind the dark clouds.


      She didn’t like this.


      The moon was disappearing—and the greatest time to be a Zoa, the household of the moon, was overshadowed by the threatening clouds in the sky, by the clouds that seemed to foreshadow something.


      “Haah… Guess what everyone says is true. I may have a large build, but my heart’s small. I can’t handle anxiety. I know, I know. I’m a little self-aware, at least.”


      The highway stretched into the horizon. Shanorotte surveyed the road leading to the Empire and exhaled.


      “It should be fine. Lord Mask and Lady Kissing are here, and the Revered Founder, too. No way the moon will disappear.”
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      The Day the Phantoms Disappeared


      1


      It burst forth from deep underground in the capital.


      The event was accompanied by an intense earthquake from a depth of more than two thousand meters below the surface in a hole at the Lord’s office. A rumble sounded, as if the whole crust of the planet was splitting apart, and a tremor that could flip the terrain upside down surged from below.


      “Again?!”


      “Wh-what is this?! Why is it not stopping?!”


      Their sniper, Jhin, stared at the ground as Sisbell behind him leaned against the wall. She struggled to stay standing. Even Nene and Commander Mismis, who were both trained Imperial soldiers, couldn’t remain upright and narrowly managed to avoid falling over.


      “Your Excellency?”


      “[image: image]”


      As Risya pushed up the bridge of her glasses, the silvery beastperson in front of her only looked silently at the ground. Two protruding ears stood atop the beastperson’s head with a tail jutting out from their rump—this was Lord Yunmelngen.


      The Lord, who was both the supreme authority of the Empire and had been the first human to make contact with astral energy a century ago, stared at the floor with wide, feline-like eyes.


      “The epicenter is likely the Imperial assembly. The Eight Great Apostles must be in a hurry… I was wondering what they’d been scheming.” Lord Yunmelngen’s eyes narrowed. Canines flashed from the Lord’s mouth as the beastperson grimaced. “I smell something very unpleasant. It’s the same as the one from a century ago. I sense the dangerous power that ruined everything wafting toward us now.”


      The Lord continued, “So the dirty princess really did accept the calamitous power. Come with me, Black Steel’s Successor.”


      “Uh.” Iska had no idea what to say when he was abruptly called over.


      The Black Steel’s Successor…


      He knew that a certain few within the Imperial forces called him by that name. He’d thought the nickname had originated simply from his apprenticeship under Crossweil, the Black Steel Gladiator, but his master hadn’t explained the reason for the name, either.


      But now he knew better.


      After seeing the events of a century ago through Sisbell’s Illumination power, he now learned the true reason for the name.


      “Crow, what is that?”


      “It’s hope. We might be able to defeat the calamity at the planet’s core with this.”


      He was the successor because the astral swords had been handed down to him.


      ……But I have no idea what this calamity even is.


      ……Is it some sort of supernatural phenomenon? Or…?


      “You should see it for yourself.”


      The beastperson glanced at Iska as though they could see right through him.


      “I will show you the enemy you’ll need to face. Though the real thing isn’t down there. What you’ll find is simply a witch drowning in their power.”


      2


      The Imperial assembly.


      Also known as the Unseen Intent—its name originated from the diet building never being noted on any map. The space five thousand meters underground, lying in the deepest part of the Empire, once had another name.


      “The Planet’s Navel. That was what this excavation point was once called.”


      The witch’s charming voice echoed all around. Her words flowed like a minstrel reciting from memory.


      “Once you confirmed the existence of astral power through the old records left by the Astrals, you began your excavation five thousand meters below the surface, claiming it was a new form of energy… Well, I suppose you were right. You all are indeed wise. Until that point, you’d done the right thing.”


      Elletear Lou Nebulis.


      The witch was no longer wearing the garments of the Lou family’s first princess. Instead, she donned a jet-black wedding dress. It looked as though a cloud of dark mist had been gathered around her. Though most of her skin was left alluringly exposed by the garment, the sight of the dress still evoked a chill down one’s spine.


      “But what a shame. It seems you never learned from your past mistakes. You failed to contain the astral powers a century ago and caused yourselves trouble when that created the astral mages. And now, in order to acquire an even greater power, you attempted to obtain it as well.”


      “[image: image]”


      “A substance much like astral power, and also not, that the Astrals fearfully referred to as the Great Planetary Calamity. I’m sure you deeply desired it. After being reduced to nothing but mere cyberbrains, you thought that if only you had that power, you could give yourselves new forms. But look at you poor things now.” She paused. Then she placed a hand on her full bosom that could even strike jealousy in the goddess of beauty herself before she continued on. “I was chosen by it. Not you, but me.”


      It was a chilling sight—her wavy emerald hair fluttered, yet there was no wind blowing. It was not because of any external force, but because of the enormous amount of power flooding out from within her.


      A jet of inky blackness that obstructed all light surged from Elletear’s feet.


      “Beautiful.”


      The monitors lining the wall began to speak.


      “It seems seeking the power has corrupted you. Had this been an epic poem, you would be the monster the hero would slay. However, there is one thing that separates you from becoming that monster—a dream.”


      “A dream to create a paradise for all astral mages.”


      “You do not seek happiness for yourself.”


      “In fact, you are prepared for others to fear you, for others to believe you are a horrific witch.”


      “And imagine the resolve it took to abandon your godlike looks. You were willing to go to such lengths to save the weak.”


      “What beautiful conviction. What beautiful and lofty principles.”


      Applause rang out through the space. Without Luclezeus, there were only seven venerable sages, and each began to offer their opinion.


      “My, how generous of you to praise me,” Elletear said, shrouded in mist.


      The corners of her mouth turned up. Her cold smile showed no warmth—only contempt.


      “In order to show my gratitude, shall I erase you from existence without tormenting you, then?”


      The witch had declared war.


      And the Eight Great Apostles responded:


      “Do you think the caged bird is happy in its confinement?”


      “What did you say…?”


      “We hope you enjoy your eternal stay behind bars.”


      The floor split.


      Elletear was standing in the middle of the hall when the four corners of the assembly hall cracked apart. Warped blackish-brown towers appeared from each corner, sprouting up like plants from the ground.


      “…What in the world is this?!”


      Elletear’s eyes widened as she looked at the four towers.


      False Barrier—Planet’s Nucleus.


      Electricity discharged from the tips of the towers, enclosing the assembly floor to create an area that sealed away astral power. Simply put, it was a cage for astral power.


      “We will return your words to you, Elletear.”


      “Perhaps it is you who has succumbed to your own power, you who has lost your original shrewdness?”


      Sizzle…


      As Elletear attempted to touch the barrier, sparks flew from her fingertips.


      “Just as you said, you haven’t eaten in more than a month, taken a sip of water in a week, and lately you haven’t even needed to breathe.”


      “It has taken over your body, meaning you are no longer human, but astral power.”


      “Which is most favorable for us.”


      They could capture her. Elletear had become a mass of sinister astral power. No matter how vicious her power was, she couldn’t use it in the insulated area where it had been nullified.


      “We thought this might happen.”


      The light in the seven monitors grew stronger.


      “You, an experimental subject, escaped from the scientist’s compound. So we began to make preparations for the worst-case scenario.”


      “We anticipated you would turn on us should you successfully assimilate with it.”


      “And so we prepared this countermeasure.”


      “You flew straight into your cage, little bird.”


      “[image: image]”


      The barrier was like a black curtain. The beautiful woman with emerald locks who stood within it stared up at the monitors.


      “Ah-ha! Ha-ha! Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


      Suddenly, she began to laugh. The alluring giggle that passed through her bewitching lips would have struck a chill in all those who heard it.


      “You think I am astral power? No, I am a witch.”


      Shwoo…


      In that moment, smoke rose from the floor. The black current surrounded Elletear, forming something resembling a cocoon or a chrysalis.


      “What?!”


      She began to change—to evolve. The power the Eight Great Apostles had so desired that now dwelled in the princess’s body was transforming her very form. She was turning from an astral mage into a monster.


      “Oh, you fools.”


      Crick…crack…


      They heard the unpleasant sound of something breaking into pieces—in fact, the piercing sound was coming from the very four towers that held her captive. Cracks had formed in the black stones, and the Eight Great Apostles could only watch as they grew bigger.


      Then the towers began to break.


      “Impossible…!”


      “We can’t contain her even with this barrier?!”


      The towers collapsed. The sound of glass shattering rang as the astral-power barrier was blown to smithereens, and at its center…


      A jet-black monster in human form.


      A true witch.


      She had turned into black particles suspended in the air, as though the night sky had condensed itself and taken on human form. She had no eyes, mouth, or nose. Hundreds of beads of light seemed to be suspended within the monster’s semitransparent black body.


      “I am a wicked, wicked witch, after all.”


      And she did not mean the type that was an astral mage. She had turned into the symbol of malice—an evil that would bring calamity to the world. Even the Eight Great Apostles, who had once witnessed the Lord’s transformed and grotesque form, held their breaths as they looked upon this monster beyond all human reason. They stared at the witch, who had obtained the vilest power on the planet for herself.


      “What a repulsive form…!”


      “Ah-ha-ha!”


      The witch spread her arms. Elletear, who had abandoned her humanity entirely, seemed in strangely high spirits as she spoke in a bewitching tone.


      “Lovely. How wonderful it is to see the Eight Great Apostles so flustered when they cared not about the fear, turmoil, remorse, agony, or other pain caused while treading upon others. In fact, I’d like to broadcast this to the world… Oh my, but if I did that, I’d be exposed to the world as well. Do you think I would make children cry?”


      Fwoosh!


      Without warning, the monitors housing the Eight Great Apostles broke open.


      The power cables connected to each of the monitors—save for the eighth one that had been Luclezeus’s—fell away, and even the screws holding the electronics up flew off and fell to the ground. The letters V, E, A, P, N, O, and W …Vittgenshla, Etienne, Alleten, Promestius, Novalashlan, Ovan, and Wizeman—the leaders of the Empire—disappeared from the monitors.


      “Oh? Oh my, ha-ha.” The true witch’s voice rose jubilantly.


      The assembly hall’s wall split in half, and steam began to issue from the crack. Beyond the vapors, which were filled with the divine glitter of astral power, a silver Object rose, tearing through the wall.


      “An astralnomical soldier. Why, isn’t that one of Kelvina’s failed experiments? A most hideous vessel for your cyberbrains to possess.”


      The giant was half astral power and half machine. It was a pseudo-living robot that walked on two legs. Its whole form lifted and lowered as it took breaths like a real animal, and the way it bellowed out astral-energy steam was exactly like that of a living thing.


      It ran on astral power.


      “We are well aware, Elletear.”


      “The calamity in you resembles astral power, but they are actually polar opposites, like fire and water. In other words, astral energy is like poison to you right now.”


      Indeed.


      In fact, Kelvina, who had become a “malevolent angel” through the calamity’s power, had been eliminated in exactly that way. Iska and Rin had thrown her into an astral-power furnace.


      “That element within malevolent angels and witches cannot coexist with this planet’s astral power.


      “So when it is exposed to a large amount of astral energy…this is the result. Astral energy doesn’t have adverse effects on humans, but it’s like poison to me.”


      Elletear was the final form of a true witch. She had turned into a being who loathed astral energy more than anything in the world.


      “You, the official princess of the astral mages, will be purified by the astral energy and disappear. What a beautiful end.”


      “You may return to the planet from whence you came.”


      The giant thrust out a hand. From a cross-shaped fissure on its palm, a geyser of steam erupted, along with what seemed to be overflowing astral light. The light condensed, and before one knew it, a blinding light shot out at a speed too quick to react to.


      “Nightgaze.”


      As the band of light flashed, it was accompanied by a high-pitched tone. The gigantic stream of light wasn’t so much a beam as a pillar of pure astral energy that burned through the shadowy witch and the air itself.


      Not a trace of her was left.


      Nightgaze, a highly pure form of astral energy, was nearly on the scale of a midsize vortex. The light blasted everything away and left only a gigantic hole in the wall.


      The assembly hall went quiet.


      The wall crumbled, and the wreckage fell to the floor.


      “Oh, what fun.”


      A beguiling laugh rang out through the space.


      “Why, it was so fun that I was almost afraid. I truly despise the strong bullying the weak, but oh, I think I could get used to something as thrilling as this.”


      Darkness gathered in the emptiness. The witch, who had been obliterated by the beam of light, converged within a whirlwind of mist and once again formed into a humanoid shape.


      “Ugh?!”


      “She evaded the light?!”


      There was a murmur. Their agitation could be sensed through the gigantic soldier.


      “Evade it? Of course I did no such thing. In fact, it was very painful, though I have little sense of pain now. I suppose it was similar to being doused from above with boiling water.”


      The witch wrapped her arms around her body.


      “…So? Is that all?” She sounded indifferent.


      Her declaration evoked a feeling the Eight Great Apostles hadn’t experienced in a century—a chill.


      “That wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. Did you truly believe such paltry astral energy could do anything to me, considering my high compatibility with this planet’s calamity?”


      “Impossible!”


      “That was enough astral energy equivalent to that of a vortex…!”


      If normal astral powers were like a rubber bullet, Nightgaze was the equivalent of a gigantic missile. And the fact that the Eight Great Apostles’ beloved astralnomical soldier was unable to defeat her despite its supreme weaponry had brought the Empire’s rulers fully into the realm of despair.


      This meant neither the Empire nor the Sovereignty had any means of defeating Elletear.


      Bullets and artillery simply wouldn’t work on her. Even her singular weakness—astral energy—had no effect. She’d mocked Nightgaze for its inefficacy.


      The same held true for the Sovereignty. Even if all the astral mages in the entire Nebulis Sovereignty unleashed their powers on her at once, Elletear would likely take everything directly without issue.


      “You’re gonna need more than that if you want to harm me at all, that is.”


      “Hunh?!”


      “Impossible… You’ve already evolved this far…”


      “Look, just like this.”


      Black lightning—that was all it could be described as—flashed as a wave of light burst forth from Elletear that easily overtook the illuminance of the Nightgaze. It hit the astralnomical soldier, and the entire contraption was blown away. Pierced by the surge of light, it broke into dozens, then hundreds of individual parts that flew through the air.


      Then all those parts came falling like rain.


      What was left of the soldier fell to the floor of the assembly hall in piles of debris.


      “Oh, what a disappointing way to end things. I heard its armor was as strong as the planet’s crust. I wonder if the royal palace’s walls are this weak, too?”


      She crossed her arms.


      The soldier that had been looking down upon her until then was now nothing more than scraps scattered across the ground. The Eight Great Apostles within likely had been eradicated in the process as well.


      “How disappointing. My dear pitiable sages, how I wish I could see you panic for longer.”


      She turned her back to it. She had no interest in the pile of junk strewn across the floor. The leaders who had ruled over the Empire in secret for more than a century had met an abrupt end.


      “Or so it seems.”


      Clatter…


      Something stepped on the debris in the assembly hall. Elletear turned around and found a man standing there, holding a thin sword. The red-haired Imperial soldier wore a battle uniform that seemed to be a cross between a coat and armor.


      “Oh, Joheim.” The monster in human form—Elletear—let her voice ring as she addressed him. She seemed happy, delighted even. Though an Imperial soldier would have normally been an enemy, when she spoke to him, she sounded as though she was a maiden excited to see her beloved.


      “I thought you were keeping watch on the surface? Or did you come here because you were worried about me? Did you think I would lose to the Eight Great Apostles?”


      “Partially.”


      “?”


      “Elletear, I don’t know anyone smarter than you. I don’t plan to play games pretending to worry about you.”


      The red-haired soldier walked toward her—the Saint Disciple of the first seat, the “Flash” Knight Joheim. The knight, who was part of the Imperial forces’ key members and yet had sworn loyalty to Elletear in secret, stared straight ahead—looking at the astralnomical soldier’s remains.


      “Don’t underestimate the Eight Great Apostles.”


      Rubble and machine parts were piled high in front of him.


      He looked down upon it all.


      “They survived more than a century simply to hold power over this planet. Their ambition and persistence run deep. They’d do anything to guarantee their survival. They have no such thing as dignity. Even if it means…”


      Creak.


      He had kicked some rubble in front of his shoe.


      Underneath were fragments from the seven monitors. They were still glowing faintly even now.


      “For example, they might pretend they’re dead under all this rubble.”


      “—?!”


      The monitor fragments flickered precipitously. It was clear they were still there. Their discomposure at what Joheim had said had manifested as the flickering.


      “Look. Even when they’ve been broken to pieces like this and can’t talk or project their forms, they still try to lurk. They likely planned on linking to another machine to restore themselves as soon as we left.”


      The Eight Great Apostles were cyberbrains, meaning they had no organic bodies.


      Even without an astralnomical soldier, if they had a machine to connect to, they would be able to resuscitate themselves.


      “I’m much obliged…” She sighed with both admiration and exasperation. “Really now… How far will they fall? Their bodies have already come apart, yet they cling to this world as only fleeting thoughts.”


      The seven monitors flickered incessantly. It seemed as though they were begging Elletear as she looked down upon them.


      “I am an evil witch. Though I have no attachment to the Sovereignty anymore…there was something I still wished to do as an astral mage. I’m sure you must know what that is, as a century ago, you were the ones who shed the blood of so many mages and caused them so much strife,” said the princess of the astral mages as she peered down at the Eight Great Apostles, the seven glowing and broken monitors. “So I will trample you to pieces in honor of the anger of all astral mages everywhere.”


      “[image: image]!”


      “…Is what I would like to say, but it seems that won’t be necessary.”


      She turned around instead. She beckoned for Joheim with her hand and turned her back to the remains of the astralnomical soldier. The monster in the shape of a human simply walked right out of the hall.


      She left the seven splintered monitors behind.


      Was she turning a blind eye to them? Were they spared?


      After Elletear and Joheim had left, the hall was filled with nothing but silence.


      Clatter…


      A small piece of debris fell from the cracked concrete ceiling overhead.


      “Ugh?!”


      Yes.


      From the Nightgaze that the Eight Great Apostles had discharged and Elletear’s burst of astral energy, the hall was at its limit.


      And it began to collapse.


      It started with small fragments, building momentum until the debris grew more and more massive. Right at that moment…from out of nowhere, they heard the witch’s voice.


      “Good-bye, criminals of the past.


      “Both the Planet’s Navel and the Imperial assembly, the very symbol of authority—you’ve always wanted to go down together, haven’t you?”


      Finally, the whole thing collapsed.


      Hundreds of pounds, then several tons of rubble. The ceiling crumbled, and the gray rain of pebbles crushed the seven broken monitors, leaving not a trace.


      The Imperial assembly and all Eight Great Apostles disappeared from the planet.
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      The Song Played by the Witch on the World’s Final Day: “Sorry I’m So Powerful”


      1


      Once, there were siblings who went by the name of Nebulis.


      The three traveled to the largest nation in the world, the Empire, to make their fortune, but they were showered in astral energy in the Planet’s Navel, the deepest mining site in the world. Two of them became witches, and the third, a sorcerer.


      The older twin, Eve, later became known as the Founder. The younger twin, Alicerose, as Nebulis I. And their younger brother, Crossweil, stayed in the Empire to serve the Lord as the Black Steel Gladiator.


      And two of them had reunited for the first time in a century.


      Imperial territory, seventh checkpoint.


      The checkpoint at the nation’s border was presently engulfed by sooty air. The fence railing had been bent as though it were a gob of soft candy. Imperial tanks were overturned on the ground, and guns had been left abandoned by the retreating Imperial soldiers.


      A single witch had brought upon this destruction.


      “You wish to speak to me?”


      Not a single member of the Imperial forces remained. In a blue expanse of sky so deep it felt like it could swallow her, there floated a tanned girl.


      “What is it you want to talk about now, Crow?”


      The Founder Nebulis.


      As her dull golden hair fluttered in the wind, the greatest, oldest witch looked down at the ground. Below stood her younger brother, with whom she had fought and separated from.


      Crossweil Gate Nebulis.


      The original wielder of the astral swords had only one thing to say:


      “A reflection.”


      “A reflection?”


      “Nothing goes as planned… Yunmelngen and I have realized that—very keenly, too—for the past century.” He let out a sigh. “I wonder when it was that I said this. Yunmelngen and I haven’t changed the Empire yet. But we found hope that we’ll be able to.”


      “And?”


      “Plenty of things happened in this land while you were asleep. Even after it burned down, the Empire revived. Actually, they didn’t just rebuild it—they accelerated their advancement of technology. From your perspective, the capital might even look like a city from the future.”


      “And why do you think they did that?” His sister’s words were like thorns. “Get to the point, Crow. The Empire has only developed because they fear witches, right? It’s merely proof that they still view witches with hostility.”


      “You’re right. I can’t deny that.”


      He sighed again. He suddenly dropped his gaze from the sky.


      “In the end, that was a miscalculation on my and Yunmelngen’s part. Since the day the capital was reduced to ash, the Imperials have hated witches and sorcerers. And they’ve become afraid of them, too… That’s why Yunmelngen and I stayed behind in the Empire and waited.”


      Time would heal all wounds. It would heal the deep-rooted fear of mages in the Empire. And the powerful hatred the Sovereignty felt toward the Imperial forces. Both would likely fade.


      Even if it didn’t happen in a decade or two, they had believed that perhaps things would change in fifty years, seventy, or maybe even a hundred.


      “We realized later that this wouldn’t turn out the way we expected.”


      He had repeated himself, not for his sister’s sake, but for his own.


      “The fighting between the Empire and the Sovereignty has increased day by day and started to lead to skirmishes worldwide. Instead of fading, the rage has been inherited by the next generations. I wasn’t able to stop that from happening.”


      Their largest miscalculation had been Lord Yunmelngen’s condition. After being possessed by the Planetary Calamity, like the Founder, the Lord had immediately gone into a slumber following their succession to the throne and woke only a few days a year.


      “The only thing I could do was tell him what day it was when he woke and what had happened in the world while he slept. In the end, the Eight Great Apostles kept hold over their power, and the Imperial forces continued to expand.”


      The same had occurred in the Sovereignty. After the death of the first queen, Alicerose, the Nebulis bloodline had split into three families. The three royal families each had lands under their supervision and possessed astral corps, and they were stockpiling power in order to fight the Imperial forces.


      “Crow.” The Founder’s voice was harsh. “That’s not a reflection. It’s a confession.”


      “…”


      “I believe you told me before that you would stay in the Empire, and I had said, Are you still obsessed with that dream? It seems it took you a whole century to wake up.”


      Hmph. The sigh that left her mouth melted into the raging wind.


      “Crow, you and Yunmelngen were mistaken from the start when you tried changing the Empire from within.”


      “I suppose that was the end result.”


      “Yes,” she said. “So stay out of my way from now on.”


      The Empire was unchangeable. Lord Yunmelngen hadn’t been able to change it in a century. The deep-rooted fear the Empire had of witches and sorcerers hadn’t been something that could be dispelled so easily. As long as it remained, the persecution of astral mages would likely continue.


      That was why…


      “I will annihilate the Empire.”


      “That’s no longer necessary.”


      Time stopped. They had both spoken at the same moment, and the tan girl floating in the sky had frozen, forgetting to even blink.


      He hadn’t agreed with her. The words he had uttered were so different from what she had expected that, for a moment, her brain had stopped functioning.


      “……What?”


      “I’m not done yet; in fact, it’s the opposite. This is just the beginning.”


      Crossweil went on the move. The Founder needed only a glance to see that the sword in his left hand was nothing more than a copy of the real black astral sword.


      “A replica?” she asked.


      “That’s right. I begged the Astrals to make it for me. The real ones are with Iska, after all.”


      “…”


      Iska.


      Crossweil couldn’t help but notice that her brow furrowed upon hearing the boy’s name.


      “So I heard you fought against my idiot pupil.”


      “…What are you trying to say?”


      “You were surprised, weren’t you?”


      “About what…?”


      “In your eyes, what was he like?”


      “Tsk.” The girl floating in the air opened her eyes wide. For a moment, she stared into the ether as though she was trying to recall something, but then she came back to her senses and immediately pursed her lips.


      “I don’t remember him.”


      “You don’t? I’m certain he was different from the other Imperial soldiers. For example—”


      “Go back to sleep, Nebulis.”


      “Next time you wake up, I bet the world will be in a better place.”


      “Did he call you a witch?”


      “[image: image]”


      “And why did he fight you? He didn’t challenge you for revenge like the Imperial forces or others from the Empire, did he?”


      “[image: image]”


      “I think not. And I’m pretty sure you realized why I entrusted the astral swords to him, too.”


      Crossweil had failed to change the Empire, and that was because he couldn’t draw attention to himself as a sorcerer with astral powers.


      He had realized the only one who could change the Empire was an Imperial. That was why he needed a successor.


      “Yunmelngen and I couldn’t do it, but he—”


      “Croooow!”


      The air trembled. The girl howled as loudly as she could, and the very sound of her voice had turned into a gigantic invisible shock wave that pushed everything away from her.


      “…Crow…” She gritted her back teeth. “You couldn’t possibly dare to try telling me the same thing you did back then… Even after I’ve come all this way…you wouldn’t dare tell me to wait again. And all because you found a flimsy speck of hope in the Empire, a place that hasn’t changed in any way for an entire century.”


      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


      “Croooow!”


      The Founder Nebulis’s right hand sliced through the air. It was astral wind. The gust of wind blew the cars away like fallen leaves, then turned into a gigantic front of air that headed straight for Crossweil.


      He cut through the wind with his black blade.


      “[image: image]”


      With her arm still raised in the air, the Founder stopped as though she’d been frozen.


      But she wasn’t surprised. After all, she’d seen this happen in the past.


      “So it’s not purely for looks, then.”


      “No, it just seems like it has the same power, but it doesn’t have the most important function the astral swords do.”


      Crossweil was expressionless as he held the black hilt of the sword. “This sword can’t fight against the Planetary Calamity. Only the true astral swords can do that. I know I don’t need to tell you that, but just to be clear,” he said matter-of-factly.


      He looked up at the sky, at his sister, who continued to float in the air.


      “According to Yunmelngen, as your little brother, it’s my duty to stop the world’s most ferocious big sister.”


      At the farthest reaches of the Imperial territory, the two who had been siblings long ago clashed.


      However…they had no way of knowing that at that moment, the Eight Great Apostles, the very ones who pulled the strings behind the Empire and Sovereignty, and the Imperial assembly itself were no more.


      And…they had no way of knowing a true witch was starting her crusade to indiscriminately erase both the Empire’s and Sovereignty’s existence from the world in her merciless quest for world equality.
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      Empire, eighth checkpoint (northeast).


      Had this been a time of peace, a line of a dozen private vehicles likely could have been spotted at the inspection area, but the checkpoint was as good as deserted.


      The Grand Witch Nebulis had struck.


      Because the Grand Witch had revived after a century of slumber and attacked the seventh checkpoint, all civilians had been evacuated from the area.


      “Perfect. They made the right decision.”


      Clack…clack…


      Along with the orderly echo of footsteps, a man in a mask sauntered right through the gate of the checkpoint.


      “Now, if you’d like to know what is most wonderful about it, it’s that they were perfectly correct in choosing to leave the Empire. From today, the Imperial territory will become a sea of flames. Instead of running through this checkpoint into the Empire, they fled to the neutral cities. What a wise decision.”


      The sound of a buzzer—the warning alarm—rang out. The moment the masked man had taken a single step through the gate, the sensor equipped at the checkpoint had begun to flash a bright red.


      It was a large-scale astral-energy sensor. The masked man showed no sign of being disturbed by the clamor as he continued to walk through.


      “And thanks to that, we are free to move as we like. It would be most irritating to have civilians making a fuss during our skirmish with the Imperial forces, after all.”


      A dozen or so men and women followed after him. Though they were disguised as suit-wearing civilians, as they passed by, the astral-energy detectors continued to blare. The alarm was shrill and strikingly loud as it howled.


      “I apologize for keeping you waiting, dear Uncle.”


      A girl wearing a blindfold gracefully walked toward him. She was likely thirteen, maybe fourteen. Her long black hair had a beautiful sheen, and her dress was gorgeous and ornate. Though her eyes were covered, her delicate nose and mouth made her look as charming as a doll.


      The buzzer began to sound even louder. The alarm made it clear this girl possessed more astral energy than the masked man and his subordinates combined.


      “I had lunch,” she said.


      “That was very quick, Kissing. You could have taken your time, you know.”


      Uncle.


      Lord Mask turned to the black-haired girl, Kissing.


      “We need a break as it is. It will take some time for Shanorotte to meet us here, and we will not be able to invade the Imperial capital as confidently without her guidance.”


      “Will we meet her here?”


      Kissing looked slightly hesitant, which was highly unusual for her. It seemed she had reservations about what her uncle—the dearest person in the world to her—had just told her.


      “[image: image]”


      “What is it, Kissing? If you have something on your mind, do speak up.”


      “It’s too noisy here.”


      “Ah yes, I suppose you are right. You can turn off the sensor, and the gate as well… Hmm? How odd.” Lord Mask placed a hand on his chin and pondered something. Kissing looked up at him in curiosity. “We have activated the alarms, after all. I would expect the Imperial soldiers to come rushing in… Did they really evacuate every single person from the checkpoint?”


      The Imperial forces had yet to show hide or hair of themselves. Considering the clamor the alarm was making, the Imperial soldiers on guard should have naturally come running, but not a single one had appeared.


      “Our Revered Founder is attacking the checkpoint next to this one. I could understand if they sent over reinforcements, but it seems rather foolish to leave this place entirely unguarded.”


      The Founder was currently attacking the seventh checkpoint. Because of that, the Nebulis Sovereignty had sent assassins to another location in order to infiltrate the Empire while she created an opening. It was an old trick that the Imperial forces should have been able to anticipate.


      “And this is still the border, after all. There should be at least one or two soldiers here to communicate with the rest of the forces. What in the world are the Imperials thinking?”


      He headed toward the inspection area with his subordinates and Kissing walking behind him. The alarm continued to wail, trying to warn others of an unprecedented number of astral-corps members attempting to invade the location.


      It continued for seconds…then minutes…


      Regardless of how long they waited, not a single soldier showed any sign of storming in.


      Why?


      Then their malaise grew, turning into full-blown suspicion.


      “Are those people?”


      The moment one of the subordinates said this, they noticed a pile of bodies scattered around the inspection area. The closer they approached, the more striking the scene became. And there, Lord Mask saw something most peculiar indeed.


      “What in the world is this?!”


      They were Imperial soldiers who were still holding on to their guns. Some still sat in the driver’s seat of their vehicles, but not a single one so much as moved or opened their eyes.


      The entire force had been decimated.


      What could it mean?


      Just what had happened?


      “What is this…?” Even Kissing expressed her confusion.


      They had been prepared to fight the Imperial forces once they arrived, yet someone else had come before them and annihilated their hundred-year-old enemy. And of all places, they’d defeated the soldiers at the border.


      “Uncle, what do you think happened?”


      “You wait here, Kissing, though I doubt they’re pretending to have fallen.” Lord Mask wandered alone into the space.


      He observed them. The strangest thing he noticed was that not a single soldier seemed to have any external wounds. Then what had done this to them?


      “It doesn’t seem to be poison gas. My, my…”


      Thump.


      He kicked a soldier’s head. They did not react. However, he noticed the slightest, nearly imperceptible movement of the soldier’s chest as it rose and fell. He could also just barely hear the soldier breathe as well.


      “So they’re alive… Which means they’re sleeping…or rather they’ve been knocked unconscious? But this is still strange, nonetheless. Especially as the alarm is making such a clamor, and they show no sign of waking.”


      Something felt off. In fact, it went beyond that—it felt ominous.


      He knew of astral powers that could hypnotize, but the Imperial forces were the very people who would be the most likely to dedicate themselves to finding countermeasures to such attacks.


      Yet those very people had been wiped out?


      And not even one had been hurt in the process. All of them were fast asleep. This seemed incredibly unrealistic. He had never seen such a tranquil method of defeating soldiers before.


      “This is truly odd. Someone dealt with the Imperial forces before us? But it looks as though they never fought, which means…”


      He couldn’t come up with scenarios that would have resulted in this. Even as the proxy leader of the Zoa, one of the royal families, Lord Mask couldn’t think of any method that could incapacitate the Imperial forces in such a manner.


      And that irritated him.


      “Come, Kissing. It seems we can approach this area, but make sure not to accidentally touch them.”


      “Yes, dearest Uncle.”


      The girl gracefully walked toward him; however, she stopped right before she entered the area.


      “…”


      “What is it, Kissing?”


      “……No.”


      “Hmm?”


      “Nooo! Ahhh!”


      Her scream could no longer form intelligible words. In front of Lord Mask and the subordinates, the girl began to suddenly spasm as she held her head and screamed. The blindfold she wore fluttered down to reveal her eyes, which glowed purple.


      Kissing Zoa Nebulis IX had a great gift.


      Her astral crest appeared within her eyes. All astral mages had crests that would appear on their bodies. However, never in history had anyone had a crest in their eyes except Kissing. She could see astral energy.


      Kissing visualized astral energy with tens of thousands—even a million—times greater precision than any Imperial cutting-edge sensor.


      Because of that, Kissing was a secret weapon. She was the Zoa family’s weapon for their scheme to fight against astral mages.


      “No…! Don’t…don’t come near me!”


      And now that very girl was screaming.


      She had seen something. Right at that moment, in that space, she had seen a monster the likes of which she had never seen before drawing near.


      “Kissing? Calm down. What in the world do you see—?”


      “Oh, I thought I recognized you.”


      A flirtatious voice echoed around them.


      Right in front of Lord Mask and the others, a black current began pouring out from a crack in the paved road—a black vortex.


      That was all it could be described as. The black current spiraled into the air and condensed into a humanoid silhouette. It turned into a pitch-black monster without eyes or a mouth.


      Thump…


      It was as though their hearts were being squeezed. Cold sweat began to drip from Lord Mask’s brow.


      “What?!”


      Immediately, he grabbed Kissing and pushed her behind him. With just one look, he understood the Imperial forces had been annihilated by this monster—and it was also what Kissing had seen.
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      The monster stared at him but suddenly turned away to face the fallen soldiers.


      “Are you worried about them, Lord Mask? They were so rude. They called me a monster and began to attack me. So I decided to punish them a bit.”


      “Wha—?!” He was so surprised, his voice cracked. How did this monster know his name?


      “Now, what do we have here…?” He hid Kissing, who continued to shiver, behind him and took a step forward. He was in front of his subordinates, after all. If he, their leader, flinched, it would affect his troops’ morale. “Why would such a grotesque being know my name?”


      “How uncalled for,” the thing said dramatically as it placed a hand on its cheek and feigned being hurt. “Did you forget who I am, Lord Mask? But we had such an exhilarating tryst in the Moon Spire.”


      “What?!”


      “Oh, I kid.” The monster’s voice returned to its usual tone without skipping a beat. It laughed like a devil. “My voice echoes so much in this form that it seems humans have trouble hearing me. But what a disappointment to see even you can’t recognize me.”


      It traced a fingertip over its large bosom. Had the monster been human, its curves most certainly would have been described as captivating. And its voice had taken on a bewitching tone.


      “…” There was only one person who came to mind. “Elletear…is that you?”


      “What an honor it is that you realized.”


      His subordinates began to murmur. Of course they wouldn’t be able to hold back their shock. The greatest beauty of the palace—no, the greatest beauty in the Sovereignty—and this black mist-like monster were nothing alike. It was as though she were a shadow of herself.


      “Then did you do this to the Imperial forces?”


      “It was such an enjoyable endeavor.” The monster that claimed to be Elletear opened her arms wide. “I showed what is supposedly the largest military force in the world a little love, and they helplessly fell right over. How very, very adorable they are.”


      “Oh…?” Lord Mask’s impression of the situation changed with that response. Learning how the first princess of the Lou family had ended up like this, what power she had used on the Imperial forces—those were things to figure out later. Understanding what had happened would take time. The most appropriate action now would be to determine how he could use her and her power to defang the Imperial forces. With the Founder and Elletear, they would be able to take down the Imperial capital in a single night.


      “Shall we escort you, then?” He echoed Elletear’s actions and opened his own arms. “You are a fellow astral mage. Come with us, my dear Elletear. This is the most perfect time to destroy the Empire with our Revered Founder.”


      “Yes, we do not need the Empire. As far as I am concerned, it can disappear.”


      “Wonderful. In that case—”


      “Just like the Sovereignty.”


      She laughed.


      For a moment, Lord Mask wasn’t able to understand the meaning behind her enchanting smile, and he simply stood there.


      “What did you say…?”


      “I no longer need the Sovereignty, the Revered Founder, or any member of the royal family at all! You’re no use to me.”


      “What are you saying, my dear Elletear?” His voice grew hoarse, and his throat went dry. “You’re a Sovereign princess. You’re the queen’s own beloved daughter, aren’t you?”


      “I am a witch.”


      “?”


      “I’ve always wanted to become one. The world’s final witch. The true witch. A being who neither the Empire nor the Sovereignty can stop.”


      The monster once again placed a hand on her breast.


      “Who cares about the Founder or purebred types? A country ruled only by the select astral mages from the royal family isn’t a paradise. So I will destroy it. I will destroy the Zoa, Hydra, and Lou, and I will create a true paradise.”


      “…”


      “Rejoice, Lord Mask. The Zoa family’s most cherished wish to destroy the Empire comes true today. So please worry not as you fall as well.”


      “Wait… I don’t understand what you mean by all this, but…” Under his mask, his eyes were as sharp as a hawk’s. “I suppose this means the thing in front of me isn’t Elletear—you’re simply a monster!”


      “I’m glad to see you’re quick on the uptake.” The monster of darkness’s voice was jubilant with delight. “Even I was hesitant to harm a person who wouldn’t resist. So please, go ahead and use your power against me. The royal family’s power, a purebred’s power.”


      However…


      She said briefly between her words, “It will be in vain.”


      Clang!


      A knife had pierced the road. It had gone right through Elletear’s transformed body and embedded itself in the ground behind her.


      “Oh?”


      “My, Lord Mask, how frightening. You would throw a knife at someone without warning?”


      Elletear placed her hands around her own throat where the knife had traveled through. Had she been human, blood would have been spurting out, but the knife hadn’t so much as harmed her. It had simply passed through her like a blade going through water or air. It was most likely the same for the Imperial forces’ bullets and cannon fire.


      “I do wonder what trick is behind that. Behind your body.”


      “It isn’t a body at all. Right now, I am something like a crystallization of astral energy.”


      “So you’re astral power!”


      “No, something more frightening than that.”


      The true witch stretched out her hand to him. The subordinates behind Lord Mask readied themselves. They would not let her approach. Elletear’s, or the monster that she had become, power still remained a mystery, and given that she had taken down the Imperial forces, their best option was to stop her before she could use it again.


      “This is an excuse I was not even looking to find…”


      “What we are eradicating is a monster. She is not a Lou princess!”


      They were the Zoa family’s elite troops. Fire, lightning, frost, and shock waves came from all directions and swallowed the monster in the blink of an eye. She had nowhere to run.


      The dozens of astral powers collided and burst in a chain reaction; then, as the wind rushed out after the impact, it whipped through the entire checkpoint. The energy had condensed, and as it crystallized, light was released.


      That was how powerful the barrage had been. Considering that, the epicenter of the maelstrom shouldn’t have allowed any physical material to remain intact…


      “Oh, what a beautiful sound.”


      Yet they heard her croon out. In the center of the crater that had been dug from the road, they found a monster gazing at the blue sky as though she was simply pensive about something or other. There was not a scratch on her.


      “You all were born with powerful abilities. And the chorus your powers produce as they layer upon one another creates such a vigorous tone. I never had that. No matter how I wished for it, I was simply never born with that power. I do admire you, however…”


      You are all fools.


      “Uh?!”


      “But we hit her! She’s unscathed?!”


      The Zoa’s elite forces grimaced. They hadn’t defeated her at all. Instead of feeling pain, the monster had perceived their attacks as only a comforting “sound.”


      “Now, all of you, of the Zoa household.” She spoke from deep within the crater.


      Elletear—the monster—made her way up the slope. She took each step one at a time, walking slowly as though she enjoyed watching the astral corps standing outside the crater shudder in fear.


      “Because you were blessed with powerful abilities from birth, you were treasured and praised before you were even aware of your surroundings. Because you led such brilliant, dazzling lives, you likely became conceited enough to believe you were the chosen ones. And that is what upsets me.”


      It wasn’t like that for Elletear Lou Nebulis IX.


      Her astral power had been too weak. Due to that single flaw, Elletear had been deemed a failure from birth. She wasn’t qualified to become queen. In the palace and in the Sovereignty, no one had sworn their allegiance to her. There was no value in a princess who had no promise of becoming queen.


      She had always been alone.


      “The Zoa, Hydra, and Lou are the same. You all thought you brought glory to the Sovereignty and were protectors of the astral mages’ paradise. But you are gravely mistaken.”


      The Founder’s bloodline had become too proud.


      If the Sovereignty were truly a paradise for all astral mages, why was someone such as Elletear cast aside as useless, as a failure of the royal family?


      The weak astral mages had been rejected by the Empire, and the Sovereignty scorned them for being useless, so where were they meant to go to find their place?


      “I will build it. I will build a true, loving paradise for the astral mages that is neither the Empire nor the Sovereignty.”


      “In that form?” He sneered. The leader of the Zoa, Lord Mask, squeezed the black-haired girl’s right hand. “A human should serve humans. It would have been one thing if you were still a princess, but now no one would be drawn to a monster like you. Come now, Kissing.”


      “…Uh!” Kissing Zoa Nebulis lifted her face. Her strange eyes that held her astral crest glared at the genuine witch standing before her.


      “I…find you…frightening…but still…”


      “Well, Ms. Kissing, it seems you’ve finally become capable of speaking for yourself. You seem much more mature than when I first met you.”
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      “Do not listen to the witch. I am with you.”


      “Yes, dearest Uncle!” the purebred Kissing Zoa Nebulis howled. She threw out her hands toward the sky with such force that her dress fluttered about. “Disappear, you monster!”


      March of thorns—the Whole of Creation.


      The air trembled. Enough black thorns to blot out the sky had appeared at the checkpoint.


      She had created tens of thousands of thorns made from astral power. If they all rained down on the checkpoint, the entire establishment would likely disappear. The thorns surrounded Elletear from all sides and pierced her at once.


      “Ugh!”


      The monster shrieked… But a moment later, even the scream disappeared under the thorns as though nothing had existed there in the first place.


      “I-it’s gone?”


      “Lady Kissing made it disappear with her thorns…?”


      The subordinates stood there in stunned silence. In front of them, Lord Mask lovingly tousled the girl’s hair.


      “Good job, Kissing. That was surprisingly easier than anticipated. It seems even after turning into a monster, she was powerless when erased from existence.”


      “…Y-yes, dearest Uncle.” Kissing’s shoulders heaved as she attempted to breathe. That had been the largest and fastest attack she had made against anyone. She had no idea how the monster would react, so to prevent it from evading her or blocking her, she had used her full abilities.


      “D-did it truly work…?” she asked.


      “Yes, indeed. Just look. That terrible monster is gone… Ah yes. I truly did not wish for Elletear to meet an end like this. But allowing her to sleep forevermore is a mercy compared to letting her live as that monster.”


      The subordinates began to clap quietly. It wasn’t clear whether they were applauding Kissing’s victory or sending off the princess who had turned into a monster.


      “That battle left a rather terrible aftertaste. Now then…” Lord Mask lifted his hand. The applause stopped. The subordinates had understood what he meant, but there was one person who continued to clap.


      “That’s enough.”


      Clap, clap.


      “I said that’s enough. Who is doing that?” Lord Mask turned around, but he found his people were not clapping. “Huh?!”


      No one was clapping at all.


      But he could clearly hear the applause continuing.


      “It can’t be…?!”


      “How terrible of you, Kissing. That was so very painful.”


      Black light began to burble up from thin air. The dark current swirled until it condensed into the form of a person.


      “…Impossible.”


      Lord Mask felt a drop of cold sweat trickle down his cheek. Though his calm demeanor had not wavered even in front of the revived Founder, he was now consumed by an unprecedented fear. The black-haired girl beside him felt the same.


      “Uh…n…no…”


      “Oh, I’m so sorry, Kissing. Don’t look at me with such eyes full of fear. I’m still not used to others looking at me like that; it pains me.”


      She laughed. Though her words were apologetic, she sounded positively gleeful.


      “Then again, I suppose a witch is a terrifying thing, so it is fitting for how I am now.”


      There was a faint glow around the throat of the dark, transparent monster. That was where Elletear’s astral crest had appeared when she was human.


      “My astral power is Voice. All my power could do was mimic another person’s voice. I couldn’t use it in battle or for political gain. It was a useless ability with entertainment value at most.”


      The monster dramatically turned to the heavens like an opera singer taking the stage.


      “Now that I have this power and am in this form, both my astral power and I have been reborn. And my power has become the astral power of the planet’s song—one that sings of the end.”


      Her Voice power had transformed into the Song astral power.


      She was the divine star mutant. Whatever calamity had transformed Princess Elletear had also mutated her astral power.


      “Listen to the world’s last witch and the blight of her song.”


      And so the true witch sang. She sang the curse of calamity that would transform the very world.


      “I will let you listen to the requiem of the planet.”
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      Archenemy


      1


      More than five thousand meters underground, the Imperial capital.


      A hundred years ago, the excavation site once known as the Planet’s Navel had become the present-day location of the Imperial assembly, where the supreme authority pulling the strings behind the Empire existed.


      After taking a step off the elevator, one would be greeted by the solemn sight of several hundred seats set up in the hall. Naturally, everyone, including Iska, had expected to be greeted by such a sight as well.


      But it was empty.


      The ceiling had collapsed.


      There was a gigantic hole inside the hall like someone had fired a rocket cannon, and the Eight Great Apostles’ monitors had been left strewn across the ground, mercilessly shattered to pieces. But the most surprising was…


      “Eek?!”


      The moment Sisbell saw it, her voice cracked. The hall was in such disarray that Mismis and Nene standing next to Iska gasped in surprise, and even Jhin narrowed his eyes in bewilderment from behind.


      “Hey… Is this some kind of joke?” Jhin clucked his tongue as he looked at the walls. Among the scattered debris was a silver mechanical soldier that barely retained its original form. “Iska, that huge thing, it’s…”


      “I think it’s an astralnomical soldier. It looks the same as the one Luclezeus used.”


      There had been another one.


      However, this one had been destroyed to the point that it was almost unrecognizable.


      Had it been crushed by the falling ceiling? No, that couldn’t have caused this. The machine had been mercilessly decimated. There was also one other thing that was concerning.


      “Where are they…?”


      Iska looked over the vestiges of the hall. The only light source was the feeble illumination of the elevator. When she noticed Iska scrutinizing the scene, Sisbell approached him out of curiosity.


      “Iska? What have you been looking for?”


      “The Eight Great Apostles.”


      “What?”


      “All their monitors have been smashed. There isn’t a single one left. The astralnomical soldier has been completely destroyed, and the assembly hall is in ruins…”


      He broke out into a cold sweat.


      It couldn’t be…


      Iska could think of only one possibility, but could it even be?


      The Eight Great Apostles had been defeated.


      They must have fought against something in the assembly hall. That was what he could gather based on the astralnomical soldier, but he couldn’t imagine what sort of power could have caused this destruction—at least not easily.


      “So even the Eight Great Apostles couldn’t stand a chance…,” he heard someone whisper. Risya seemed to have been talking to herself, but it echoed through the quiet hall. “What a monster they’ve created. Based on this, it looks like they’ve gotten pretty far into completing their work. What should we do, Your Excellency?”


      “That’s exactly why we’re here to investigate.”


      The silvery beastperson turned to the girl with strawberry-blond hair and urged her, “Come, Princess Sisbell. I have one more job to request of you.”


      2


      Imperial territory, seventh checkpoint.


      Now that Alice thought about it, she should have believed it. She should have realized that the imminent calamity she had sensed from the dark clouds covering the sky the night before was real.


      “Lady Alice, we have received a report from the scouting unit. They say the Founder was floating in the air above the seventh checkpoint but disappeared…!”


      “Huh? But we followed her all this way!”


      The checkpoint…


      The moment they caught sight of the gate, Shuvalts, the elderly attendant in the driver’s seat, had yelled as he held the comm against his ear. “It seems the seventh checkpoint is empty. The civilians and even the Imperial forces have already evacuated the area. What would you like to do?”


      “Continue straight in.” She leaned forward from the back seat. “I’m sure the Founder is headed to the Imperial capital. It’ll be convenient for us if no one is around up ahead. We’ll be able to pass right through into the Empire then.”


      “Yes, but it’ll take a full day to arrive at the Imperial capital from here.”


      “…I’m well aware.”


      She clenched her fists on top of her thighs.


      After flying on a plane, taking a train, and speeding down the highway, they had finally made it to the Empire. The very checkpoint where the Founder had appeared was right before her eyes, but the Founder was out of her grasp.


      ……I failed to catch her.


      ……If I’d just been half an hour faster, I could have caught her at the checkpoint.


      However, she didn’t have time to lament that now.


      “Shuvalts! Get in touch with the operatives in the Empire. Have them leave the Imperial capital immediately. Tell them they will be in danger once the Founder appears.”


      “Yes, Lady Alice. But I’m afraid there will be a slight delay…”


      “What?”


      “Hmm… Understood,” the elderly attendant said into the comm. “I have received another report. It seems there is an eighth checkpoint after the seventh. They believe the Zoa have passed through it.”


      “Yes. And I believe another unit is following them.”


      “They have lost communication.”


      “What does that mean? They lost sight of the Zoa?”


      “…No.” The attendant heavily shook his head. “Our forces at the eighth checkpoint stopped responding several minutes ago. We can only hope it is a device malfunction…”


      “You think the Zoa noticed them?”


      “There is a possibility that the Founder teleported to the eighth checkpoint when she disappeared from the seventh. Perhaps she plans to destroy the entire border before moving on to the capital?”


      “[image: image]” Alice had a bad feeling about this. At that moment, she recalled the sense of foreboding she’d felt the night before.


      “Change of plans, Shuvalts. The eighth checkpoint is in the vicinity, isn’t it? Head there posthaste!”


      “As you wish.”


      He turned left toward the eighth checkpoint where they had lost contact with their unit.


      However, what Alice saw was a deserted area.


      “What?!”


      She doubted her very eyes. She could understand why there would be no civilians around, as they likely would have run in fear from the Founder’s attack, but where had the Imperial forces gone?


      They had even left the iron gate open. None of the soldiers acting as guards were there. Only the astral-energy alarm was blaring.


      “Shuvalts, stay here. Please handle all correspondence.”


      She left him in the car and dashed out to the checkpoint on her own. But it was strange. Despite having headed further in, she still saw no signs of a battle.


      ……The Zoa did pass through here, didn’t they?


      ……If Lord Mask and Kissing were here, I would imagine they would have fought against the Imperial forces.


      But she saw no signs of that.


      If the Imperial soldiers and the Zoa’s elite forces had clashed, she should have seen bullets strewn everywhere as well as marks left from astral powers. She began to feel suspicious along with a growing sense of unease, then all her emotions exploded when she saw the dozens of victims in front of her on the ground.


      Both the Imperial forces and the astral corps had been annihilated.


      The soldiers had collapsed while still holding their guns, and the astral mages had fallen with their hands outstretched as though they were in the middle of using their powers. There had been no distinction made between who was an Imperial or who was part of the Sovereignty.


      Every last person had been mercilessly taken down.


      “Lord Mask?”


      Among the many fallen, she spotted one particular man. It was the Zoa’s proxy leader.


      “Lord Mask? Please wake up! What in the world…?!”


      She found no external wounds. However, he didn’t respond to his name or to her slapping his face. Was he in a coma? Or had he been severely weakened?


      “Even Lord Mask is in this state… This can’t be true…”


      The situation was nothing short of bizarre. None of the Imperial forces or the other astral mages were hurt, either. It was almost as though they had been wiped out by a dream they couldn’t wake from.


      This couldn’t have been the Founder’s doing. It was exactly the opposite of the mass destruction she would have caused.


      “Oh, I wondered who could have arrived.”


      Alice shuddered.


      She had heard a voice from behind her, even though she was sure nothing should have been there. Alice leaped and whirled around as though a lump of ice had been pressed against her neck. And there, in that very space…


      …she found a dark, transparent monster in the shape of a human standing there.


      “Eek?!” Her throat tightened as she let out a garbled scream.


      What was it? What was the monster that had just appeared before her?


      “Why, if it isn’t Alice. So even you’ve come to the Empire, then. Did you come to save Sisbell?”


      “…What?”


      “Oh, how mean of you. Did you really have to scream upon seeing me?”


      The monster placed a hand against its cheek. It smiled elegantly like a woman as it spoke to her.


      But how did the monster know her name? And why did it sound so familiar? Though she found it difficult to hear because its voice echoed, there was something graceful and quiet about its tone. It was almost as though it felt nostalgic.


      “…No… It can’t be…”


      When she thought about it, she did know someone who had become something similar.


      The witch Vichyssoise.


      Iska had claimed the girl from the house of Hydra had turned into a monster and attacked him. And the person Alice thought of now was…


      “Sis…ter?”


      “Hee-hee. Bull’s-eye.”


      The monster transformed. The darkness began to regain color, turning into a beautiful goddess’s form. Her fluttering emerald hair was tinged with gold, and her features were well defined and beautiful. Her large bosom seemed close to spilling out of the black wedding dress she wore.


      “…”


      It was her very own sister.


      Alice was speechless when she figured out the identity of the monster. She felt the blood drain from her face. If she had a mirror, Alice could imagine her lips would be blue. In contrast…


      “So, Alice.”


      Her sister’s eyes were eerily tender.


      “I think it’s rather funny. If I were in their place, I’d run immediately, but they didn’t.”


      Alice turned around. In front of her were the fallen Imperial forces and astral corps.


      Lord Mask was also among them.


      “They probably realized they couldn’t win against me, but they just had no idea what that meant. Both the Imperial forces and the astral corps have always been in a position of power, so they’ve never felt the experience of being hunted before. That’s why not even one of them ran.”


      Every single one of them was down on the ground, and not a single one had regained consciousness.


      “How disappointing. They remained satisfied with the weapons and astral powers bestowed upon them and ended up being so frail.”


      “Did you do this? Did you do that to them?”


      Elletear grinned. It was a broad smile.


      “Well, they’re nothing but nuisances.”


      “Wha—!”


      Just that single phrase shattered Alice’s entire image of Elletear of seventeen years. The one in front of her was her sister—however, she realized the sister she had known all this time had truly been a monster at heart.


      “Sister…” Her trembling lips desperately formed words. “What are you trying to achieve…? How could you call our family nuisances? I understand the Imperial forces, but how could you do this to Lord Mask…?”


      “So, Alice,” her sister replied, her eyes still tender. “Those who have astral powers have come to be called astral mages. And they are the ones feared by the Empire. The Nebulis Sovereignty offered the mages a helping hand, and that was why it was lauded as a paradise for all mages.”


      “Sister? What are you trying to say…?”


      “Those were all lies.” The smile reached her sister’s eyes, but it was not one of affection. It was a sneer for a hopeless fool. “The Nebulis Sovereignty is a country where astral powers reign supreme. Those with the best astral powers rise while others are not even allowed to try. The fact that they are considered extraordinary makes them even worse than the Empire.”


      “What?! What are you trying to say?!” Alice yelled as loudly as she could, her lips pale. “Y-yes, I suppose that is one aspect of the Sovereignty, but strong astral mages are only treasured because they defend the country. If we didn’t do that, we couldn’t resist the Empire…”


      “And is that true for the queen as well?”


      “Of course! If she wasn’t powerful, she wouldn’t be a match for any of the Empire’s assassins!”


      There was a firm reason for it, and a reason for why the conclave that had been upheld for a century selected powerful queens.


      “Even Mother has said so. The role of the queen is to make the people feel safe. Though that isn’t her only duty, it is one reason why the queen must have strong powers!”


      “In order to resist the Empire?”


      “That’s right!”


      “Then what about after the Empire is defeated?”


      “……Huh?”


      “Alice, your claim is correct. At the very least, it was something established for a great cause—only until the Empire was defeated.” Her sister eyed her. “Then what happens after the Empire is defeated? Would it become a country that could recognize the worth of weak mages like myself?”


      “I—I…”


      “It wouldn’t.” A long sigh escaped her sister’s lips. She showed a deep, deep sense of resignation, as though she found hopelessness in everything in the world. “Isn’t it true? If the Sovereignty did defeat the Empire, it would be thanks to the powerful mages. Those who are powerful would become lionized even more in the era that’s ushered in. And the weak mages would have even less of a role.”


      “……”


      “Do you understand now? In fact, if the Empire was defeated, I think that would only serve to accelerate astral-power supremacy in the Nebulis Sovereignty. Those born with strong astral powers would use them to crush the Empire, and the powerful queen would be hailed as well. Nothing would change.”


      “B-but, Sister…!”


      “So I made a decision.” She placed a hand on her large bosom.


      “I’ll destroy both the Empire and the Sovereignty.”


      That single statement left Alice speechless. “Sister…”


      “There are many other weak mages like myself. I’ll create a true paradise that accepts them as well. But that won’t be possible with someone as powerful as you around… No… In fact, you’re nothing but an obstacle. I’d almost rather you disappear.”


      “Huh?”


      “Perhaps I’ll do the same to you as I did to Lord Mask.”


      Alice had realized it too late—her sister’s calm smile was like that of a predator eyeing its prey. Her sister had no qualms about killing her.


      Alice immediately went on guard.


      “Oh, but never mind!” The whole thing was so sudden. Her older sister abruptly shrugged, as though it was a joke. “You are my dear little sister, after all.”


      “……Huh?”


      “I’d like to just pluck you gently, like a wildflower. But you are strong, so you’d put up quite a fight, which would mean trouble for me. As I am now, I think I wouldn’t be able to control my power, and I would crush you.”


      “Sister!”


      In that moment, all her fear disappeared. She was being looked down upon. The humiliation made her feel hot, as though all the blood in her body had begun to boil. “Be reasonable! I won’t hold back after you’ve been so hostile toward me, even if you are my sister!”


      “So, Alice.” Alice had shouted loudly enough to make her voice hurt, but her sister’s voice remained matter-of-fact. “Do you have a knight who would protect you?”


      “?”


      “You’ve reached your limit. See, you’re at it even now.” Her sister pointed at her—at Alice, who stood alone. “You’ve always fought on your own. And you’ve made it through that way, but now you’re facing something much more powerful than yourself.”


      “I… You don’t know that for sure, not until we fight!”


      “That’s not what I meant.” Her sister shook her head. “This is a story between a witch and a knight.”


      “What are you…?”


      She didn’t understand. She had no idea what her sister meant. A knight? Why was she talking about something so old-fashioned? This was the time of armies, personal soldiers, and convoys. Alice was confused by the old-fashioned word that seemed like it had come straight from another century.


      Was she trying to confuse Alice on purpose? Alice was wary, simply because of her sister’s bizarre choice of words. However…


      “Hee-hee. I suppose you’re too young for this. It’s an adult matter, after all.” Her sister seemed worked up. Her face glowed red, as though she couldn’t hide her excitement, and she bashfully placed a hand on her cheek. “I needed one because I was so weak.”


      “……?”


      “Because witches are so weak, they can’t fight without a knight to protect them. Yes. No matter what era it is, a knight always seems to protect a princess.”


      “Sister?”


      “Alice, astral power isn’t as omnipotent as you believe. Astral powers are so frightened of me that your self-defenses have hesitated. You see?”


      “What?”


      “Joheim, please go easy on her.”


      Alice hadn’t felt anyone else’s presence, but once she noticed the person who had silently snuck up on her, she turned around in that moment in a panic.


      Shoom.


      She felt a sharp pain in her side. She had been hit by the handle of a sword. When she realized it, the pain spread to the rest of her internal organs, and she nearly lost consciousness, almost falling to the ground.


      “Huh? …Gah…ah…?”


      The pain was so intense, she could hardly breathe. She felt dizzy, an intense nausea coming over her. She couldn’t look up and fell to her knees.


      “Wh-who…?!”


      Her eyes opened wide. As Alice coughed, she looked up as her vision blurred.


      She saw a red-haired Imperial soldier holding a sword.


      The Saint Disciple of the first feat, the “Flash” Knight Joheim.


      She couldn’t have mistaken him for anyone else. He was the villain who had attacked the Queen’s Palace and cut her mother. He was also the man who had hurt Elletear, but Alice realized that had been nothing more than one of her sister’s other plans.


      ……That’s right. So that was it.


      ……It was my sister who called the Imperial forces in as well.


      That had been the turning point that caused the Sovereignty’s upheaval. Because her mother, the queen, had been attacked by this man and forced to rest, her centralizing power had been lost. That had been the deciding factor that caused the full schism among the three royal families.


      It was simply unforgivable. If only this man had never existed.


      “Uh…guh…!”


      “You see? Witches are weak.” Her sister smiled faintly; then she turned her back on Alice and walked over to Joheim. “This is the difference between the two of us. I have a knight by my side. Alice, do you have a knight who will fight beside you?”


      “…Huh?”


      “You don’t. You were too strong, so you fought alone. That’s why you don’t have one, and why you cannot win against me.”


      “Sis…ter…!”


      “And I think I’ve changed my mind. I can’t stand to see you in such pain.” The witch blushed. “Alice, I think I would like you to disappear right here and now.”


      3


      Five thousand meters underground.


      In the cavern the Imperial assembly had existed in just a mere hour before.


      “Good-bye, criminals of the past.”


      “Both the Planet’s Navel and the Imperial assembly, the very symbol of authority—you’ve always wanted to go down together, haven’t you?”


      The rubble had fallen. The monitors the Eight Great Apostles possessed had been destroyed.


      That had all been reproduced.


      “Haah… Uh… H-how many times do you plan to abuse my power? I’ve reached my limit!” Sisbell sat down, having become exhausted. Her Illumination astral crest on her chest steadily lost its light. “Trying to use Illumination for long periods of time is like…haah…ah…trying to hold my breath. I really do have a limit!”


      She was panting and desperately trying to regain her breath. As Iska and the others watched, the third princess of the Sovereignty took on a serious expression.


      “Oh, Elletear…” Her voice was so faint, it seemed close to disappearing. She couldn’t help but let out a sob, and her thoughts seemed to be in disarray from the shock of the reality she couldn’t accept.


      The witch Elletear.


      In the scene her Illumination had re-created, the moment that the princess with goddess-like looks had turned into a monster, Iska hadn’t been able to hold back his discomposure, so of course Sisbell would feel shocked, considering they shared the same blood.


      “There was another one before this, too, wasn’t there?” Jhin muttered.


      “Vichyssoise from the Hydra family, wasn’t it? She also turned into some monster and attacked us, didn’t she? Is Elletear the same as that?”


      “Oh, Jhin-Jhin, now, that’s a dangerous way to think of this.”


      “……What?”


      “You’re right that they’re similar, but only in the sense that they both ended up like that from Kelvina’s experiments under the Eight Great Apostles’ orders. But Elletear should never have been created.” Risya pushed up her glasses. Behind the lenses, her eyes were bright and sharp as needles. “The Eight Great Apostles weren’t able to control her. So what shall we do, Your Excellency? It looks like holding that thing back will be very difficult. “


      “Agh… I hope you genuinely regret what you did, Apostles.” The beastperson sighed in resignation. “So they made a monster even they couldn’t control, then exited the stage. Oh well… I think we need to go after her before she evolves. Well, there we have it, Black Steel’s Successor.”


      “Huh?”


      He noticed the Lord turn their head slightly as though to look at the astral swords. Iska gulped.


      “Are you saying I should stop her?”


      “That thing is no longer Elletear or the princess anymore. If we leave her to do as she pleases, both the Empire and the Sovereignty are done for. At least, she’ll evolve until she becomes a monster that will be able to accomplish that.”


      “W-wait!” yelled Sisbell, who was still sitting on the ground. She borrowed Rin’s hand to stand up. “So you’re going to stop my sister…?”


      “That isn’t your sister anymore. She’s a witch who will destroy the world.”


      “She’s my sister!” Sisbell glared at the Lord and bit her lip. “No matter how she changes, she’s still my sister. Please let me talk to her.”


      “Talk? I think you’ll only find tragic results if you do that.”


      “Even so, I’ll still go to her!”


      “All right,” the Lord said.


      “……Huh? Are you sure?”


      “I doubt the witch has any emotions left in her, but in the 0.01 percent possibility you can convince her to stop, we might as well give it a try. But if it doesn’t work, I’m not the one who’ll suffer. It’ll be you, Princess Sisbell. And you should be prepared for that.”


      Lord Yunmelngen snapped their fingers.


      “Planet’s Defense, Phage.”


      It was bright white—like paint was blotting everything out—as walls appeared and wriggled in midair, surrounding Iska and the others.


      “Yeek!”


      “Wh-what are these gross things?! Why are the walls moving?!”


      Nene leaped back, and Commander Mismis turned pale. Behind them, Rin grabbed Sisbell and yelled, “Watch out!” Lord Yunmelngen glanced at them, seeing their various reactions.


      “The type of astral power that took to me a hundred years ago was the kind that burdens me with the Planet’s Defense. In human terms, it’s something like an immune system’s white blood cells. Unfortunately, it’ll only listen to me when I’m doing something that protects the planet.” The Lord waved their arms around like a conductor. “Do you hear me, astral powers? We’re going to fight that witch, so follow her scent and take us to her.”


      —Is io miel.—May it be done.—


      He couldn’t tell whether it was male or female, a child’s or an adult’s, but a neutral voice surrounded him from the walls all around; then his vision wavered for a moment. He felt as though his consciousness was fading, as though he was suddenly drowsy.


      The eighth checkpoint.


      When he came to his senses, the grounds of the inspection area sprawled in front of him, surrounded by metal fencing.


      “We’re at the border?! If we’ve been brought all the way here, then my sister Elletear must also be here!”


      “So we got blasted off from the Imperial capital to the border a few hundred kilometers away. That’s a pretty extravagant power.”


      Sisbell looked around while Rin seemed taken aback next to her.


      However…Rin almost immediately scowled.


      An alarm began ringing. She had gotten caught by the astral-energy detectors—at least, she’d likely gone on guard assuming that that was what had happened.


      “What is the meaning of this?” Rin narrowed her eyes with suspicion. “Why aren’t there any Imperial soldiers coming even though the alarms are going off? Hey, Imperial swordsman.”


      “I’m not sure, either… I think it’s weird, too.”


      The place was deserted. They didn’t see any citizens or even a single Imperial soldier, but the inspection gate was open. As it was, it didn’t look like one of the Empire’s defensive bases at all.


      “Commander Mismis, we need to go farther in…!” In the expanse of the inspection space, Iska gulped when he faintly saw someone farther in the space. “Rin, you keep an eye on Sisbell. Stay here!”


      “What? H-hey, Imperial swordsman?!”


      He ran into the inspection area.


      As the human figures they’d seen steadily grew clearer, he heard Commander Mismis’s voice let out a strangled cry from behind him. “How?!”


      Dozens of people were collapsed on the ground, both on the Imperial forces’ and astral corps’ sides. The soldiers were still holding on to their guns, and the astral mages had fallen with their hands outstretched as though they were in the middle of using their powers. There had been no distinction made between who was an Imperial or who was part of the Sovereignty.


      They’d all been taken down without discrimination. And among them…


      “Looks like there’s a familiar face here.”


      Jhin ran over quickly; then the tip of his shoe tapped a man wearing a mask. It was Lord Mask.


      When Jhin saw even one of the Zoa family’s purebred types on the ground, he took on a dubious tone. “If he’s here, that must mean all the people on the ground are the Zoa’s astral corps. Did they fight the Imperial forces to a draw, then?”


      “B-but, Jhin Big Bro, there aren’t any signs of a fight!” Nene cautiously approached one of the astral-corps members.


      Even when she turned one of them over so their face was upright, she couldn’t find a single scratch on them. If they’d fallen from the Imperial forces’ shots, then she would have found bullet holes at the very least. In other words…


      “They never fought?” Iska murmured, but he still couldn’t believe it.


      ……We came following Elletear’s trail.


      ……If everyone was taken down without discrimination, does that mean she did this?


      She had obliterated the Eight Great Apostles; then she proceeded to destroy the Imperial forces and astral corps. What could her aim be?


      “Iska!” Mismis howled.


      In the direction the gun-toting commander was looking, a young black-haired girl was walking toward them. Iska recognized her.


      “Kissing?!”


      “[image: image]”


      Her face was bare without her usual blindfold. She swayed and made her way over to them.


      “Get away from her! Commander, Nene…you too, Jhin!”


      “I know,” Jhin assured him.


      Iska gripped his astral swords, and Jhin aimed his sniper rifle at her. She didn’t respond.


      Why?


      She didn’t summon a single thorn like she had at Mudor when they’d fought last time. Instead, she approached them and continued tottering along.


      “Uncle…”


      She sank to her knees. The girl crouched over the unconscious Lord Mask as though covering him. It seemed she hadn’t even registered that an enemy was in her midst in the first place.


      “No…Uncle…wake up! Please…I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I…I was too weak!”


      The black-haired girl held the fallen man.


      “I was too weak…so you protected me…but you could have escaped! I’m sorry… I’m so sorry, Uncle!”


      She continued to cry. Even though she was right in front of Imperial soldiers holding weapons, the girl had forgotten to create her thorns and instead wailed while cradling her guardian.


      “Tsk.” Jhin lowered his weapon. “Put down your gun, too, Boss. She hasn’t even realized we’re here. It’s better to leave her be than to spur her into action by doing something. We’ll catch her later.”


      “O-okay. Then I’ll also—”


      “Sister?!”


      “Lady Alice?!”


      They heard two more shouts at the same time. Those had been Sisbell’s and Rin’s voices.


      Far off from Lord Mask, the two of them ran over somewhere. They ran toward a girl with tousled, long golden hair who had fallen over.


      Alice?!


      His heart skipped a beat. Why was Alice, who was supposed to be in the Sovereignty, here at the Imperial border? But he put aside that question for later.


      “What?!”


      As Rin and Sisbell ran off, Iska’s eyes automatically followed their backs. He suddenly broke into a cold sweat. The Imperial forces and astral corps were both unconscious for reasons unknown, and even Alice was in the same state. Iska assumed she’d fallen to a similar fate as they had.


      ……It can’t be true.


      ……Even Alice?!


      “Sister! Sister, please!”


      “Lady Alice, please wake up! Lady Alice!”


      As Sisbell and Rin yelled, they jostled her shoulder.


      He didn’t know how long they continued, but the golden-haired girl’s lips trembled slightly.


      “…Uh…ugh.”


      “Sister?! Rin, did you see her lips move just now?!”


      “Yes! Lady Alice, are you all right?!”


      “…Uh…cough! …Cough!”


      The golden-haired princess sputtered. After panting roughly for a bit, she slowly opened her eyes.


      “…Rin… Sis…bell?”


      She hadn’t met the same fate as the soldiers around her. Alice had only been temporarily unconscious.


      “Lady Alice!” Rin, overcome with emotion, latched on to her mistress. “I was so worried. I’m so glad you’re safe… What in the world happened?!”


      “It was—”


      When Alice tried to explain, her eyes went wide. She’d realized the situation they were in. This was the Empire’s checkpoint. And behind Rin and Sisbell was…


      ……Iska?


      Though she hadn’t said it out loud, Iska knew she had just said his name with only her lips.


      “We just got here, too…”


      He didn’t approach her, however. As an Imperial soldier, Iska kept his distance from the princess.


      Talking with her, like they had at the Lou family’s villa and when they’d recaptured Sisbell, was fine. At the very least, it wouldn’t seem odd to the rest of Unit 907.


      “What happened here? It’s not just the Imperial forces. Dozens of astral-corps members are unconscious. And Lord Mask. You know what happened, don’t you?”
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      As Rin and Sisbell watched her, Alice silently bit her lip. Sorrow filled her eyes. She looked so weak, Iska doubted his own eyes.


      “It was Elletear, wasn’t it?”


      The voice that had spoken wasn’t human.


      Alice let out a yelp that wouldn’t form into words and flinched when she saw the beastperson appear behind them.


      “Oh, how rude of you, Nebulis princess. You do realize the supreme authority of the Empire is before you?”


      “You…you’re the Lord?!”


      “There’s no need to be so surprised. I believe you’ve seen something much worse than me, after all. You witnessed your sister in her monstrous form, didn’t you?”


      The Lord nonchalantly walked over to them. They seemed to observe Alice as she was sandwiched between Rin and Sisbell.


      “Hmm?” Lord Yunmelngen squinted. They had a nostalgic look in their eyes. “You appear a lot like the first queen, Alicerose. Exactly like her, in fact.”


      “……Huh?”


      “Regardless. Come, Princess Sisbell, third time’s the charm.”


      “A-again?!” Sisbell hid her chest behind her hand. “I’m exhausted! I’ve already gone far past the limits of what I’m able to do in a day!”


      “I’ll take you to an Imperial bakery for cake later.”


      “No thank you! Oh…it’s not that I don’t like cake, but if I use Illumination like this, as a repercussion, I won’t be able to use my power for several days!”


      “But aren’t you curious, too?” The Lord swung their arms out; then they looked at the fallen soldiers all around. “Don’t you want to know what happened here? In all likelihood, this was Elletear’s rampage, but we need to look into what kind of power that monster has.”


      “This really needs to be the last time…” Sisbell placed a hand on her chest and let out a deep breath. “Well, then…”


      “Stop!”


      They heard a shriek. The black-haired girl had abruptly opened her eyes wide as she still held Lord Mask. Her face was pale, as though all the blood had drained from it, but her shout wasn’t directed at Sisbell. What she actually feared was something else.


      “It’s coming.”


      A black current formed from thin air.


      “A rampage? How uncalled for. I was still very much in control.”


      The current of air eddied and condensed into a humanoid shape, forming distinct feminine curves until it eventually took the form of a woman with beauty rivaling a goddess.


      “…Sis…ter?”


      “It’s been too long, Sisbell. I’m glad to see you’re doing well.”


      The eldest of the Lou sisters smiled gracefully. She looked at the third sister, who was doing her utmost to simply squeeze out her trembling voice.


      “I was so worried when I heard the Hydra family whisked you away. They didn’t manhandle you, now, did they?”


      “…”


      “What’s wrong? Why so pale? If you’re feeling unwell, just tell me. Oh yes, you must feel so anxious because we’re in Imperial land.”


      “Don’t make a fool out of me!” Sisbell bared her teeth and howled. “You’re underestimating your own little sister! I know everything… You were the one behind all of it. I know you were behind the Imperial forces attacking the palace. And I know you instructed the Hydra to attack me, too!”


      “…”


      “You did this here as well, didn’t you?!” Her finger quivered slightly as she pointed it at her eldest sibling. “Sister! I don’t understand you! Why in the world would you do this…? And you not only made an enemy out of the Empire but of the Sovereignty, too?!”


      “Well, they’re nothing but nuisances.”


      “…What?”


      “I don’t intend to tell you everything. I just explained it to Lord Mask, after all. Oh, I suppose you can’t ask him about it anymore, considering the state he’s in.”


      “Sister…” Sisbell was at a loss for words.


      Her lips trembled as she backed away. She’d realized the sister in front of her was no longer the sister she knew.


      “Nebulis Sovereign First Princess Elletear.” The beastperson stepped forward. “It seems you’ve been quite consumed already. How does it feel to have become a monster?”


      “Well, it’s nice to meet you, Your Excellency.” Elletear bowed politely. She even grasped the edge of her skirt and lifted it slightly as though greeting a dance partner. “The Eight Great Apostles have disappeared.”


      “I know.”


      “Both the Imperial forces and the astral corps are all sleeping soundly.”


      “I can see that.”


      “So…” Elletear traced her own lips with her fingers and lifted a corner of her bewitching mouth. She seemed to be enjoying herself. “After I eliminate everyone here, no one else will be in my way.”


      “…Huh!” Almost reflexively, Iska unsheathed his astral swords.


      Jhin, Commander Mismis, and Nene readied their guns.


      I will eliminate you.


      They knew it wasn’t a joke, especially because they’d seen the battle between the Eight Great Apostles and Elletear using Illumination. She wasn’t merely provoking them for nothing. The witch in front of them was simply that dangerous.


      “Your Excellency, if I can just make you disappear, my paradise will be all the more reachable.”


      “Hmm. I don’t know about that.” Yunmelngen tilted their head. After looking around, they faced Elletear again directly. “You’re late, Crow.”


      “Huh?!”


      Elletear spun around. There was a black flash that sliced at Elletear’s upper body and just barely grazed her.


      “How heartless of you. How could you attack a dainty maiden from behind?”


      Elletear leaped away. Although she had a large cut on her left shoulder, she didn’t bleed a single drop of blood.


      “Oh, are you the Black Steel Gladiator Crossweil, by any chance?”
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      The man wore a black coat and held a black unsheathed blade. He didn’t respond to Elletear but slowly turned to face the others. “It’s exactly how it looks, Iska.”


      “Master?!”


      “This woman isn’t human anymore. She can’t be called an astral mage, either.”


      It was black mist. Instead of red blood, black mist seeped from Elletear’s wound. In addition to that, the cut itself healed before their eyes. The scene so obviously made it clear that Elletear was no longer human that Alice and Sisbell averted their eyes without realizing it.


      “She’s completely black inside. Looks like the only thing that’s still human about her is her facade.”


      “Well, that really was uncalled for, sir. But you’re not wrong, so I can’t deny it.” Elletear’s smile didn’t waver. She seemed to accept being called a monster, almost as though she found it comforting. However… “……Ugh.”


      Her smile froze. Elletear, who had been watching them calmly, opened her eyes wide and looked up at the deep blue sky.


      A tan girl with fluttering dirty-blond hair hovered above them.


      The Founder Nebulis.


      “Revered Founder?!”


      “The Founder?!”


      “Oh, it’s been a while.”


      Some yelled in surprise while others yelled in alarm, and one person sighed in resignation, then turned to look at the sky.


      On the other hand…


      “The astral powers were making a commotion, so I came here to find this…” The girl wasn’t looking at anyone in particular. She was watching the black mist spurting from Elletear’s shoulder with clear eyes. “So it’s you.”


      She hadn’t been looking for a response from the start. She pointed at Elletear.


      “Firmament Bloom.”


      Lightning surged and flashed, swallowing up Elletear entirely and carving a gigantic hole in the asphalt before anyone else could react.


      “I intended on destroying the Empire first, but it looks like I’ll have to make a change of plans. You are an enemy defiling the planet. Disappear.”


      “Ah, too bad.” The black current swirled. Elletear, who had been obliterated without a trace, reemerged as the black current converged again. “If only I’d been able to get rid of the Lord here, it would have made things so much easier. But the Founder is here with purebred types and the Saint Disciple who inherited the astral swords. I think I’ve had my fill.”


      She let out a dramatic sigh.


      “So I think I’ll make a fresh start.”


      Elletear’s body glowed.


      As though she herself were astral power, she suddenly disappeared—or so they all thought. Even Elletear.


      Sizzle.


      A small spark crackled, and the light around Elletear blew away.


      “What?” The first princess’s eyes went wide. “Did you interfere with my teleportation…?!”


      “You thought I’d let you escape?” The Founder Nebulis’s eyes were cold. “I blocked the hole.”


      “Amazing… So your astral power is related to space-time manipulation. You were a step ahead of me.” Elletear smiled bitterly. She didn’t have the same composure as before. It was clear she was bluffing and had been cornered.


      “You’re an eyesore. Disappear, girl.”


      “Oh, how terrible. What a predicament I’ve found myself in.”


      The witch knelt. As though speaking to the depths of the planet, she placed her hands on the ground and caressed it.


      —So please save me—La Selah Milah Uls.


      The ground rumbled as though it were about to overturn itself. A blast of wind began to blow.


      “Wh-what is that?! Why is the ground shaking?!”


      “Lady Alice, Lady Sisbell, hide! There’s something abnormal about this wind!” Rin had invoked her astral power.


      The ground at her feet swelled, turning into a golem that shielded Alice and Sisbell. However…the ones who needed protection most of all weren’t either of them.


      “I see…”


      He looked as though he was weak and in pain. When Iska turned around, he saw his teacher on his knees. Behind him…


      “Ugh…ah…”


      “Your Excellency?!”


      Risya was holding the beastperson. Unlike Lord Yunmelngen’s normal aloof demeanor, their face had twisted in pain as they held their chest, and their canines peeked from their mouth.


      ……What is this? What’s going on?


      ……Master?! And the Lord is in pain, too?!


      Iska didn’t feel anything strange at all. Neither did Risya, who was holding the Lord. Jhin, Nene, and Commander Mismis, as well as Alice, Sisbell, and Rin all seemed to wonder why the other two were in pain.


      “Now you’ve done it…” The Founder Nebulis landed on the ground, but it didn’t seem intentional. It was as though she’d lost the ability to maintain herself in the air and had fallen. “You woke it? Did you just call the calamity’s name?!”


      “Ah-ha!” The princess with emerald hair began to laugh. “Ah-ha…ah-ha, ah-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! What a wonderful day. The two symbols of the Empire and the Sovereignty—the Lord and Revered Founder—are both crawling on the ground!”


      It was as though she couldn’t stop herself from finding it amusing. She seemed to be caught in a sense of rapture as her face flushed.


      “That’s right, Revered Founder. The stronger your astral power, the more it rejects the calamity. You likely won’t be able to move for a while.”


      Clack, clack…


      As she approached the Founder, her footfalls rang out.


      “It’s simply not part of my sensibilities to lay a hand on a defenseless person, but you’re an exception. I mean, you are a risk factor in my ambitions.”


      “It’s like…you’re saying you could get rid of me…”


      “Yes, Revered Founder.”


      As the Founder gritted her teeth, Elletear looked down at her, rapt with attention.


      “Once I eliminate you, I’ll become the last witch on this planet.”


      Her body transformed. The body of the princess with the face of a goddess changed before their eyes into a dark, transparent monster.


      “You!”


      “Are you surprised? Yes, I’ve already become one with the calamity to this extent. I could even easily crush you in your weakened form right now, Revered Founder.”


      Elletear’s dark hand reached for her, but before she could touch the defenseless Founder, an ice blade grazed her hand.


      “Sister!” The blond girl leaped in front of the immobilized Founder. It was Alice. “Sister, it seems your form is your answer. So you’re no longer a Sovereign princess or our kind sister anymore! You are a monster who will wreak havoc on the world! So that is your answer, then!”


      Her voice went hoarse from shouting. Her eyes were red and swollen as she pointed at the monster in front of her. “In that case, I will stand against you to protect the Sovereignty!”


      An intensely cold breeze began to gust. Vines of ice started to form at a dizzying speed as Alice touched the ground. The broken road froze over, and the vines wrapped around Elletear’s legs. “Lock!”


      “My, my, Alice.”


      Crack.


      The ice began to crack. It was the sound not of Elletear freezing but of the ice around her legs shattering.


      “How?!”


      “What a quaint girl you are. So you’re still holding back on me.”


      Then she disappeared. She left not a sound or a trace.


      “She’s gone?”


      “Oh, a split end.”


      “Eek?!” Alice’s face froze. Her sister had reappeared right next to her and was caressing her hair.


      “It’s very damaged. This is no good, Alice. You must take care of your hair.”


      “Ugh!”


      “But I’ll make sure you don’t have to worry about it ever again.”


      The witch’s fingertips were black and transparent. They crawled up Alice’s neck like five small serpents.


      “I’m sorry, Alice. This is where you’ll…”


      “I’d never allow you to do that!”


      Elletear’s fingers were still intertwined around Alice’s neck, but before she could strangle Alice, Iska swung his sword, though he swiped only at the spot Elletear had been.


      She had instantly teleported.


      Elletear disappeared before Iska could even touch her with his sword.


      ……It’s the same as before. There’s almost no sign of when she’s going to teleport.


      ……It’s the same as Kelvina’s phototeleportation leaps!


      She was almost astral power itself. The laws of physics didn’t apply to Elletear as she was now.


      “Alice!” He ran toward Elletear, who had appeared in front of him.


      Iska yelled at Alice behind him, “Use your ice to capture her again.”


      “What? B-but…!”


      “There’s a weakness to Elletear’s teleportation. She can’t use it when she’s restrained by astral energy.”


      That had been the case with Kelvina. Because she’d been held down by Rin’s golem, she hadn’t been able to make a leap and had fallen to the ground. A moment would be enough. He just needed her to hold Elletear down with her ice vines.


      “I won’t let her escape this time.”


      “Oh, are you confessing your love for me now?”


      She was calm and composed, but Elletear teleported again farther back.
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      She was obviously different. She didn’t hide her heavy caution that she hadn’t shown when facing the Lord, the Founder, or Alice.


      “Ah, that hurt…”


      A small bit of her side was missing from her transparent black body.


      It was where she’d been cut by the astral sword. She still hadn’t been able to recover from the wound.


      “It’s just like Kelvina said. My natural enemy would be incredibly pure astral energy. And if the astral swords are the most potent form of it, I see that it’s true. It seems even touching it is dangerous for me.”


      “I’m sure I told you before…”


      He leaped from the ground. Iska ran closer to her quickly enough that Elletear couldn’t read how far apart they were for a moment.


      “How quick you are…”


      “There won’t be a next time.”


      He would stop her before she could use her powers. In other words, he would win by being the first to strike. That was a tactic that worked with any astral mage, no matter how powerful, including Elletear. But nevertheless…


      “I wanted to be in exactly this situation.” The monster’s voice grew louder. “Even in this form, even if I’m hated by so many, I have a knight who will protect me. Oh, how wonderful it feels to be a princess with a knight in shining armor who comes running to her rescue… I’m truly so happy…”


      This is why I love you, Joheim.


      Iska raised his astral sword.


      Before it could touch Elletear, though, a sword from the side thrust out to stop him.


      “What?!”


      “She is my master, so keep your hands off her, please.”


      It was a red-haired Imperial soldier. Iska thought the man’s battle uniform, which seemed to be a cross between a coat and armor, was incredibly familiar. That was because he had been one of Iska’s colleagues.


      The Saint Disciple of the first seat, the “Flash” Knight Joheim.


      This man had always been Elletear’s and had joined the Imperial forces with the intention of betraying the Empire. Sisbell’s Illumination power had revealed it.


      But when Iska thought about it, he’d had a clue right from the start that this was the case. He had gotten it from Elletear.


      “There was a time when I was close with the Imperial army.”


      “I would love to know. There are two people who wield swords among the eleven Saint Disciples. I wonder who would be stronger: you or Joheim?”


      Elletear had been secretly communicating with someone in the Imperial forces. And she had blatantly disclosed that it was Joheim.


      …Wait.


      ……Does that mean she already saw through things up to this point back then?!


      There were only two Saint Disciples who were swordsmen. In other words, Elletear had predicted the two of them would fight someday to see who was stronger.


      And Iska had replied to her in the past…
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      “I specialize in anti-astral mage techniques. I never trained to fight against people.”


      “Even if I competed, I would fall behind at the first or second strike, and I’d lose at the third.”


      “Oh, Joheim, I was wondering where you had gone.” With the help of Risya’s hand. the Lord stood back up. “I knew you weren’t being honest. I thought you were a spy for the Sovereignty, but I see you were on that thing’s side.”


      “I would thank you for all you’ve done for me, Your Excellency…but alas,” the First Saint Disciple answered with a serious expression. “I approached you in order to obtain information. And you made me a Saint Disciple in order to obtain information from me. We owe nothing to each other. And please do not call my master that thing.”


      “Look for yourself, Joheim. That thing standing behind you is even more of a monster than I am.”


      “There is no monster here.” The knight moved to stand in front of the dark witch to protect her. “I only see a princess with ideals nobler than anyone else’s.”


      “Were you brainwashed?”


      “Of course not.” The one to answer was the monster behind him. “I rejected Joheim multiple times. I told him I was a monster, that the world would hate me, but he never left me. That’s all.”


      Then she went silent. Joheim simply raised his sword as Elletear remained behind him. Both of them were staring at the other side and didn’t move.


      ……Elletear is after the Lord and Founder.


      ……But I’m standing in front with the astral swords. And Alice is behind me.


      They were at a stalemate. Elletear couldn’t attack recklessly. On the other hand, if Iska tried to attack, the Saint Disciple was in his way.


      They were at an impasse.


      In order to break through it, he needed an overbearing offense or…


      “Hmm… Looks like this is over.”


      Clap.


      Elletear had signaled for her guard to retreat.


      “Let’s withdraw, Joheim. I’ll see the rest of you sooner or later.”


      She turned away. It was almost as though the tension had never existed in the first place.


      “I’ll gain much more power from the planet’s core; then, once I’ve evolved, we’ll meet again.”


      “Huh? Are you running away, Sister?!”


      “Yes, I am, Alice. Unlike you, I’m used to running rather than fighting. Oh, but I have thought of something I could tease you with.”


      Elletear turned around. From her outstretched fingers, two dark droplets of water fell and splashed as they hit the ground.


      “Alice, have you ever fought astral power before?”


      “What?”


      “Eidos of the sea and eidos of the earth. You can’t let them escape. Just one of these could destroy the whole Empire and Sovereignty.”


      Splish.


      Elletear and Joheim seemed to sink into the shadows at their feet and disappeared.


      Then, as though to replace them, the black droplets of water rose, forming into two monsters.


      ……Those.


      ……What are those?!


      It sent shudders down Iska’s spine, and he broke out into goose bumps. He felt a sense of emptiness greater than he’d ever felt before against any other enemy he’d faced.


      The monsters, glowing ominously, took on the shape of humans.
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      One was a dark blue that no light could penetrate, like the depths of the ocean. The other was dark red like corrupted soil. In their hands, they held cross-shaped spears that looked as though they could have been made of solid seawater and solid blood. Their heads were perfectly round without any indents at all. Only the spot where their eyes should’ve been was devoid of light, so he couldn’t even see where they were looking.


      The monsters creaked like an old door as their faces slowly turned toward Iska. He felt an unbelievable sense of hostility coming from them.


      “Um, Iska…”


      “Stay back, Sisbell!” He readied his astral swords in his hands and yelled, “They’re no normal opponents!”


      “Lady Elletear, what kind of joke is this…?” Rin muttered.


      In order to keep his distance from the two monsters, Iska slowly backed away.


      “These could destroy the Sovereignty on their own? How could she even joke about that?!”


      “You don’t need to think about what she said, Rin.” Next to her, Alice firmly bit her lip. “She’s now an enemy of the Sovereignty. Just take it as simple provocation. We need to get rid of these monsters quickly. At least, I hope we will…”


      She didn’t let the monsters out of her sight.


      “So let’s say you truly are the Lord. I don’t intend to harm the Empire here today. So—?” Alice quickly asked the beastperson.


      “Keep your eyes ahead. This is a battlefield,” the Lord said without leniency as the blue giant—the eidos of the sea—attacked Alice.


      It glided across the ground, seeming to travel sluggishly, though it slipped along like a skater on ice and approached her at an alarming speed.


      “Blade!” The water waiting at hand solidified before their eyes. The sword Alice had formed using her astral power thrust through the giant’s breast as it charged toward her. Or so it seemed.


      That was how it looked to Iska as he watched the entire thing happen from start to finish.


      The ice sword that Alice had thrown pierced through the eidos of the sea. But now it flew toward Alice.


      “What?”


      Her astral power’s automatic defenses didn’t activate. Because Alice had created the sword, her astral powers didn’t sense it as a threat.


      Zoosh…


      The ice blade made a dull sound as it pierced something. Just before it could harm Alice, a golem had appeared to protect her, and the blade was now deeply embedded in it.


      “Lady Alice, get back!”


      “Guh?!” Alice leaped without worrying about grace. Her expression quickly turned grim. “It deflected my astral power’s attack?!”


      With that single exchange, she understood what happened. The monster could interfere with astral power. It seemed that was what the eidos could do. It likely could reflect astral powers in the same way a mirror could reflect light.


      That was an astral mage’s worst enemy. However…


      Even when faced with such a formidable foe, Rin had been quick on her feet.


      “Knock it back!” Rin ordered.


      The golem raised its arms and hit the giant heading toward Alice.


      Crack.


      When the golem’s fist made contact with the eidos, a small fissure formed in it.


      “I knew it! It can only repel astral energy!”


      Ice astral mages created ice, but earth astral mages manipulated soil. Since Rin was manipulating real dirt, and the golem was made up of it, the eidos couldn’t repel its attacks. It seemed physical destruction would work. So to defeat the eidos, they simply needed to use something other than pure astral power.


      “Guns! This is our time to shine, Imperial soldiers!”


      “Is it, though?” Only Iska, who was the closest to him, had overheard Jhin’s muttering. “Boss, Nene, stop.”


      “Huh?!”


      “Why, Jhin?!” Nene said.


      “I’ll shoot it.” Jhin didn’t wait for them to respond and had his gun at the ready. He had taken aim at the other monster. The red giant was quickly sliding across the ground toward Unit 907. He fired at its knee.


      Blood splattered. The bullet that they were sure had hit the eidos had instead shot through Jhin’s shoulder.


      “Jhin?!”


      “Don’t shoot, Boss! Just like I thought, this is bad. I don’t know how it works, though!” Jhin held his wound and withdrew. Blood dripped onto the ground as he walked. “The red one reflects physical attacks.”


      The eidos of the sea reflected astral energy.


      The eidos of the earth reflected physical impulses.


      As one giant reflected astral energy, they could figure out what the other one did. So any bullets would be sent flying back. They couldn’t even use Imperial artillery on it.


      ……That’s why Jhin was quick to act.


      ……He made sure to calculate everything out with that one shot.


      That was why he’d aimed for the knee.


      Jhin had anticipated the bullet might ricochet, so he’d calculated the angle and made sure it would only graze his shoulder.


      “These monsters really have inconvenient abilities…!” Rin gritted her back teeth.


      These were their natural enemies. Astral mages were made powerless when faced with the eidos of the sea. The Imperial forces were powerless when faced with the eidos of the earth. Elletear hadn’t been lying at all. Each of them had the potential to single-handedly destroy the Empire and the Sovereignty.


      “But all we have to do is trade targets!” Commander Mismis changed her aim as she held her handgun. She pointed it at the eidos of the sea. The gun would work on the blue giant.


      “We’ll take this one!”


      But before she could shoot, the two giants began to chant, almost as though they were reciting a witch’s spells.


      —“Corna killsies. Flame/Blue.”


      —“Ryphe fulis. Lightning/Red.”


      Light and flames issued forth. From a fissure in the ground, ferocious blue sparks started to burst from blue flames. From a tear in the clouds, there came an intense rumble of thunder and a red lightning bolt. Both rushed at them with the force of an avalanche. The atmosphere was scorched, and the road burned as they swallowed everything up.


      There was no way to run from it. The scope was vast and would soon swallow the entire area. The moment they realized that, Iska and Alice moved at the same time.


      “Wall!”


      “Get back!”


      The wall of ice Alice created stopped the flames. Iska used a dent in the wall as a foothold to leap into the air.


      As the lightning fell, faster than the human eye could perceive, his instincts told him where it would strike, and he raised his astral sword. “Hyah!”


      He managed to catch the edge of the lightning bolt with his sword. When the sword met the red flash of light, it broke into several more bolts and disappeared as though melting into the air. However…


      He hadn’t managed to sever it. The sword had only split part of it. Being able to slice through lightning was an act far beyond normal human ability, so Iska had mostly relied on instinct.


      The lightning he’d failed to cut had broken into more bolts, one of which raced toward the girl with strawberry-blond hair behind him.


      “No, Sisbell!”


      “Huh?!”


      Sisbell didn’t even have time to scream. She only opened her eyes wide in fear as lightning pursued her like it was going after its prey.


      “Foolish pupil.” A flash struck down the lightning. Crossweil had stepped in front of Sisbell and stopped it. “You’re forcing me out of retirement.”


      “Uh, um…thank you…?”


      “Yunmelngen.” As Crossweil gripped his sword, which looked similar to the astral swords, he bluntly called the Lord. “Get rid of some people.”


      “You’re so benevolent, Crow.” The beastperson smiled weakly, still in Risya’s arms. “I’m counting on you, astral powers. Please move everyone I count seven hundred meters away from here. Crow, Princess Sisbell, and me.”


      “Wh-what?! Wh-what are you doing?!”


      “And…” The Lord ignored Sisbell and turned around. They pointed at the many people who had collapsed on the ground. “Also all those humans.”


      Fwoom.


      A viscous white wall of liquid groaned as it spread around. The sight was unusual to see, but if the Lord’s words were to be taken as true, the wall was actually a group of astral powers that made up the Planet’s Defense.


      “This is a special service for you, Princess Aliceliese. I’ll transport your soldiers as well. And your sister. They’d be a burden, after all.”


      “Huh?! Wh-who’s a burden?! I am—”


      “Move us.”


      The Lord snapped their fingers.


      The white substance turned into a curtain of light. It engulfed the Lord, Crossweil, Sisbell, and all the other people and teleported them out of the checkpoint.


      “Wait, Your Excellency, are you leaving me to work overtime?!” Risya smiled wanly. “How inconsiderate. I’m supposed to be your staff officer. I’m not meant to be on the front lines. I should be in a nice, air-conditioned office, sipping coffee—”


      “Shut up and move,” Rin shouted. She raised her skirt and gripped a dagger that had been hidden under it in her hand. “Lady Alice, the woman in glasses is able to use artificial astral power. Think of it as an ability that can bind its target. It’s specialized to provide support.”


      “Did you just reveal the secret behind my astral power?!”


      “You and Lady Alice can take the red one. I’ll handle this one.”


      The flames were raging. The blue fire scattered around, trying to engulf the inspection area. It leaped from the paved road to the grass. Dense smoke began to rise from all over.


      The battlefield had been divided in two.


      The eidos of the sea against Rin and Iska’s unit.


      The eidos of the earth against Alice and Risya.


      “Rin!” Alice yelled as blue sparks flitted about. “Don’t worry about me! You need to take care of your—”


      “Veiz—claw.”


      “Huh?!”


      A cross-shaped spear flew through the air. While Alice had been distracted by her concerns about Rin, the red giant had thrown a spear at her.


      “Entangle!” Ice vines rose from the ground and grabbed the spear in midair. She watched the spear break apart into dirt and fall back to the soil from the corner of her eye. “It’s rude to interrupt a lady. If you’re truly my sister’s subordinates, you would do well to—”


      “Veiz—claw.”


      “……Guh! You really are rude!”


      The eidos summoned another spear. With that in its hand, it charged at Alice with terrifying vigor.


      ……So that’s what this is. They don’t have any intelligence.


      ……They’re just beasts after blood!


      Since they were Elletear’s creations, she’d assumed they’d be intelligent, but they were barbarians. Their only reason for existence seemed to be to destroy anything on the planet when they appeared.


      “Then I won’t show you any mercy, either!”


      Ice Calamity—Blizzard of a Thousand Thorns!


      Several hundred ice swords appeared and covered the sky. Even more appeared on the ground. They even formed on an already frozen bench, fully enveloping the giant.


      “Pierce it!” The ice swords rained down like a downpour.


      In that moment, the red giant went into motion. It raised the spear in its hand and swiped at the air, creating a whirlwind.


      Fwoosh!


      The air seemed to shriek. The ice swords headed for the eidos were caught in the tempest and blown away like leaves in the wind.


      “No way…?!”


      It hadn’t used any special ability, technique, or move. It was just swinging its spear and using brute strength to blast away the swords.


      It had supernatural strength. She had no idea how much strength it would take to create such a natural disaster through sheer force.


      When Alice realized the spear was aimed at her breast, all the blood seemed to drain from her body. This was bad.


      “Vines, stop it!”


      The eidos charged with its spear in hand. It slid across the ground with enough force to send the pavement flying in its wake. In an attempt to stop the giant, Alice ordered the ice vines to entangle themselves around it.


      Or that was what she’d intended.


      Crack…


      Right in front of Alice’s eyes, the ice vines were torn to shreds.


      The giant didn’t stop its charge. It easily broke through the ice wall and brought the red spear down toward Alice—but it missed.


      The eidos of the earth stopped.


      It’d just been about to bring down its spear. Though it was almost invisible, the red giant’s knees and neck were entangled in several threads thinner than strands of hair.


      The astral threads, which were far thinner than the ice vines, tangled around the eidos and didn’t let go.


      “Well… If it’s the Lord’s order, I suppose I must comply.”


      From a distance away from Alice, Risya, who seemed to have been watching from afar, spread her arms slowly. A small glowing orb unraveled in the air into threads and traveled along the ground. “This is Spun, my fourth-generation astral power. Well, we’re supposed to hate each other, but shall we cooperate just this once, Miss Ice Calamity Witch?”


      “…”


      “Oh, do you not like being called a witch? It just slipped out.”


      “…No.”


      Risya wore an incredibly sarcastic smile. Alice gave her a genuine smile in response. “Thank you. You saved me.”


      “Well, if you’d make it quick, then. While I still have the giant caught. Shrink!”


      Creak.


      The threads around the eidos’s neck dug in. Though the threads were thin, they were mighty enough to hold back the supernaturally strong and violent giant.


      Right at that moment…the ice sword that Alice threw pierced the eidos.


      “Urgh!”


      It howled in rage. This time, the attack had worked. It seemed that Alice’s astral power, which the eidos of the sea had reflected, was the eidos of the earth’s weak point.


      “Keep it there! Hold it there!”


      “Of course. It’s difficult to lay down the work to use Spun, but once someone is caught, it’s like you’ve as good as won. So please go ahead and… Hmm?”


      Something was off.


      She felt a very minute amount of resistance from the threads wrapped around the red giant, but something was strange about how it felt in a way she couldn’t describe. Risya narrowed her eyes.


      It felt as though the threads were slipping.


      The resistance from the threads was progressively getting weaker, as though she had caught water or air. She was sure she had the eidos of the earth restrained.


      “I don’t have a great feeling about this. Princess Aliceliese, if you’re going to finish it off, you should do it quickly—”


      Something changed.


      As Risya was speaking, the red giant started to transform.
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      Eighth checkpoint, north side.


      The blue sparks were still sputtering in the area and scorching the lawn.


      “Another one!” Rin touched the ground with her hand. The soil writhed and turned into a second golem. “It’s just as you can see. After getting hit with the golem, the monster’s exterior started to crack. It can’t be defeated with astral power, but it doesn’t like physical attacks!”


      “And it doesn’t look like it’s regenerating, either!” Nene added. She leveled her gun at the blue giant—the eidos of the sea. “If we just keep firing at it, we should be able to easily destroy it. Commander!”


      “R-right!” Nene and Commander Mismis stood beside each other. Jhin readied his sniper rifle behind them, and Iska took the forefront to complete their formation.


      “Imperial swordsman.”


      “Okay.”


      Rin and the golem ran at the blue giant, taking the most direct path, followed by Iska.


      ……Rin’s daggers and the golem’s fists.


      ……And my astral swords. All of these are basically poison to the giant.


      They’d be fatal blows. He was sure the eidos couldn’t allow them to hit it if it wanted to survive.


      So what would it do? Would it try to counterattack or dodge them?


      ……If it tries to intercept us with the blue flames, then I’ll cut through those using my astral sword.


      ……If it tries to dodge us, the commander, Nene, and Jhin will shoot it.


      They had an overwhelming advantage in this game. Regardless of what it did, it was cornered. Iska and everyone else had imagined that would be happening soon…


      “Corna killsies. Flame/Blue.”


      “The flames! Rin, stop!”


      He took Rin’s place at the forefront. As the roaring blue flames whirled in front of him, Iska took another step forward. He swiped at the flames using his astral sword. However…its target was neither Iska nor Rin, or even Unit 907 behind them.


      The giant itself was on fire.


      In an instant, the blue giant was fully engulfed in flames.


      “What?!”


      He reflexively stopped. Of course, he couldn’t approach the fire recklessly, but there were also alarm bells ringing, telling him not to move closer. And in that moment, the flames surged, charring the road, swallowing the bench, spreading more and more.


      “Is it self-destructing?”


      “No…”


      He felt cold sweat form on his face. The blue giant was engulfed in the raging inferno and disappeared from view.


      “It’s camouflage!”


      “What?”


      “Rin, protect yourself with the golem!”


      The fire roared.


      The flames burst next to Rin.


      The fire undulated wildly, and the blue giant leaped out from the flames.


      “What?! Golem!” Rin sent the golem off, and she leaped into the air. The giant swung its shining spear and broke the golem into pieces.


      “It’s maneuvering in the flames!”


      Right after Jhin, Commander Mismis and Nene fired their weapons, the three bullets all cutting through the air, but by the time they had been fired, the giant had already disappeared back into the fire.


      ……The giant covered itself in blue flames so it can hide itself and approach us.


      ……This goes beyond camouflage. It assimilated with the flames!


      “Guh!”


      The raging fire didn’t stop spreading even when he sliced at the flare closest to him.


      From the grass to the trees one after another, the flames rapidly spread, and the area that the eidos could freely move around in was increasing.


      ……Maybe Alice could do it?


      ……Maybe Alice’s ice could extinguish the flames?!


      No, it was no use. The eidos of the sea reflected astral energy. If she unleashed the frost needed to extinguish all the flames and it was reflected, they would be the ones suffering casualties.


      “Jhin Big Bro! Can you shoot into the flames?!”


      “I can’t follow it. There’s too much blocking my line of sight.”


      He meant the roaring flames and the heat wave coming off them. He couldn’t keep track of where the eidos had traveled within the flames. Even the sparks in the air were obstructing his vision.


      “Nene, don’t go near the flames. You won’t know when the monster will leap out of them!”


      “I—I know that, but…but the fire is spreading…!” Nene backed away. Even as she did that, the flames slowly crept toward her. It was trying to surround them in all directions.


      “Tsk. Get back, Boss!”


      “[image: image]”


      “Hey, Boss? …Boss?”


      Jhin turned to look to the side.


      Commander Mismis was standing stock-still. She was murmuring something to herself as though she was in a trance and hadn’t noticed the flames coming at her. “…Flames? …Surrounded? …Huh…uh…uh…”


      “Hey, Boss, what’s wrong?!”


      “Right… What did I do…in Alsamira…?”


      She didn’t respond even when Jhin grabbed her shoulder. She seemed to have forgotten to even blink as she turned toward the raging flames.


      “Boss, get back!”


      “You’re in danger, Commander!”


      Jhin grabbed her right hand and Nene her left hand, and they pulled. Commander Mismis fell backward. With hardly a moment to spare, the eidos’s spear lunged from the flames where she had been. If the other two hadn’t acted, Mismis would have been skewered without putting up any resistance, but she still seemed to be in a daze.


      “Imperial swordsman! What happened to your commander?!” Rin shouted.


      “I’m not sure, either. Commander Mismis, what happened?!”


      “……Ugh.” Commander Mismis’s eyes opened wide in surprise. It wasn’t because Iska had called her, however. She was still staring into the flames.


      “So E lu emne xel noi Es—accept me?”


      “Commander?!”


      “No, wait, Imperial swordsman. I can’t believe it’s happening right at this moment…”


      Rin held her breath. She watched as Mismis grasped her left shoulder—her astral crest.


      “It’s started to awaken!”


      She was awakening as an astral mage? As an Imperial, Iska had no idea whether this was good or bad, considering the situation. Rin, meanwhile, was scowling.


      “This is terrible timing. When an astral mage awakens, they hear a voice from their astral power. And during that moment, they lose consciousness, like they’re in a dream. She’s defenseless!”


      “What?!”


      Now that she had told him this, he remembered something similar he’d seen in the past from a century ago that Sisbell’s Illumination power had re-created. The Founder Eve’s awakening had been similar.


      “Who am I?”


      “……Huh? Come on, what are you saying? Eve?!”


      “Wh…what am I…h-human…or astral power…?”


      She hadn’t even woken up when her brother had called her.


      He saw the Founder in Commander Mismis at that moment.


      ……The timing is horrible, just like Rin said.


      ……Why is this happening while we’re fighting?!


      The flames howled, relentlessly bellowing as the sparks flew all around and the heat wave pushed at them, threatening to burn them.


      It also headed straight for the defenseless Commander Mismis.


      “Commander Mismis!”


      “Commander, move!”


      Rin reached out, and Iska held the astral swords as he stood to block it.


      A wave of blue flames approached them.


      And…


      …then it disappeared.


      “……Huh?”


      Iska kept a tight hold of his sword as he blinked.


      What in the world had happened?


      The flames surrounding them shrank before their eyes. Even the heat that blistered their skin subsided. The wind was no longer scorching hot. The heat wave that had once made them break out into a sweat had turned into a gentle spring breeze.


      “Is it the boss…?!” Jhin’s throat was hoarse as he yelled. “The same thing happened in Alsamira! Iska, this breeze is the boss’s astral power!”


      “It is?!”


      Above their heads, a bluish-green twinkling light flickered and whirled around, filling the air. It was the same color as the astral crest on Mismis’s shoulder.


      “Wind astral power? What kind of technique is this? Why are the eidos’s flames disappearing?!” Rin yelled as she looked up at the sky.


      Iska had the same questions. Even after his master’s extensive education about astral powers, he couldn’t think of any that fit this description. However…


      “We’ll figure it out later…!”


      As the flames burst, Iska spun like a top. He headed for the eidos of the sea. The heat and sparks disappeared. The flames shrank, and their surface area dwindled, so he could sense where his opponent was.


      “Jhin!”


      “There!” Jhin fired. The bullet pierced through the blue flames and headed deep within to pierce the monster hiding inside.


      “[image: image]!” It howled in rage.


      The flames wavered. The giant appeared from the flames like a fog had cleared.


      “Corna killsies. Flame/Blue.”


      “It’s trying it again? Don’t let it escape!”


      Rin threw both daggers in her hands. The golem made from earth jumped off the ground, creating a tremor as it did and flinging its fist at the eidos of the sea. Just one more…


      With one more strike, its cracked body would shatter into shards like glass. The moment that strike connected…


      Something changed—in that second, the blue giant transformed right before their very eyes.


      It turned red.


      It shifted from a transparent, sealike blue into a muddy, earthy red. It was so sudden that it seemed like it had occurred in a single instant.


      “Impossible!”


      Rin’s face froze.


      The eidos had turned red.


      The moment the golem’s fist made contact, its arm exploded from the elbow down, turning into clumps of dirt. The impact had been repelled. Without a doubt, it had turned into an eidos of the earth that deterred all physical attacks.


      “Rin, stop!”


      “Guh…!” Rin crossed her arms and instantly created a shield of soil to cover her face. A dagger embedded into it as well. The eidos had sent it flying back, of course.


      “How?!” Nene lowered her gun in a panic.


      Their bullets wouldn’t work on a red giant. If they shot at it, the bullet would only ricochet and come back to injure them.


      “There are two red giants now?!”


      “No, look more closely, Nene.”


      Jhin used his muzzle to point at the eidos’s legs and shoulders. Ice swords were piercing it. The threads from Risya’s astral power were wrapped around its neck.


      “It traded places with the one back there!”


      The two eidoses were two and also one. They could sense when the other was in trouble and switch places. In other words, the one that Alice and Risya were fighting now…


      There was a scream.


      It had come from deeper in the grounds.


      He thought he heard Alice scream in pain from far off, where he shouldn’t have been able to hear her.
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      No astral power existed that could reflect other powers. And no weapons existed that could, either.


      And as for Alice, she’d never experienced something exactly like her own astral power charging back at her on the battlefield.


      “How?!”


      It had turned from red to blue. Dozens of ice blades were flying down when the eidos of the earth had turned into the color of the eidos of the sea right in front of Alice’s eyes.


      The moment those touched the eidos of the sea, they were all sent flying back in various directions.


      “Ugh, shield!”


      The towering ice that formed stopped the blades flying at her. Ice clashed with ice. White frost swept over them, and everything around was cloaked in white mist like a night of the midnight sun.


      “Well, you saved me, Princess. I almost ended up skewered by the ice, too.”


      “I suppose…I should reconsider using astral attacks that are too powerful…”


      The ice tower was filled with holes.


      She glared at the eidos through one gap and felt her left elbow with her hand. She found a slightly red and swollen cut there. There had been too many ice blades flying back that the ice wall she had made so suddenly hadn’t been able to fully protect her.


      ……I can’t believe I’ve been hurt by my own powers.


      ……I feel so ashamed; it’s a wound to my psyche, too.


      “What about your threads?”


      “They’re no longer useful.”


      Risya tried to manipulate them, but the threads, which had become stretched like overused rubber bands, slipped back into her palms. “I was wondering how my threads would be repelled. But it looks like they were the moment they touched the thing.”


      Astral powers wouldn’t work on the eidos of the sea. Alice’s ice and Risya’s threads were no exception.


      “I’ve figured out something. That giant doesn’t have a specific weakness. No matter where we attack it, it repels them.”


      “So you’ve given up?”


      “I don’t think so—wall, spring forth!”


      She raised her right hand. At Alice’s command, an ice wall as large as a skyscraper rose. It had become an ice prison for the eidos.


      “But it can’t reflect anything if we don’t hit it. We can simply trap it.”


      “Oh? And then what?”


      “Run!”


      Follow me, Alice seemed to signal with her eyes as she ran through the frozen grounds. “While it’s trapped, we’ll trade places. We’ll take the red, and Iska’s group will take the blue. The one that we’re best suited for.”


      “But if we switch places, won’t the enemy, too?”


      “It can’t. It can’t do it again. It either has some sort of condition it needs to fulfill in order to or it has to wait a certain amount of time before it can do it again.”


      The same applied to Alice’s Great Ice Calamity. Her powerful technique, which had inspired her other title, had one hidden condition, which was that her surroundings needed to already be cooled to a certain temperature. She also couldn’t use it several times in a row. It required a one-hour cooldown at minimum before she could use it again. Astral power wasn’t inexhaustible.


      “If it could do it again, it would have switched places the moment Rin’s golem first hit it. But it didn’t. It kept it as a last resort.”


      “I see. How astute of you.” As Risya kept pace with her, she looked at Alice with admiration. “I’ll refrain from saying that a witch princess like you should know, considering you’re a monster like it.”


      “You call that refraining?”


      “Yes. Also, you specified we would take the red one and that Iska’s group would handle the blue giant. Why specify Iska rather than Rin?”


      “Urgh?!” She let out a sound that didn’t form into words. She hadn’t even noticed it herself. She knew better than anyone how powerful Iska was, so she ended up saying his name.


      “Are you acquainted with him?”


      “There’s nothing between us! Uh, earlier I, uh… Ugh, this is such trouble. This isn’t the time for—”


      “Corna killsies. Flame/Blue.”


      There was a blast. Behind Alice and Risya, flames had broken the ice cage and sent splinters flying.


      “It already broke out of it?!”


      The eidos of the sea leaped from the cage.


      The giant disappeared into the raging flames.


      Then it leaped out from the flames right next to Alice.


      “Huh?! It overtook us?!”


      It had teleported within the flames. The spreading blue fire was the eidos of the sea’s territory. It seemed the giant could travel within the flames.


      “So it won’t let us go, then… That’s how much it doesn’t want us to switch places.”


      The blue giant stood in their way. As Alice looked up at the giant bathed in fierce flames, she sighed. “I see. In that case—”


      A shot rang out.


      She heard it from far, far off.
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      Eighth checkpoint, north side.


      A strange hex unlike anything they’d heard before rang out.


      “Ryphe fulis, Lightning/Red.”


      From a rift in the clouds, red lightning rained down and tore through the air.


      “That lightning! Imperial swordsman!”


      “Get down!”


      At Rin’s order, the earth heaved. Iska leaped off the slope and flew through the air. As he fell in a straight line, his blade flashed, and he focused himself entirely on bringing his sword down.


      The blade swiped through the lightning.


      “Veiz—claw.”


      “Huh?!”


      It was the red spear.


      Things had gone according to plan until Iska had cut through the lightning. The eidos had timed right then to throw its spear at him. Just before it hurled at him, a bullet shot through the spear’s point.


      “Iska Big Bro!”


      “You saved me, Nene!”


      When he landed on the ground, he leaped again. He charged toward the giant as it made a new spear.


      “[image: image]”


      As soon as it noticed Iska approaching, it stopped forming the spear and backed away immediately.


      “So it’s the astral swords, then.”


      He knew it.


      It had basically been intuition to Iska, but it seemed that even though the eidos repelled physical attacks, the swords would work on it. When Iska approached it, the eidos had reacted as though it dreaded him, which was proof enough.


      ……If the astral swords have an effect on it…


      ……then this is no different from fighting an astral mage!


      He headed toward his enemy again. He would clear away all it threw at him and wouldn’t let it attack in order to make this a quick and decisive battle. However…


      One unforeseen circumstance had made his tactic crumble.


      “…Uh…ah…!”


      He heard a voice that was on the verge of disappearing. Iska, Jhin, Nene, and Rin all watched as the small commander fell to her knees.


      “Commander?!”


      Rin, who was closest, reached out, then hesitated. They were right in front of the eidos’s eyes. If she grabbed Commander Mismis, Rin would be defenseless. Rin had to choose between grabbing her or abandoning her. Rin’s hesitation likely hadn’t lasted more than a fraction of a second.


      “Ugh, damn it!” Rin grabbed Commander Mismis and fell.


      As the eidos looked down at Rin, who had her hands full and was defenseless, it brought down its spear, aiming for Rin’s head.


      “You know what to do!”


      “I know!”


      There was a clear sound.


      Iska stopped the tip of the spear using his astral sword. The sword and spear collided and gnashed like nails scraping against glass.


      “Rin, get back with the commander!”


      “No, stay right there.” As Iska and the eidos were locked together, a voice came from right beside them. “No one move. Iska, you keep that thing in check.”


      “Jhin?!”


      “The boss did her job. Now it’s our turn.” Jhin got his sniper ready. He aimed the muzzle straight for the eidos. Everyone doubted their eyes. Bullets would be sent flying back…


      “Jhin Big Bro?!”


      “Stop! What are you thinking?!”
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      Nene and Rin yelled at him, but the silver-haired sniper said nothing in response. Rather, he hadn’t even heard them. Even Iska opened his eyes wide as he watched, and the sniper continued to stare at the red giant with utmost concentration.


      “Imperial weapons won’t work on this monster. It repels everything.”


      “Jhin Big Bro?! Th-that’s right! So—”


      “So why not?”


      A gunshot rang out. As he spoke, the bullet traveled through the air. It collided with the eidos, then ricocheted. The bullet grazed Jhin’s cheek, then went between Nene and Rin and continued deeper into the space.


      It pierced the eidos of the sea.


      What in the world had happened?


      All of them doubted their eyes. The eidos of the earth that had been shot doubtlessly was still trying to understand it, too. The eidos of the sea that had been pierced by the returning bullet probably had no idea what hit it.


      “Basically…” The sniper, who had single-handedly used the eidos of the earth to make his shot, nodded matter-of-factly. “I just checked the angle of reflection.”


      “[image: image]!” They heard the eidos’s death throes.


      Crick…crack…


      Fragments of light broke off from the shot eidos and fell one after another.


      However…the monster had yet to fall. Though its body was crumbling apart, it leaped into the fire and disappeared. Right after that, the flames still raging behind Rin and the unconscious Commander Mismis wavered.


      “Rin, behind you!”


      The eidos of the sea attacked. The spearhead split in two. Each half headed toward Rin and Commander Mismis.


      “That’s my colleague!”


      “That’s my attendant!”


      The spear cut through thin air. Threads had grabbed the two immobile women and pulled them back. The spear was also stopped by a wall of ice that jutted out from the ground.
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      “Looks like you had an easy job, Ms. Saint Disciple.”


      “And looks like you did a great job, Jhin-Jhin.”


      Risya continued to manipulate the threads. Alice walked over from behind her, her hair fluttering in the wind.


      “Tsk!”


      The eidos of the sea collapsed. Its body went up in flames. Its blue body turned into blue flames—it was self-destructing. As its body was used as the fuel for the fierce fire, it fell over, trying to bring Rin and Commander Mismis down with it. But…


      “Iska!”


      “Right.”


      He didn’t need to be told. Alice’s voice pressed him on as he swung his black astral blade and cut down the burning eidos in one stroke.
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      The eidos of the sea vanished.


      But the battle wasn’t over yet.


      There was another one. The eidos of the earth was still mostly unharmed.


      “Come, divine staff.”


      High in the sky, a youthful voice of depths unknown incanted a spell, and everyone turned to her automatically.


      Yes.


      The strongest and greatest astral mage was with them now that they all thought about it.


      “How troublesome. Is this not over yet?”


      It was the Founder Nebulis.


      The small girl raised her right hand and created a twisted black staff.


      It couldn’t be…


      “Wait, Nebulis?!”


      “This will be my single act of kindness. Get down.”


      Get down!


      They had no time to check who had said it as all of them dove to the ground. They got as low as they could and as far as they could from the eidos, covering their ears and closing their eyes.


      The divine staff fell from the sky.


      The atmosphere seemed to shriek. With a rumble like the world was ending, the ground broke apart, and both wind and a shock wave of equal parts extreme heat and intense cold violently swept over the area as the staff fell.


      There was a gigantic flash of light and a shock wave.


      And though they closed their eyes, they almost fell unconscious from the impact.


      “…”


      Iska opened his eyes. A gigantic crater had been left behind. When he stood up, he saw no trace of the eidos.


      4


      The crater smoked. Nene cautiously looked into the depression, then she turned back around after a bit.


      “It feels so weird… Did the Founder really save us?”


      “Basically. I don’t know if she really meant to.” Jhin sat on some debris.


      Next to him, Sisbell was also perched on other rubble as though it were a chair as she stared at Mismis, who was on her side.


      “Sisbell, how’s the commander?”


      “You don’t need to worry, Iska. She’s in shock, which is very normal for people who have awakened as mages. But it is a little unusual for someone to fall unconscious so suddenly.”


      “I see…”


      He let go of a sigh that had been waiting in his lungs. The nerves he’d had since coming to the eighth checkpoint had finally subsided slightly. The women farther off likely felt similarly.


      “Lady Alice, I may be late in asking this, but why are you here?”


      “Rin, you should start out by asking, Are you all right? before anything else, considering you’re my attendant. By the way, I’m completely fine.”


      “I knew you’d say that, so I simply skipped the question.”


      Alice patted the dust off her clothes. Rin, who stood behind her, seemed somewhat glum. “Didn’t you want me to stay in the Empire, Lady Alice?”


      “I was worried about you. The Founder awakened and was going to attack the Empire. So I left the palace. But what’s going on…?”


      Alice gave the two symbols of the Empire and the Sovereignty, who were standing with their backs against the fencing, a dubious look.


      “I thought you were just going to stand back and watch?”


      “The whole thing was an eyesore.”


      “So have you rethought destroying the Empire?”


      “I still plan to do it.”


      “But the villains in the Empire might have disappeared. I’ll wait at the Lord’s office, so come and see me to talk.”


      “You think I would really fall for that?”


      “You don’t have anything better to do anyway.”


      She had a hard time simply accepting it. Lord Yunmelngen and the Founder Nebulis, who were supposed to be sworn enemies, were having a conversation as though they were friends. Undoubtedly, Alice didn’t understand what was happening.


      ……Right, Alice is the only one who doesn’t know how they’re acquainted.


      ……We saw what happened a hundred years ago using Sisbell’s Illumination.


      The Founder and the Lord were old acquaintances. However, they had parted ways a hundred years ago. Alice was likely watching them with apprehension because she thought they were enemies who could start fighting at any moment.


      “Seems like a waste of time…,” the suntanned girl said bluntly. She got up from the fence. “Yunmelngen, I won’t forgive the Empire for what it’s done. However…”


      “However? What?”


      “It seems I have an opponent I need to crush before the Empire. I’ll go prepare.”


      She turned around, her back facing Lord Yunmelngen. In that one moment, Iska thought he saw her glance his way.


      “I hate this place. I don’t want to be here.”


      She was acting like a sullen child. After making her feelings clear, the Founder Nebulis disappeared through a space rift.
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      The Covered Moon and Clouded Sun


      1


      She was left with a sense of foreboding.


      The previous moonless night had made her chest squeeze tightly and chills run through her.


      “Annihilated? What do you even mean?”


      She only had a little farther to go on the highway that cut across the continent.


      In just less than an hour more of driving, she saw the Imperial checkpoint. She abruptly stopped the wagon in the middle of it, then dashed out from the driver’s seat.


      Imperial territory, eighth checkpoint.


      She looked up in the direction she was headed and gulped.


      “Wait?! Lord Mask and Lady Kissing were there, and the forces were wiped out… What do you mean?!”


      “We’re still collecting information…”


      She was corresponding with the Zoa intelligence unit. While Shanorotte had left for the Empire, another unit stayed behind at the Moon Spire and watched the movements of the Lou and Hydra.


      “We have lost communication with Lord Mask and the fifteen from the elite unit with him. We can’t get in touch with any of them.”


      “This can’t be true…”


      A cold sweat broke out on her forehead. She couldn’t believe it. The news was so unimaginable that her throat tightened, and her voice grew hoarse.


      “B-but the Revered Founder is headed to the Imperial capital, isn’t she?! That was the whole reason why we decided now was the time to launch a surprise attack on the capital and free our captured brethren…”


      “That was the plan.”


      “And Lady Kissing was there, too! Even if the Imperial forces had sent out a Saint Disciple, they couldn’t have killed everyone!”


      “That’s why we have no idea what’s going on, either!”


      She heard a yell through the comm. On the other side of the line, she also heard someone hit a table.


      “Shanorotte…go to the eighth checkpoint as planned.”


      “And then?”


      “If the elite unit was annihilated, you should see traces of the aftermath. Gather all the intel you can. Also…there is still a remote chance that they simply had malfunctioning comms and couldn’t get in touch with us.”


      “And if that isn’t the case…?”


      If it was true—if Lord Mask and Kissing and all the people they brought with them had been killed, what was she to do?


      “[image: image]”


      The other end of the line was silent.


      “Lord Growley, our leader, went missing during the Imperial forces’ palace raid. And Lord Mask took leadership as the proxy while the Zoa household was shaken by our head’s absence. The commanding officers, staff officers, and astral corps itself have their trust in him, and the Zoa household is currently centered around Lord Mask’s abilities.”


      “That’s right.”


      “And Lady Kissing is the Zoa’s special weapon. The Lou’s Aliceliese and the Hydra’s Mizerhyby… Only Lady Kissing could compete against them in the conclave.”


      “So what? I’m asking you what’s going to happen. What happens if we’ve lost Lord Mask and Lady Kissing?!”
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      The silence this time was longer. She had no idea how long she waited. Eventually, she heard a sigh of resignation from the other end of the line.


      “Then the Zoa are as good as done.”


      “…Huh?!”


      Then she heard a thud, and the line went dead as she realized the comm had been thrown on the ground.


      “This can’t be real… I should be the one throwing my comm down!”


      Her thoughts were still in disarray. Her mind hadn’t been able to keep up with reality, and even she realized that she was blanking out. If she attempted to drive again in this state, she was certain to crash.


      “What is happening…?”


      She balled her hand into a fist. Shanorotte felt the pain of her fingernails digging into the palm of her hand, and she gritted her teeth.


      “The end of the Zoa? I’d never accept that! Never!”


      If—and only if—that happened, she’d take everyone down, too. She’d go out with a bang.


      2


      The Nebulis royal palace.


      Sun Spire terrace, bathed in bright morning light.


      “Really now…the Lou and Zoa… We do not want to sink along with them.”


      He was Talisman, the head of the Hydra and known as “the Surge.”


      He wore a pure-white formal suit. His deep, chiseled features and dull golden hair made him a perfect male specimen at the age of forty.


      However…


      The man’s commanding visage at that moment was grimly contorted in a way no person had witnessed before.


      “We lost contact with the Eight Great Apostles. And the moment the Zoa family’s unit reached the Imperial border, they were annihilated by some unknown force as well as the Imperial soldiers that were stationed there. Well then, Mizy.”


      “Yes, dearest Uncle,” the princess sitting across from him answered.


      Mizerhyby Hydra Nebulis IX.


      The girl had a chiseled, deep-set face, and her hair was a stunning lapis lazuli. Though her hair had originally been as golden as Talisman’s, the manifestation of her formidable astral power had transformed it blue. As the next in line to lead the Hydra, she was also their candidate for queen.


      “I’ll keep this brief. Would you be capable of doing this?” Talisman asked.


      “No.”


      “Would Alice?”


      “No.”


      She answered without hesitation, and she shook her head both times. “The Eight Great Apostles were the supreme authority pulling the strings behind the scenes in the Empire. She was able to wipe them out in a mere few hours and annihilate both the Zoa’s and the Imperial forces without any survivors… What kind of person could do something so heartless and requiring so much power? This goes beyond human capabilities.”


      “Yes, you’re right. I think you’ve made the correct determination.”


      Talisman touched his coffee cup; however, he did not pick it up. That was how deeply immersed he was in his thoughts.


      “Human beings shouldn’t possess the calamitous power at the planet’s core, but among the several hundred subjects, only Elletear was able to adapt to it.”


      “That was what Kelvina summarized in her report.”


      However, what they meant by adapt was that the subject’s body did not fall apart. They had expected Elletear’s psyche to break under the strain of the great power and that they would be able to control her as part of their schemes. That was why the Eight Great Apostles had agreed to the experiment.


      They had expected to gain a powerful doll.


      But they had been wrong.


      Instead, they’d created a true witch.


      “We expected the power to swallow her… I can’t believe she would be the one in control.” He sighed.


      Talisman wondered how long it had been since he had truly sighed after taking over as head of house.
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      “It’s also been a while since I felt this irritated. Nothing has been going to plan. What do you make of it, Vichyssoise?”


      “Right… Kinda sounds to me like this is a pretty bad situation to be in.”


      That was the third person on the terrace involved in their discussion. The red-haired girl leaned against the terrace’s handrail. She wore a stud on her right ear and a hoop earring on her left. Though her combative eyes said she was a ruffian, this girl was no human—she was Subject Vi.


      In the past, she had been taken to the same facility as Elletear.


      “You truly believe it has come that far, even as someone in the same position as Elletear?”


      “Oh, please don’t, sir. I was a failure. If you compare Elletear and me, you’ll end up making the same mistake as the Apostles.”


      “I would appreciate any advice you have to avoid their fate.”


      “I’m afraid I’ve got nothing. To put it simply, she’s turned into an unstoppable monster. If we’re careless, we might be wiped out, too.” She was telling them to give up—the girl shrugged as if to drive that point home. “This may sound contradictory, but if we want to do anything, we need to act now.”


      “And what do you mean by that?”


      “Elletear will continue to evolve.”


      “…”


      “She’ll likely head to the planet’s core to get more of the calamity’s power. And once that happens, it’s game over. The Empire and Sovereignty would fall overnight.”


      “I see. So you mean that because she will only grow stronger, she is at her weakest now.” The head of house crossed his arms. As Mizerhyby and Vichyssoise watched him, he silently continued to brood. “It seems the Eight Great Apostles have given birth to an unthinkable monstrosity.”


      He sighed again, then stood up. “Vichyssoise, do you know where Elletear is?”


      “Hmm…it’s just like I said. She’ll aim to make contact with the calamity at the planet’s core. And there’s only one way to get there from the surface.”


      “A vortex, then?” Mizerhyby asked.


      Following Talisman’s lead, she stood up from her seat on the terrace bathed in sunlight.


      “She’ll look for an untouched vortex and trace it back to the core. A human could never do that, but Elletear might. Isn’t that right, Uncle?”


      “We should look into how we’ll pursue her as quickly as possible.”


      Talisman turned around.


      With the princess and his subordinate following him, the head of the house of sun left the dazzling terrace behind him.


      However…none of them noticed it—that, as they had been mulling over their thoughts, the sun above them had been covered by clouds.


      The very same dark clouds that had swallowed the stars and moon the night before were presently blotting out the sun, but not a single person from the Hydra family had noticed.
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      More Than a Prisoner, Less Than a Guest


      Imperial territory, eighth checkpoint.


      When the Imperial forces’ reinforcements arrived, the place looked like the scene of a disaster. The roads were split, railcars had been upended like cast-aside toys, the grass had been singed into char, and most conspicuous of all was the gigantic crater in the middle of the checkpoint.


      “Can we really say the Founder did all this? Are you sure, Ms. Saint Disciple?”


      “It’s fine, Jhin-Jhin. His Excellency has said so. Oh…you there, medic, take the injured to get treatment. We’ll ride a separate helicopter, so you don’t have to wait for us.”


      Jhin scowled, but Risya kept up her easygoing tone. “If we come out to the public about the monster Elletear has become, we’ll just have nothing but more trouble on our hands.”


      “I suppose you’re right… And I guess the Eight Great Apostles were also the reason why she ended up like that.”


      “That’s correct. The people responsible for it are gone, too.”


      That was why they were pinning it all on the Founder. It was true that the Founder Nebulis had attacked the seventh checkpoint nearby, and many people from the forces had witnessed it, too. That would be the simplest public announcement to make to the world.


      “You, from the second communication team, once you get in touch with headquarters, make sure to—”


      “Risya.”


      Risya was busily giving orders when Iska called out to her from behind.


      “May I ask a question? It’s nothing important, but…”


      “Hmm? What’s up, Isk?”


      “I don’t see the Lord or my master.”


      “The Lord went back ahead of us. Just think of what they look like. And after your master spoke with the Lord before they left, he wandered off somewhere, too.”


      “Why does he have to be so erratic?!”


      He had a mountain of questions for his teacher. He understood most of what had taken place a century ago in the Empire through Sisbell’s powers, but there was still something important that remained.


      ……What is the calamity at the planet’s core?


      ……And my master wasn’t the only one who was concerned about it—the Founder and Elletear were, too.


      No one had told Iska what it was.


      He’d learned only bits and pieces from his master and the Founder Nebulis’s conversation. And that the swords in his hands were their hope to fight against the calamity.


      “Hey, staff officer.”


      Rin had finished treating the wounds. Behind her, Alice was headed in their direction as well.


      “There’s something I want to check.”


      “Ask away—as long as it’s not about Imperial secrets or my age or weight, that is.”


      “It’s about what’s happening to them.” Rin motioned with her chin at the Zoa’s astral corps that the Imperial reinforcements were carrying.


      ……Did they try to take advantage of the Founder’s movements to get into the Empire?


      ……Then they ran into Elletear.


      They had likely been Elletear’s next prey after the Eight Great Apostles, but they’d been wiped out simply upon meeting her.


      Though he pitied them for running into an unreasonable battle against an indomitable opponent, he strangely also felt they’d gotten their just deserts.


      “The Zoa family’s decision ran counter to what our queen sought. Now that they’ve been captured by the Imperial forces, we don’t plan to beg you to treat them with mercy. However, if you’re planning any inhumane—”


      “Oh, so that was what you were worried about.” Risya dismissively waved her hand.


      The medic team continued to carry away the comatose Zoa.


      “They’re headed to an astral-illness research institute. Chief Newton is such an astral-power maniac that he’ll investigate whatever ails them regardless of whether they’re friend or foe, especially considering that the illness is such a rarity… He’ll treat them with care.”


      “And there better not be a change of plans for their treatment.”


      “All right, all right. Oh…? Looks like while we were talking, our helicopter arrived.”


      Risya looked up at the sky. It was a large aircraft, and one Iska was familiar with. It steadily descended. They would ride this helicopter back to the capital.


      “It looks like this is good-bye, Iska.”


      When he turned around, he found a princess whose strawberry-blond hair fluttered in the wind looking up at him with a fleeting smile that seemed as though it could fall apart at any moment.


      “We will leave through the border and go back to the Sovereignty. Mother must be worried about us, and most importantly, we need to tell her about Elletear.”


      “Oh, right…”


      Yes. They had agreed to be Sisbell’s guard only at the start. He never could have imagined their contract in Alsamira would have led to such a long journey.


      “Is Commander Mismis still unconscious?”


      “She’s awake now. Nene and Jhin are keeping an eye on her, so you don’t have to worry.”


      “Please thank the three of them for me as well. You too, Rin.”


      “Excuse me?”


      When Sisbell said the attendant’s name, Rin blinked in surprise.


      “You should thank them, too.”


      “Me?! Why?!”


      “It seemed to me like the Lord was catering to your every need in that room. You had such lavish meals each day.”


      “I was a prisoner, you realize?! A-anyway, it was all a misunderstanding! They never showed me any hospitality at all!” Rin insisted, her face going red.


      “Lady Alice, Lady Alice, please say something!”
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      “……Lady Alice?”


      Rin felt something was off and turned around. Beside her, the golden-haired girl was silently staring at the ground. It seemed she hadn’t listened to Sisbell and Rin’s conversation at all.


      “Alice?”


      “Huh?”


      The moment Iska said her name, she jumped in surprise and let out a small yelp despite not responding to anyone else until that moment.


      “Wh-what?! You… Why would you shout at me suddenly like that…?”


      “I wasn’t the only one. Rin was, too. She was calling your name.”


      “What?”


      “Hmm…” Rin’s eyes suddenly grew cold. “You won’t respond to me, but you will to the Imperial swordsman, then?”


      “Of course not! It was a coincidence… I just had something on my mind!”


      Alice suddenly flipped her golden hair. Even though she was acting strong at the moment, he felt as though he saw something fragile about her from her side profile, but Iska wrote it off as having been his imagination.


      “Let’s go back to the Sovereignty… Shall we, Rin? Sisbell?”


      Alice turned around—or so Iska thought. She seemed to linger for a few seconds as though hesitating about something; then the Nebulis princess turned her clear face partially toward him.


      “Iska…I can’t talk to you much, considering our positions, but it seems I owe you after this. Thank you for watching over Rin and my sister.”


      “It’s just how things panned out. I merely chose to do what I needed to in order to survive.”


      “……Yes, of course.”


      She suddenly smiled. Then she turned to face the checkpoint’s gate.


      “Oh, wait right there.”


      A voice came from Risya’s comm. It was the Lord’s voice—the very one who had disappeared not too long ago.


      “Oh, Lord? Didn’t you already go back?”


      “I’m in the Lord’s office. Anyway, Risya, are the Sovereign princesses still there? Princess Aliceliese in particular.”


      “Me…?” Alice turned around, looking nervous. “Did the leader of the Empire just say my name?”


      “Don’t you want to know what happened to your older sister to make her like that?”


      “…Huh?” Alice gulped. She’d been planning on not letting anything perturb her, but she found it hard not to react to this. “Then let me ask you a question. How much do you know?”


      “More than you would. After all, I do look the way I do. I’m a monster much in the same way as your sister.”


      “H-how dare you call her that…!”


      “A monster? Just look around you. All the Imperial forces and astral corps who are being carried behind you were victims of Elletear. She didn’t make a distinction between them. Or does this look like anything other than an act of savagery to you?”


      “…W-well…” Alice wasn’t sure what to say. She understood that Elletear was no longer the sister she had known.


      “It’ll be worth your while. I’ll tell you all I know about that monster. So come back with Risya.”


      “Huh?!”


      “What?!”


      Sisbell reacted first, then Rin. Simply put, the Lord was saying that they wouldn’t be returning to the Sovereignty. Alice was being called to the Lord’s office—in other words, the capital.


      “Are you asking me to become a prisoner of the Empire?”


      “I suppose you’re more than a prisoner but not quite a guest.” There was a nonchalant laugh from the other end of the line. “That’s right, Princess Aliceliese. You’re the Ice Calamity Witch, aren’t you?”


      “…” Alice didn’t say anything. The Ice Calamity Witch was feared and reviled by the Imperial forces. Confirming his suspicions was possibly very dangerous.


      As though the Lord had seen through Alice’s conflicted emotions, the beastperson said, “No hard feelings, just for now.”


      The voice on the other end of the line was incredibly calm. In fact, even Iska felt it was surprisingly anticlimactic listening to the indifferent tone from beside them.


      “As long as you promise not to make a ruckus, I won’t do anything uncalled-for, either. And I promise you as much freedom as you want.”


      “What are you plotting…?”


      “This conversation will serve in my self-interest as well.”


      In that moment, they all imagined the beastperson flashing a smile full of fangs.


      “I’d like you to defeat your own sister.”


      A war between siblings.


      The Lord had proposed a ghastly future for the sisters.


      “I came up with the idea based on the earlier conversation. It seems Elletear hasn’t been able to fully abandon her love for her own family. So wouldn’t you be the most ideal assassin? I’ll give you all the information you need to know in order to defeat her.”


      The Lord’s proposal showed no restraint. Who knows how long it must have taken the Lord to come up with such a plan. Alice took the comm and offered up a weak, wan smile.


      “What more would I expect from the Empire? You truly show no mercy to witches.”


      “Your sister is planning to destroy your home country soon, you know?”
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      “We’re already past the point where we can think of only protecting our own countries. Either we both survive or we all go down together. If you don’t want to cooperate, you can go home. You’re free to wait for your fate in your home country.”


      “I’ll…”


      She went silent again. Alice hung her head and was quiet as everyone’s gazes were on her.


      “I—”


      But in the moment of Alice’s much-awaited decision, the girl with strawberry-blond hair interjected. “Th-then I’ll stay!”


      “Oh? Was that Princess Sisbell I heard?”


      “It is I!” Sisbell placed a hand on her breast. “Elletear is no longer herself… No, perhaps that was who she always was, but if that’s the case, as her sister, I need to stop her!”


      “Oh?” The Lord seemed rather amused. “But your astral powers aren’t suited for battle. Do you plan on heading straight to your death, then?”


      “I can help in other ways instead of fighting. And I think more than anyone else in the Sovereignty, the best person to consult on how to stop Elletear is you.”


      “How clever you are. You’ve understood correctly.”


      “And don’t you still need my abilities? I should be able to help with analyzing my sister’s powers.”


      “I applaud your nobility, unlike a certain half-hearted second princess.”


      “Why, of course!” The third princess thrust out her chest as though it was her time to shine. “In place of my cowardly sister Alice, I will— Mrf!”


      “Wh-wh-who’s supposed to be cowardly?!”


      This time it was Alice’s turn. Just as her younger sister was triumphantly making her declaration, Alice had placed both her hands on either side of her sister’s face and squeezed her cheeks, and she seemed to glare at her sister as though challenging her.


      “Unlike you, I think through my decisions!”


      “Hee-hee. Are you scared, Sister?”


      “Of course I’m not! Ugh, fine then.” Alice let out a long sigh. She exchanged looks with Rin, then glared at the comm in her hand. “You can take us anywhere you want in the Empire. But you must treat us courteously. If you don’t, I will go on a full rampage.”
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      The Bent and Abandoned Thorn


      1


      Imperial capital, third military hospital.


      This was the sole hospital within the Empire that specialized in astral diseases. Though very few could use Curse, Brainwash, and Poison astral powers, that also made treating such afflictions exceedingly difficult. And because of that, the doctors at this hospital were all experts in treating astral illnesses.


      The hospital’s second ward.


      “Well, looks like we’re gonna get busy. This is an astral illness we’ve never seen before, after all.”


      The hallway was bathed in bluish-white light.


      The cheerful voice echoed through the milk-white tiled hallway as a thin man briskly walked down the hall. His assistant wearing a white coat accompanied him by his side.


      “It’s the eighth checkpoint. We believe the incident occurred about seven hours ago. Is that right, Michaela?”


      “Yes.”


      “Thirty-nine victims in total. Twenty Imperial soldiers who were guarding the checkpoint. And nineteen elite Nebulis forces that were trying to invade Imperial territory. All of them were taken down. Their common symptom is a coma caused by some unknown factor. They have been unable to regain consciousness. So what’s been tried thus far?”


      “Noises, including calling their names. External physical stimuli, such as hitting their shoulders. Strong stimulants. None had any effect.”


      “All right.” The emaciated man nodded in satisfaction once Michaela, the medical professional, had finished her smooth delivery of the report. “Michaela, the chart, if you could?”


      “Chief Newton.”


      “What is it?”


      “You already have the chart in your hand.”


      “Oh my. It seems you’re right. I was so lost in thought, I’d forgotten. It’s like when you’re wearing your own glasses while looking for them.”


      When Michaela pointed that out, the bearded chief smiled wryly. The Saint Disciple of the tenth seat was Sir Karossos Newton, the laboratory’s chief.


      His nickname was the “sickliest researcher.” The man’s shoulders and limbs looked as though they would snap with a light breeze. They showed he was an exception—he was the only civil official among the greatest military force called the Saint Disciples.


      “Do you think the one who did this is the Founder Nebulis?”


      “That is what will be reported to the public. We received word from Ms. Risya that the truth is one of the Eight Great Apostles’ secret experiments went rogue. So in more concrete terms, it means the Nebulis Sovereignty’s First Princess Elletear was the one who did this.”


      “A witch of yet-unknown capacity, then…,” Chief Newton murmured quietly. “That does seem to align with the astral illness we are dealing with this time. We haven’t seen any precedent for it. The Eight Great Apostles were likely trying to investigate whether they could create a witch greater than the one we already know exists. The thirty-nine at the eighth checkpoint were simply unlucky they were attacked. Though they’re also lucky to be alive.”


      “You consider this lucky?”


      “Of course. I can examine them, do my research, and help them recover—that is what I intend to do, at least.”


      He flung out his arms and almost sang the words. That man stopped at a room at the end of the hall.


      “Especially her. She is the only witness who has faced the witch Elletear and lived to tell the tale. Well…I suppose all thirty-nine survived, but she is the only one who can speak.”


      “Please be careful,” Michaela said. She already had a gun holster conspicuously hanging off her hip. “She’s a purebred type. She may look like a young girl, but Ms. Risya has said she’s as dangerous and powerful in combat as the Ice Calamity Witch.”


      “How exciting. Wonderful.”


      “She’s in three different astral-sealing handcuffs…but we don’t know how well those will hold back her purebred powers. We’re keeping an eye on her with surveillance cameras, and I’ve requested she be shot if she shows any sign of hostility or abnormality.”


      “What is the witch’s name?”


      “According to the report…” Michaela scanned the paper in her hand.


      “It’s Kissing.”


      The door unlocked. It creaked solemnly as its massive metal facade swung open.


      It was a witch interrogation room. It was furnished with a rectangular table and two nondescript chairs. The ceiling was equipped with three cameras. In addition, astral-energy sensors were installed in the corners of the ceiling and floor.


      “Pardon me, my lovely girl.”


      Chief Newton and Michaela entered.


      A black-haired girl sat in one chair and did not so much as flinch. Her face was charming, and though small, her lips were a fine bloodred color. If someone were to pass by her on the street, they likely would have turned to take another glance at her beautiful features.


      However…


      She continued to stare at the ground, and she did not react to the two doctors in the slightest as they walked in.


      “How are you feeling? We need to keep the handcuffs on you for our own safety, but if you have any requests other than to have those off, please tell me.”
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      “And please don’t worry, my dear. We do not intend you any harm. Well, I suppose that may sound cliché. I won’t deny it’s a classic line that would be used to win someone over.”


      “[image: image]”


      “Well, let’s cut to the chase, shall we? We—the Empire, I mean to say—would like to work with you.”


      Newton took a seat. He faced Kissing across the table.


      “You were attempting to cross into Imperial territory. As you approached the eighth checkpoint, you had the misfortune of encountering a monster. Isn’t that right?”


      “Guh.” She flinched. Chief Newton didn’t fail to notice the slight shudder.


      She was frightened.


      The monster had left a deep mark on the psyche of a purebred type who made the Imperial forces shudder herself.


      “I know you saw the monster’s power.”


      “[image: image]”


      “We are looking for information. We need clues in order to treat those who have fallen prey to her. That includes your fellow astral-corps members, of course.”


      “My…fel…low…?”


      This was the first time the girl had spoken.


      “My uncle…?”


      “Hmm? Who’s this uncle of yours?”


      “[image: image]”


      “Oh, pardon me. It seems you don’t want me to pry.”


      Chief Newton dramatically cleared his throat. A few seconds passed.


      “Now, I know you may have some reservations about working with the Imperial forces, but it truly isn’t a big deal at all.”


      “[image: image]”


      “This is a trade—a strategic negotiation of mutual benefit, if you will. We are simply making a transaction that will help us both. You give us information about the witch’s secrets that you witnessed, and we will use that to research a method to wake the victims up from their comas. That means your fellow companions will awaken, too. Now, isn’t that a happy thing for us both?”


      “[image: image]”


      The girl remained silent.


      Though she had shown fear for a moment and temporarily broken her silence, that was like nothing more than the ripple of water in a fountain. The water would reclaim its serenity in the same way the girl’s face immediately grew clouded over in deep shadow.


      She had no intention of talking to him.


      No. Her will to talk had been eroded away—that was the impression she gave.


      “Hey, hey, hey, hey!”


      Right at that moment, there was a commotion and the sound of footsteps.


      “I’m coming in, Newt!”


      The door was theatrically kicked open, and a wild-looking female soldier came rushing in.


      This was the Saint Disciple of the third seat, the Incessant Tempest, Mei. She had messy long hair and tanned skin, as well as bizarrely long canines that peeked out from her lips.


      She wore a combat-uniform-style tank top from which her arms of steel protruded. The gleam in her eyes gave her the look of a large feline predator.


      Right then, her eyes flashed.


      “Newt, you really caught that witch?!”


      “Hmm? How unusual. Why would you leave your post guarding His Excellency to come to a gloomy place like this?”


      “Out of curiosity, obviously. And I came here to horse around a little.”


      She triumphantly entered the interrogation room. Then she looked down at the handcuffed girl seated at the table and let out a “wow!”


      “I am Kissing Zoa Nebulis IX.”


      “My nickname’s the Incessant Tempest. I’ll teach you why I’m called that.”


      They’d fought to kill each other in the past when the Imperial forces tried to attack the Nebulis palace as part of an operation. Mei had headed to the Moon Spire and begun a battle with Kissing.


      At the time, they’d concluded in a draw.


      “Wow, what a surprise. It’s really her. How’d you catch her?”


      The Saint Disciple peered at the witch who was her sworn enemy.


      “Been a while, missy. Too bad we were interrupted back then. Wait, didja really get yourself captured before we could even settle things? Or what? Did you let yourself get caught just so you could see me?”
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      The young witch still did not respond. She remained silent and continued to look down. Mei didn’t seem worried and simply drew her face close out of curiosity.


      “Hey, c’mon, answer me, will you? You can still use your astral powers even with those handcuffs on, can’t you? Unlike those guys, I can tell. Stop pretending to comply and attack already. C’mon.”


      “[image: image]”


      “Heeey, missy. You still waiting for something?”


      Mei leaned forward.


      She playfully looked at the witch’s face, which was still downcast. However…Newton and Michaela could see Mei’s face cloud soon after. At first, she’d seemed curious, but then her expression steadily turned sour. And finally…


      Whoom!


      She suddenly threw the table right into the ceiling.


      “Eep!” Michaela screamed and cowered. “Wh-wh-what do you think you’re doing, Ms. Mei?! Why would you destroy a table?!”


      “’Cause I’m frustrated.”


      The table had turned into splinters when Mei had kicked it while righting herself. The wreckage flitted through the air and fell on Michaela’s and Newton’s heads.


      “Boring…,” Mei grumbled.


      The black-haired girl still hadn’t so much as flinched despite the destruction. Mei looked down at her soberly.


      “She’s been completely broken.”


      “Hmm?”


      “Yeah, Newt, questioning her is meaningless. There’s nothing left in there. She’s just a husk that’s lost all her spirit and willpower… Ugh, why’d I even bother coming?”


      She let out a dramatic sigh.


      “There’s no point in even provoking her. See ya, Newt. I’m leaving her to you.”


      She turned her back on them without waiting for a reply.


      There was something despondent about her footfalls as the Saint Disciple of the third seat disappeared down the hall.


      Fifteen minutes had passed since then.


      After the witch had remained silent no matter how they addressed her, both Newton and Michaela had also given up on negotiating and left the room.
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      Night fell.


      The curtain of black smoothly descended upon the bright blue skies, reaching the horizon. Now was time for the moon to shine brightly. She had been taught as a child that night was nothing to be frightened of. The radiant moon in the night sky was sure to keep her safe.


      They were the family under the moon’s protection. That was what she had been taught about the Zoa family and what she had grown up to believe.


      ……But now what will I do?


      ……I can’t believe that anymore. Even if I want to, I’m so scared of the night that I can’t.


      And it was all that person’s fault.


      “I will let you listen to the requiem of the planet.”


      “Guh.”


      Her entire body shuddered; then Kissing was struck with full-body shivers.


      She’d recalled it all over again. The Lou family’s First Princess Elletear… The sound of the monster’s voice. She could tell through her special eyes—unique eyes that contained her astral crest—she could see the flow of astral energy.


      The Revered Founder: Greater than anyone else’s. Ferocious. A storm.


      The Lord: Small but magnificent. An extensive mountain.


      Aliceliese: Large. Beautiful. An ice flower.


      Mizerhyby: Large. Brilliant. The sun.


      Sisbell: Small. Fleeting. Fluorescent.


      And the astral corps: Very small. Each slightly different.


      But hers was bad. The power surging from Elletear’s entire body had transformed into something that was no longer astral energy.


      It was something absolutely wicked.


      The closest she could describe it was as a reaper, as a nightmare. Simply seeing it had made her feel the specter of death.


      However…


      She was still alive.


      Why?


      Was it because she was strong? It wasn’t that.


      Had she been saved by someone else?


      Had Elletear let her go?


      No.


      She’d been protected.


      “Uncle…”


      The floor was cold.


      She crawled along the nearly pitch-black room. On a bed in the corner of the room was a man on a respirator.


      He had a large burn mark on the right side of his face.


      She’d been told it was from a wound he’d suffered while young in a battle against the Imperial forces. It was painful to look at, and so, as a member of the royal family and someone who was very visible to the public eye, he had covered it with an extravagant mask. And out of a sense of satire, he had begun to go by another name after that—Lord Mask.


      Now his face was bare. Showing it to the Imperial forces was likely a humiliation he would have died rather than have happen. But without taking it off, he could not be on the respirator.


      “Uncle…”


      She caressed his scar. She imagined him waking up—Stop that, Kissing, he’d say—but he didn’t. She knew such a vain hope was too convenient to come true.


      He wouldn’t open his eyes.


      In that moment, all the Zoa’s elite forces present at the checkpoint should have been incapacitated.


      But…


      “I will let you listen to the requiem of the planet.”


      “Run, Kissing! You have to—”


      Lord Mask On’s astral power was Gate.


      Before the witch Elletear could use her Planet’s Requiem, a teleportation gate had opened in front of Kissing. And then everything had gone dark…


      Before she realized it, she was alone and far away from everyone else, and they had all fallen over.


      “…Uh…why…?” She began to sob. “Uncle…Uncle…you could have escaped, too, couldn’t you…?”


      One person could escape—he could have escaped on his own.


      “You did this to save me… You sacrificed yourself…”


      Noon had passed; then night arrived.


      Even if she waited until morning, she knew he wouldn’t wake. Not ever.


      “I’m sorry!”


      The dam broke.


      In the hazy light, the beautiful girl’s eyes welled with giant tears that began to fall.


      “I’m sorry… I’m sorry, I’m sorry, sorry, sorry… I—I was too weak! It must have hurt. You must still be hurting…but I…I can’t do anything!”


      She realized she was powerless.


      She had been applauded for her wonderful powers. She’d been lionized as someone fit to be queen, but she was painfully aware of just how weak she was.


      And…


      She had understood one other thing.


      “Uncle…I realized…that something as frightening as this could exist…”


      Was it the monster?


      The fear from facing death?


      No, not those.


      “I’m afraid…of being alone…”


      Lord Mask remained on the bed. No matter how she called him or caressed his scar, he did not wake. He could no longer say her name. And he would not pat her head anymore.


      The moment she realized that, she understood. More than the despair of not being able to defeat the witch Elletear, more than the fear of facing death…


      “I’m frightened of being alone. I don’t want a world without you, Uncle…”


      More than death and more than anything, she feared the thought of being alone forever.


      “You may be upset with me, Uncle…”


      She held the hand of the man who had lost his mask. With her trembling hands, she gripped his.


      “I do not have the option to choose. No matter what I need to do…I will get revenge for you.”


      The dark clouds parted.


      In the observation room, under the piercing moonlight, the princess of the moon lifted her face.
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      The Relationship Alice Knew Not Of


      1


      Inside the transport helicopter.


      In the airlift heading to the capital, Risya signaled Unit 907 to come closer with her hand.


      “Mismis, Isk, Jhin-Jhin, and Nene. I have something important to talk about, so come here for a sec.”


      “Now, this doesn’t bode well.” Jhin was the first to stand up. “I’ve never heard you call anything important to talk about before. You were even blunt about how the Lord looks… So this has got to be something bad, hasn’t it?”


      “That’s right. I’ll just preface it by saying it’s something very bad.” Risya shrugged. Even her usual carefree gesture seemed to have a bothered air around it. “Let me ask you this, Mismis: How bad do you think the damage Elletear dealt the Empire is?”


      “What? Um…” Commander Mismis began to deliberate. “The Eight Great Apostles in charge of the Imperial assembly are gone…so the Empire’s upper management is in chaos, I guess?”


      “Correct. You got one thing right.”


      “And she took out the troops stationed at the eighth checkpoint, so that must have hurt the Imperial forces.”


      “That’s half right.”


      “……Huh?”


      “It doesn’t just hurt—it’s a heavy loss. Calling it enormous wouldn’t even be an exaggeration. It was enough to make the Lord return to the capital immediately.”


      From the helicopter window, Risya looked down at the Empire’s streets.


      “Next I’ll ask you, Isk.”


      “Ask me what?”


      “Elletear fought with the Apostles in the Imperial assembly five thousand meters underground. You saw that using Princess Sisbell’s Illumination power, didn’t you?”


      “Yes.”


      “Did nothing about that bother you? For example, Elletear went five thousand meters underground. It isn’t that odd that she got down there in itself since she isn’t human, but just how did she do it?”


      “Uh, from the surfa—”


      He paused. He hadn’t stopped intentionally. The moment he’d started to talk, a certain possibility had come to mind and made his throat tighten and his voice catch. In order to reach the Imperial assembly, she would have needed to go underground.


      That was obvious.


      ……But think about it.


      ……What’s right above the Imperial assembly?


      He didn’t even need to think any further. That was because whenever he was called by the Eight Great Apostles, he’d always gone to the Imperial forces’ base.


      “The central base…”


      “Yes. That’s where you all did your training and where the assemblies were held. Elletear penetrated through that point. Do you think someone who plans to destroy both the Empire and the Sovereignty would just pass on through without doing anything at all?”


      “…”


      He felt sweat roll down his cheek. The image of what had happened at the eighth checkpoint came to mind even when he didn’t want it to. To Elletear, the thousands of soldiers at the central base would have been nothing more than prey. If she came across them, she would have…


      “Risya, you’re joking, right?” Commander Mismis asked, her lips trembling. “You don’t mean…even the central base’s people were…”


      “Twenty percent of them.” Risya’s response was as direct as could be. “When Elletear entered the base, about sixty percent of the personnel were there. The rest were out on missions like we are or were on business trips. So…only a few dozen soldiers went to intercept her, but they weren’t the only ones caught up in the attack. We had collateral damage.”


      Elletear had used her as-yet-unidentified power. It must have spread throughout the base like a shock wave, dragging others down with it.


      “They have the same symptoms. They’re in a comatose state.”


      “Twenty percent of them?” Jhin sat back down in his seat and sighed deeply. “The commonly accepted theory is that once an organization loses thirty percent of its staff, it will cease to function. On the battlefield, it’d mean being wiped out. What do you make of losing twenty percent of the personnel, Ms. Saint Disciple?”


      “We’re right on the verge of mayhem and not being able to function.” Risya smiled wryly. There was an uncharacteristic impatience in her voice. “And of course, leaders and commanding officers were included in that twenty percent. The chain of command is nearly paralyzed. Well, what I’m really trying to say is don’t be shocked when you see the state of the base.”


      And speak of the devil, as Risya looked down, the base came into view.
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      Central base.


      When Iska first disembarked from the helicopter, he saw nothing unusual about the base.


      It hadn’t been destroyed, burned down, or damaged at all… He didn’t see anything wrong with it externally. The outer wall was as good as pristine. The lawn and maneuvering grounds looked vibrant, and some flowers even bloomed in the nooks of the base.


      What was different, however, was that the inside was practically deserted.


      “They’re busy with transporting and taking care of the comatose patients. The ones who aren’t tied down are busy with communications and meetings. Anyone wandering outside the base is either shirking their duties or a Sovereign spy. Regardless of which they are, we’ll need to capture them quickly.”


      “Is this really what it’s come to…?”


      Risya walked right onto the grounds. Iska walked next to her, studying their surroundings as he went. Normally, military cars would be driving busily along the roads, but even those were empty, as well as the sidewalks.


      “We’re in quite a bit of trouble, considering the Eight Great Apostles were also taken out.”


      Risya gave a forced smile.


      “They say fight fire with fire, right? Well, those villains were keeping others in line through fear. Now that the Eight Great Apostles are gone, the ambitious people in the assembly and criminals will probably go on the move. That might affect peace in the capital for a while.”


      “Risya, what does that mean…?”


      “Hmm?”


      “Think of the worst-case scenario, if the Nebulis Sovereignty attempts to lead a giant battle against us right now.”


      “Well, then we’d be in a huge emergency. Even if they didn’t manage to bring down the capital, they might still grab some of the other major cities.”


      That was no exaggeration, either. The upper echelons of the Empire were in shambles. With how many casualties the Imperial forces already had, they needed to avoid a battle with the Sovereignty.


      “Isk, you probably have already guessed, but that’s part of the reason why the Lord wanted the witch sisters to stay here in the capital.”


      “They probably understand that, too…”


      Alice and Sisbell were both princesses. In other words, the Sovereignty wouldn’t be able to make any thoughtless moves while they were here.


      “They’re kind of dangerous hostages, all things considered…”


      “That’s why I’m leaving them in your care, Isk.”


      Risya walked onto the grass.


      “We really should have three Saint Disciples guarding those two princesses, but they currently have their hands full helping headquarters reestablish chain of command. And the first seat decided to disappear on us. Figuring out what to do with the empty first seat was already an urgent issue. So anyway!”


      Risya suddenly stopped.


      She pointed at the Lord’s office.


      “The three witches are in the Lord’s office, so keep an eye on them, Isk!”


      “The Lord’s office? Wouldn’t it be bad if they went on a rampage there…?”


      “Is there anywhere else we could hide them? If anyone finds out the Imperial forces took in witches from the Nebulis Sovereignty, it’d be a big deal.”


      “Well, you have a point…”


      “So c’mon, go and keep them reined in to make sure they don’t cause a ruckus.”


      She makes it sound so easy. Iska grumbled and sighed, then turned away from Risya.


      It was often called the “windowless building.” That was the Lord’s office where Lord Yunmelngen lived as a recluse. They were at the entrance where they were meant to meet.


      “Looks like the four of us are being transferred to Special Division I.”


      “Huh?” When that was the first thing Jhin said, Iska couldn’t help but question it. “Jhin, say that again.”


      “As of this afternoon, Special Division III Unit 907 has been reassigned to Special Division I. If we stayed in Division III and kept coming in and out of the Lord’s office, our colleagues would think something’s up.”


      “…”


      “Did Ms. Saint Disciple not tell you? She proposed it.”


      “She didn’t mention a thing about it.”


      Ha-ha. He let out a strained laugh before he realized it.


      ……I don’t think she just forgot to tell me, either.


      ……She probably didn’t say anything because she wanted it to come as a surprise.


      Iska’s unit was from Special Division III. They were a reinforcement unit normally deployed to remote regions from the Imperial capital to lend assistance. Their missions in the Nelka Woods and Mudor Canyon were case in point.


      Division I, on the other hand, was the equivalent of the Imperial elite’s secret service. Simply put, they were the cream of the crop, even among the elite units.


      “And we’re specifically the Lord’s guard unit in Division I. That means we report to the Saint Disciples, not headquarters. We’ll be able to enter the Lord’s office freely this way.”


      “So Risya is our commanding officer?”


      “That’s right. It’s basically getting a promotion in the Imperial forces, which is a surprise, to say the least. We weren’t looking to get promoted, though.”


      Jhin brought their identification up to the door. With a blip, the door swung open to the Lord’s office, which was unbelievable to watch already. This door couldn’t be opened by anyone in Division III.


      It seemed they were already officially in Division I.


      “Is the commander inside?”


      “She’s at Imperial headquarters. She’s gotta finish our transfer process in the next three hours, so Nene went with her to help, since she can’t do it alone.”


      “Oh, so that’s why the two of them aren’t with you.”


      “So we just need to hang tight for two more hours. We’re supposed to wait inside.”


      They headed into the Lord’s office. They’d been in this building just hours before, but the circumstances were now different, and they were no longer Risya’s guests. Now, they were here officially as the Lord’s guards.


      The hallway was deserted. No matter how far he looked down the several dozen meters of the hallway, he saw no one else walking around.


      Clack…clack…


      Only Iska’s and Jhin’s shoes echoed in the space. They didn’t see any guards or office workers.


      Or so they thought.


      “Oh? I recognize you.”


      In the middle of the hall, they found a rather feral-looking female soldier sitting cross-legged. She was the Saint Disciple of the third seat, the Incessant Tempest, Mei. When Iska had once been the lowest seat of the Saint Disciples, she’d been his coworker.


      “Mei, um, it’s been a while.”


      “Say, Isk…”


      When she looked at him, she sighed heavily. She seemed very dispirited.


      “Kinda boring not having a rivalry going, am I right?”


      “Excuse me?”


      “Here’s the report: I’m guarding the Lord’s office with the second seat, and Risya is also in command. And you’re going to be working for us…haaah…”


      “Where’s the second seat?”


      “On standby outside the Lord’s office. He hates witches more than I do. I know there were reasons for bringing them in, but he just wants to pummel them when he sees their faces. So he’s been stationed outside under the Lord’s orders. I’m on duty guarding the inside…haaah…”


      He had to wonder how many times she’d already sighed.


      “I’m really down in the dumps right now, though. Isk, this isn’t your first time here, right? We’ll skip the tour, then. Just head straight in.”


      “All right…”


      Mei stayed seated and didn’t so much as turn around. He continued down the glass skywalk ahead.


      They were on the top floor of the four buildings, which was called the Heaven of Insight and Nonsight. When he set foot in that place, the pungent and strong scent of grass tickled his nose. They were in the Lord’s chambers. The moment he took a step into the large hall, which was mostly red…


      “Hey, Lord! What’s the meaning of this?!” He heard Rin’s voice echo all around. “You were the one who said the fourth-floor office would be converted into a bedroom for Lady Alice and Lady Sisbell!”


      “That’s right. And I said I’d leave everything to you as the one responsible for their accommodations.” The Lord, who was lying on the floor, opened their eyes and appeared annoyed. “You saw during the afternoon battle, didn’t you? I’m feeling terrible, so let me sleep.”


      “The closet I ordered for Lady Alice has yet to arrive!”


      “It’s being arranged for now.” Then the Lord let out a large yawn. “Do you understand? If you do, let me sleep…”


      “Lord! Lord! Where are my stuffed animals?!” Sisbell shouted.


      She ran over to the silver-furred beastperson before they could close their eyes.


      “I can’t sleep without a stuffed animal. May I order one?!”


      “Do what you like…”


      “And a carpet and sofa as well?!”


      “I’m going to sleep…”


      “Oh! Hey, wait! I haven’t finished yet!”


      The beastperson curled up and went to sleep. As Jhin watched Sisbell shake the beastperson’s shoulder, he murmured, “She’s like a kid messing with her pet.” Iska happened to fully agree.


      “So what now, Iska?”


      “What do you mean?”


      “We need to keep an eye on those three. Looks like two of them are here, but where’s the third one? What should we do about her? It doesn’t seem like she’d do anything bad just because she doesn’t have a guard on her, though.”


      “It’s Princess Aliceliese; she’s probably fine.”


      He’d almost called her Alice, but he didn’t reveal to Jhin that he had almost used her nickname.


      “But I’ll go find her. I’ll leave Rin and Sisbell with you,” Iska said.


      “Are you sure?”


      “I don’t think they’ll cause trouble. If anything happens, tell me right away.”


      He watched from the corner of his eyes as Rin and Sisbell made a fuss.


      Then Iska left the Lord’s chamber.
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      Fourth floor of one building of the Lord’s office.


      In a corner of a large room labeled the “Jade Chamber,” Alice crouched as she looked up silently at the ceiling.


      “…”


      A sense of lethargy loomed over her.


      Why was it? Why was she feeling a sense of loss she’d never felt before?


      “I’ll overthrow the Empire. Once I do that, I’ll create a world where no one is persecuted.”


      She’d been dreaming of that this whole time. She’d believed overthrowing the Empire would mean the world would no longer persecute astral mages. But…


      “If the Sovereignty did defeat the Empire, it would be thanks to the powerful mages.”


      “That would only serve to accelerate astral-power supremacism in the Nebulis Sovereignty. And the weak mages would have even less of a role.”


      The contradiction had been thrust before her.


      The difference in how astral mages were treated lay in the shadows of the Sovereignty’s promising form of “justice” to overthrow the Empire. The Sovereignty also oppressed astral mages in its own way, and overthrowing the Empire wouldn’t change that fact—it would worsen it.


      She had no response.


      She didn’t think her sister’s argument entirely made sense, either. But for a moment, her heart had wavered. She hadn’t been able to respond because she realized her sister might have been right in some ways.


      She was mortified by that. She’d known from the past—she couldn’t win against Elletear.


      She was too smart. That applied to looks, grace, education, and even social skills.


      Her sister had it all. In contrast, Alice’s one and only saving grace—her astral power—was also something her sister had outpaced.


      …………


      ……But really?


      Was that really what frustrated her?


      It wasn’t.


      The thing that surprised her most was actually…


      “You’ve always fought on your own.”


      “Alice, do you have a knight who would protect you?”


      It was also her resourcefulness, her sensibility, her ideals. Alice felt there was a huge disparity between them, and her sister came out on top.


      ……Am I alone?


      ……There’s…no way.


      She wasn’t alone. She had her mother, Rin, and followers who looked up to her.


      But…


      Her sister had told her that wasn’t what she meant. Family and servants were entirely different from the knight her sister spoke of. In any time or age, knights would always protect the princess.


      She didn’t understand.


      “Sister…what were you trying to say…?”


      She hadn’t ever thought of herself as someone needing protecting.


      She was a princess, after all. She’d believed she was supposed to become stronger than anyone else so she could protect everyone—that was the ideal. That was why she’d wanted to become more powerful.


      But her resolve had been overturned from its foundations.


      “You were too strong, so you fought alone.”


      “That’s why you have no knight beside you. And that’s the reason why you cannot win against me.”


      Her sister had someone. She had a Saint Disciple, the most powerful guard she could have. Alice didn’t understand it, but the two seemed to be tied together by the unbelievably strong trust they had in each other.


      ……If she can call that guard her knight…


      ……Then right now I…


      A strong power.


      A strong knight.


      Now that her sister had both, how could she stand up to Elletear?


      “Huh!”


      Tap.


      When Alice suddenly heard a knock at the door, she flinched and raised her face. She expected it to be Rin or Sisbell. After Alice convinced herself of that, she chided herself internally only a moment later for letting down her guard, for the person who entered was the Imperial swordsman.


      “Iska?”
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      He took a step into the room.


      The bed and closet had yet to be brought in. Alice was inside the room in the middle of its remodeling while it was still virtually empty.


      In the spacious room, she was crouching in a corner.


      “Iska?”


      Alice quickly stood up.


      When Iska realized her eyes were red and swollen, he quickly started making excuses for coming in.


      “Oh, no, it wasn’t like that. Sorry, uh…I need to fulfill my duties, too…”


      Had Alice been crying?


      Thinking he’d seen something he shouldn’t have, he found his sense of duty as a guard was quickly overcome by feelings of guilt for barging into a girl’s room.


      “Why are you apologizing?” Alice gave him a weak smile. She quickly wiped the red corners of her eyes. “This is Imperial territory. And it’s where the Lord lives, isn’t it? Of course they would give the Ice Calamity Witch a skilled guard.”


      “I’m glad I don’t need to explain…”


      “I understand the situation I’m in.”


      Alice sighed. Her earlier weakness was gone and had been replaced with her usual firm and charming gaze.


      “The Lord promised that Rin and Sisbell would be safe. As long as that’s true, I’ll behave.”


      Alice wanted the Lord to tell her more about Elletear’s transformation.


      ……And how to defeat my sister.


      ……Because she’s trying to destroy the Sovereignty.


      Alice would likely be here for several days. And during that time, Unit 907, which had transferred to Division I, would likely be keeping an eye on her. But there was one thing that still bothered Iska.


      Why had Alice’s eyes been red?


      After some contemplation—but not too much to warrant suspicion—Iska concluded it was because she felt humiliated as a princess to be captured by the Empire.
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      ……Alice has her pride as a Sovereign princess.


      ……And she was captured by the Empire. Of course she’s upset—she’s like a bird in a cage.


      Iska assumed this had to be the reason.


      “His Excellency and Risya said this, too.”


      He turned to face Alice and did his best to put together his next words.


      “We’re treating you as a guest. So, um…don’t be upset.”


      “[image: image]”


      Alice was silent. But then she suddenly grinned and laughed.


      “Is that your way of being considerate?”


      “What? No, I…”


      “It’s not that.” Her voice quivered slightly. Her gaze dropped to the floor. “My sister said that I’m alone.”


      “Alone? What’s that supposed to mean? What about Rin?”


      “No, not like that. What she meant was… N-no, never mind! It’s nothing!”


      Her eyes suddenly went wide. For some reason, her face quickly turned red.


      “I can’t tell you, obviously!”


      “Well, you almost did.”


      “It’s personal! I—I mean… If I told you about it…”


      “If you did?”


      “I couldn’t!”


      “Which is it?!”


      Iska was getting more and more confused. He realized it had been her sister who had bothered her, but he didn’t understand why she was being so obstinate about not telling him anything else.


      “What is it…? Huh?”


      He was receiving a call on his comm, but it wasn’t from Jhin. It was Commander Mismis.


      “Iska, it’s an emergency!”


      “What’s wrong, Commander?”


      “They say Ms. Alice is going on a rampage in the central base!”


      “Excuse me?”


      He doubted his own ears.


      “It’s the indoor training grounds at the central base! She’s taken several soldiers hostage!”


      “Wait, Commander.”


      “You need to go—hurry!”


      “But I’m guarding her right now. She’s right in front of me.”


      “Huh?”


      He could practically hear Commander Mismis tilting her head quizzically over the comm.


      “You’re guarding her?”


      “Yes. Actually, she’s listening in right now.”


      When Iska looked at her from the corner of his eye, Alice was pointing at herself as if to say, But I’m right here?


      “! Then it’s someone else?!”


      “Someone else? Why did you even think it was Alice in the first place…?”


      “Because it was an emergency message from headquarters! That a witch they captured is going on a rampage. And she’s supposed to be a purebred type, so I was convinced she had to be Ms. Alice…”


      “It’s not Alice. It has to be someone else.”


      But who?


      If headquarters’ information was to be believed, it was a purebred type they already had in their custody. But all the Zoa elite forces had been comatose…


      “Wait, no!”


      There was one person it could be. Among the Zoa, only one purebred type had escaped that fate.


      “Commander!” he yelled into the comm. “I’ll head there right away. Get all the other soldiers away from there!”


      “What? I-is everything okay?!”


      “You’re right that she’s a dangerous purebred type. Tanks and missiles won’t work against her. The more you throw at her, the more casualties there’ll be!”


      It was the thorn astral mage, Kissing. She’d been transported with Lord Mask. If she used her powers, steel doors and barriers were as good as meaningless to her.


      “And at a time like this…!”


      With the comm still in his hand, Iska flipped around. For a moment, right before he’d turned away, he thought Alice had been looking at him as if she had something to say. He had felt that way, at least.


      But he didn’t have the time to check and ran out of the room.
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      Iska ran.


      He had left her in the room alone. She took it as a message that he trusted her, considering she was a dangerous enemy and the Ice Calamity Witch.


      “…”


      She couldn’t hear his footsteps anymore. Iska was surprisingly quiet to begin with. She remembered Rin having said something similar in the past, but now he was already so far away, she couldn’t even sense his presence anymore.


      She was alone again. Alone in the room, Alice remembered what her sister had said.


      “This is a story between a witch and a knight.”


      “This is the difference between the two of us. I have a knight by my side.”


      She leaned back against the wall and placed a hand on her breast. Then she gritted her teeth.


      “I…could never…say that to him…” She spat out the words like she was throwing them away.


      Just earlier, Alice simply hadn’t been able to say the words. She couldn’t tell him what her sister had said. That a witch needed a knight to protect her. It had happened the moment she’d seen Iska’s face. A future that could be had come to her mind.


      ……What if I had told him I wanted to fight, too?


      ……What if I’d asked him to be my knight?


      It would have been a convenient plea. Maybe Iska could fight alongside her. She’d started to feel like it could happen, and that was also why she couldn’t tell him.


      They had only one relationship with each other. The moment she wished for Iska to be a fully united front with her, everything would likely change.


      The relationship between a witch and a knight.


      When that happens…


      …we’ll no longer be rivals.


      She was frightened of that.


      With Iska in front of her, she was afraid of her comfortable connection with him crumbling.


      “…” She set her chin on her knees.


      “It’s not like I could say that…,” Alice murmured in a voice that seemed close to fading away.


      4


      The evening wind was becoming stronger and harsher. He’d arrived late at night at the central base. What had initially been a soft breeze that caressed the blades of grass had turned into a tempest that made the trees bow over.


      “Is this it?!”


      The sun had sunk.


      As dark clouds covered the sky, he came across a two-story building that was aglow with lights.


      “Huh?!”


      The Imperial forces’ indoor maneuvering grounds. Iska gulped when he saw the gate to the grounds had disappeared without a trace. The door and lock, the surveillance cameras, and even the surrounding walls had disappeared as though a giant eraser had been taken to them. The physical matter had been erased through the Thorn astral power.


      The atrocious destruction reminded him what a threat purebred types really were. Faced with this astral power, the Imperial forces’ fortifications were almost meaningless.


      ……When I fought her before, I was out in the wild at a canyon.


      ……I understood this before, but when astral power goes on a rampage, everything’s over in a city!


      Maneuvering grounds.


      A field that mimicked the vast wastelands spread out before him. The gray sand and hard bedrock created steep slopes. Several large boulders were piled so tall that Iska had to crane his neck to look up at them as they formed something like a mountain range.


      “I was growing tired of waiting,” he heard a charming voice say to him.


      When Iska turned around, he found a gigantic hole in the grounds’ roof, revealing part of the night sky.


      And there stood a girl with the moon shining behind her.


      “I am Kissing Zoa Nebulis IX.”


      The black-haired girl turned around. She wore no blindfold. Her eyes, where her astral crest was, were slightly glittering.


      “You may call me Kissing.”


      “I know that.”


      “We are not on equal terms yet.”


      “……?”


      They stared at each other silently for ten seconds before Iska finally realized that had been her way of asking for his identity.


      “You want to know my name?”


      “Please think of it as an honor. This will be the first time I remember anyone’s name except my dear uncle’s.”


      “……Iska.”


      “Well then, Iska.”


      The girl flung open her arms.


      It was almost like an insect unfurling its wings. Above her head, a countless number of black thorns had appeared, blotting out the ceiling.


      “Let us go to war.”
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      Even if the Moon Were to Crumble


      The scene could nearly be described as fantastical. Under the pale moonlight, the black-haired girl seemed to float vaguely.


      She seemed endearing and fragile.


      However…from the many thorns surrounding her, Iska knew she secretly carried a heinous power that did not match her appearance.


      “A war?”


      “I’m an astral mage, and you’re an Imperial soldier. When we meet, we fight, don’t we?”


      “…”


      “But please rest assured.” Kissing, the thorn purebred type, stared at him with her glimmering eyes. “I haven’t hurt a single Imperial soldier while coming here. Though I have taken down some buildings.”


      “Huh?!”


      He doubted his own ears. He hadn’t expected a purebred type from the Sovereignty to ever say anything like that.


      “Even if you’re trying to throw me off, I’ll figure out right away if that’s true or not.”


      “I wouldn’t lie. My uncle has taught me it isn’t good to lie.”


      “Then why?”


      “Because I’m only after you.”


      Was it for revenge? Because of their fight at Mudor to secure the vortex? Was she after Iska in retaliation?


      ……No, that doesn’t explain it.


      ……She wouldn’t keep away from the other soldiers if her only goal was me.


      He didn’t understand. The most troubling thing of all was how Kissing behaved. She wasn’t like Alice or Rin. When the girl fought, she was practically emotionless. He couldn’t read her.


      “Then what’s your goal…?”


      “Ability release.”


      Thousands of thorns gathered in the air, and converged into one from which something appeared.


      “Re-form.”


      “Huh?!”


      It was her secret move.


      She could re-create the last things she destroyed. At Mudor, she had re-created a short-distance Imperial forces missile and caused a large explosion.


      “Did you disassemble something ahead of time?!”


      Without any hesitation, Iska leaped back as far as he could. This was an Imperial base. All kinds of explosive components were stored here. If she’d stolen one of those ahead of time…


      He watched for an explosion, for flames, but instead, what appeared in front of Iska’s eyes rolled along the ground. They were fist-size objects designed to be lobbed, but they weren’t bombs.


      “Stun grenades?!”


      She had gotten him.


      Iska had been staring at them, expecting them to explode, but the moment he realized what they were, the ten re-created grenades all went off at once. He saw them flash.


      His eyes were flooded with white light at point-blank range.


      He couldn’t believe it—a powerful astral mage had resorted to a sneak attack in order to blind him.


      “You can dodge fire and explosions, so I thought about it for a long time—I thought about what Uncle On would do in order to stop you.”


      “……Guh!”


      He reevaluated his opinion of Kissing. She wasn’t anything like Alice or the Founder. This girl was a purebred type who used Thorn—and she could strategize just like Lord Mask.


      “Astral-power expansion.”


      The condensed thorns burst. Several thousand thorns split into ten thousand and filled the sky above the indoor maneuvering ground.


      “Become ‘Stars.’”


      In the span of one second, the thorns in midair fell to the ground. It was like a meteor shower. Falling at perilous speeds, they pierced everything on the ground one after another. When the thorns hit a gigantic boulder, it was obliterated. And when they hit the walls, they became riddled with holes. They created craters in the ground.


      She destroyed everything around them. However, only the astral swords that could cut through astral power itself couldn’t be disintegrated by the thorns.


      “Hah!”


      Iska stepped forward toward the shower of thorns. He swiveled around on the spot. He dashed and weaved through the rain of thorns that fell at a diagonal, narrowly avoiding being hit. He couldn’t stop even for a moment.


      He sliced through the thorns falling in front of him in a single stroke.


      Then he knocked away the ones coming at him from above in his blind spot without so much as looking at them.


      “No…”


      The black-haired girl backed away. She looked overwhelmed, as though she’d seen something unbelievable.


      “You can still see?”


      “I can finally see now.”


      “Huh?!”


      “If I had seen these thorns from the beginning, they would have gotten me.”


      He had lost his vision because of the stun grenades, and it was only now coming back.


      The countless thorns falling could be compared to being targeted by several machine guns. Kissing was the only one controlling them, however, so all he had to do was run. Since she was controlling the thorn “bullets,” he simply ran faster than she could aim them.


      That was why she always missed.


      The moment Kissing aimed at Iska, he would already be farther ahead.


      “Don’t come near me!” Kissing’s voice was stiff. She thrust both her hands in front of her and tried her hardest to squeeze out the words. “March of thorns—the Whole of Creation…”


      “Stop.”


      “Ugh!”


      She shuddered.


      She felt something hard against her neck. Right before she could attack him again, he had leaped close enough to thrust his black sword at her, but there were still thorns floating in the air.


      “Cease using your astral power.”


      “I have a question for you,” Kissing said.


      “I get to make the demands here,” he reminded her, but she asked him regardless.


      “Can you win against Elletear?”


      “…What did you just say?”


      “I will surrender.”


      In front of Iska’s eyes as he held his blade at her, the thorns revolving overhead gently fell to the ground. Instead of disappearing, they lined up once they fell.


      “I wanted to test your abilities. I apologize for having been rude.”


      It was proof of her surrender. Like a soldier putting down their gun, she had laid down her weapons to show she wouldn’t resist.


      “Iska, I would like to offer you a trade.”


      The girl crouched down.


      She was on her knees and bowed.


      “Please fight the witch Elletear alongside me. I will give you all my thorns.”
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      The Dream That You, the Lord, Saw


      Yunmelngen had a dream.


      This was the dream. And even though they knew it was a dream, they could not resist it, nor could they wake from the nightmare. And that was how they had realized it.


      This dream was a prophecy that the astral powers were trying to show them.


      They fell.


      In the dream, Yunmelngen sank hundreds of meters, then thousands, into the planet, like they were sinking into the dark ocean’s depths.


      They fell through the roads, the crust, the rock bed, even the lava, passing right through everything, deep into the planet.


      “Crow?!” they yelled out of fear. They were afraid of sinking deeper into the dark depths of the planet alone and reached out for the surface. “Crow?! Help me! I’m here…!”


      They received no response. The man they trusted most did not come running to save them.


      Of course he couldn’t. This was a dream the astral powers were showing them. And so all they could do was sink deeper alone into the planet as the astral powers wished.


      “Ugh.”


      Suddenly, there was light.


      Yunmelngen looked below; deep in the planet, they saw red, blue, green, white, yellow, purple, and countless other lights glittering and rising.


      It was a vortex. It had been created from the planet’s core—astral energy rising from the depths.


      It was a great migration of astral powers. But why were the powers moving to the surface like this?


      “They’re running… The Eight Great Apostles. You must have known that, too…”


      The astral powers were afraid. They had fled from their home, the planet’s core, all the way to the surface. That was what the vortex actually was.


      Once astral powers left the planet’s core, they couldn’t continue existing in their pure form, so they would erupt through a vortex and take possession of a human on the surface.


      In which case…


      What were the astral powers running from?


      “The astral powers… You all were probably trying to show me this…”


      The astral power in them was attempting to show them this. The power in Lord Yunmelngen was called the Planet’s Defense, and so Yunmelngen would be the most sensitive to dangers threatening the planet.


      Therefore, the powers were warning Yunmelngen.


      Yunmelngen continued to sink deeper, and as they reached the abyss that was the planet’s core, they realized something was there that shouldn’t have been.


      “That’s it!”


      There it was.


      They were at the planet’s abyss. The scorching heat of the lava acted as the thing’s cradle.


      And the abomination that was like astral power but also not, stirred and seemed to pulsate.


      It writhed like an exposed heart. In the heat of the lava that could have melted steel, it slept quietly and grew. This was the calamity that the Astrals feared and called the Planet’s Demise.


      In other words, it was the World Enemy.


      And its name was…


      “La Selah Milah Uls…”


      Yunmelngen did not know where the name came from and did not intend to find out.


      But what was most abominable of all…


      This calamity transformed humans and astral power into grotesque monsters, into enemies.


      One human had become the fallen angel Kelvina.


      Another the witch Vichyssoise.


      And another the witch Elletear.


      Astral power into an eidos of the earth.


      And into an eidos of the sea.


      All would be corrupted into an abomination.


      And the astral powers, in fear of that, had fled the planet’s core.


      “So you’re the cause of this…”


      As Yunmelngen glared at the abomination writhing deep within the abyss, they bared their teeth.


      If only the calamity had never existed…


      There never would have been a vortex. The astral powers would have never fled. Astral power could have remained astral power. And humans could have remained human.


      “…Tsk!”


      Then they felt a sharp pain in their chest. Though they were in a dream, the pain felt real.


      That was right.


      They were also possessed by this power, and that was why they had transformed into this.


      No astral power or astral mage could win against the calamity.


      “I know that…”


      As they clutched their chest, they glared down at the calamity.


      “You don’t even see me as an enemy…”


      The monster probably didn’t even notice Yunmelngen was having this dream. Even though it created such fear and nightmares for others, the monster itself was soundly asleep.


      In that case…


      “You can just stay asleep.”


      And this was what they had to say to it, to the disaster that sought to desecrate both astral powers and humanity: “While you’ve been here gathering strength for decades or centuries, humans will keep giving birth to new generations… No, they already have, and they’ve continued to change!”


      Yunmelngen believed they would be able to find it. They swore they would. In these hundred years.


      “Even if I can’t defeat you myself…!”


      It would not be the Founder Nebulis or Crossweil the Black Steel Gladiator.


      The only one who could fight against the calamity was the successor and his astral swords.


      And…those who wished to help him.


      “You’ll see! We’ll go for your throat, World Enemy!”


      “Lor—”


      “Lord? Lord?”


      They felt something brush their shoulders. Yunmelngen realized only after opening their eyes slightly that someone was jostling them.


      “Um, you were making a very scary face…”


      The girl with strawberry-blond hair was looking at them in fear. It seemed she had been watching them as they slept.


      “What is it, Princess Sisbell? Didn’t I say I would sleep?”


      “B-but your face was so frightening that I thought something was wrong! You were gritting your teeth and groaning!”


      “Hmm…”


      They had seen that dream, after all. Of course they would look rather frightening in their sleep, given that.


      “Well, it’s all right, then… Hmm.”


      They stretched and enthusiastically got up. Surprisingly, they weren’t drowsy. They couldn’t tell if it was because they had been woken or because they were free of the nightmare.


      “All right, I’m awake. Princess Sisbell, please bring over your sister. And that amusing attendant.”


      “Do you mean my sister Alice and Rin?”


      “Oh yes, and the four from Unit 907.”


      “Out of curiosity, why do you need them?”


      “To talk about a dream.”


      When the princess gave them a strange look, Yunmelngen bit back a yawn.


      “I’ll tell everyone about the dream I saw. And about the cause of all this.”

    
  


  
    
      Afterword


      “Well then, Iska, let us go to war.”


      Thank you for picking up the twelfth volume of Our Last Crusade or the Rise of a New World!


      First, I am terribly sorry for the wait.


      I had a certain happy announcement (mentioned later) that I wanted to make along with the publication of this book, so the pace was a little slower than usual. I feel like this twelfth volume was a proper follow-up to the eleventh.


      The power dynamics are really at play in the Empire and Sovereignty.


      I think the biggest change was in the Zoa princess.


      Although she first appeared in the second volume as a powerful purebred type, I hadn’t been able to write about her much until now.


      And it was the first time she’d said anyone’s name except Lord Mask’s…


      I think you can look forward to seeing how she grows.


      As for Alice, she faced her older sister, and we’ll get to see how she takes her sister’s words. The continuation will be very exciting, so I hope you look forward to it!


      Now, then…


      That’s enough for this volume. I have one announcement to make this time.


      And it’s a very happy one.


      The Last Crusade anime is getting a sequel!


      Before you read this afterword, it would have already been announced on October 1 on the official website and other social media.


      I’m writing this in September, so I can only imagine the mood after the announcement, but I think many people will be surprised by it!


      Now that I think about it, the first season of the anime aired just a year ago.


      Of course, I didn’t know whether the anime would continue before it was broadcast, but apparently because many people supported it, the anime is getting a sequel.


      I was very surprised when I heard about it!


      To everyone who watched the anime, tweeted about their impressions, bought the Blu-ray, DVDs, or commemorative merch, and most of all to you, the fans who have supported the novels, I would like to take this opportunity to say you have my gratitude.


      Thank you very, very much!


      [image: image]Like the first season, announcements will be made on the Last Crusade official Twitter (https://twitter.com/kimisen_project). I hope you’ll take this opportunity to follow it!


      Now then, that’s enough for Last Crusade.


      I’d like to make an announcement about another series.


      While Last Crusade is going swimmingly, as usual, with the anime announcement, there’s one other story I’d like your support on!


      [image: image]MF Bunko J Gods’ Games We Play Volume 3 is on sale!


      A fantasy battle of the wits of humanity vs. the gods.


      Humanity must win ten games of wits against the gods to achieve victory. In the history of mankind, no one has yet to clear them all. In this tale, a young man takes up the impossible challenge.


      According to reader votes for the Light Novel News Online Award, the second volume had a favorable response, so I’m happy to say that it’s getting a manga adaptation in Gekkan Comic Alive!


      Since it just started at the beginning of the year, I would be so happy if you supported it along with Last Crusade!


      And so, the afterword has come to an end.


      To everyone who has been so kind to me, to Ao Nekonabe, it finally happened! Thank you for the much-awaited, beautiful cover illustration of the Founder Nebulis!


      Actually, Iska and Alice’s first battle together was against her now that I think about it.


      A huge boss like her is finally on the cover… It really makes me feel like we finally reached the second half of this story. Joheim’s and Elletear’s new designs were also superb and wonderful!


      The anime sequel is coming, so I hope you’ll continue to follow along!


      To my editors O and S, it has been so reassuring to have you in charge of my novels, of course, and now for the anime sequel. I hope to make Last Crusade even bigger and more exciting than last year, so I hope for your assistance in the future as well!


      Well, then…


      Normally I finish thanking everyone here, but this time I have one more group to thank.


      To those who worked on the first season of the anime, that was the first time my work got an anime adaptation. I was so happy, and it was an honor to have a top-notch production, so I am eternally grateful.


      Once again, thank you very much!


      Well then, here’s the final announcement.


      Next is Last Crusade Volume 13.


      A tale of the swordsman Iska and the witch princess Alice.


      Alice had resolved to stay in the Empire.


      And Iska is her guard. The curtain opens on their new life in the capital, where they’ve begun to become even more conscious of each other.


      While Lord Yunmelngen shares a secret that gives them a sense of the approaching war.


      And when the two head to the forbidden land that’s neither in the Empire nor the Sovereignty, they see…


      Winter 2022: MF Bunko J, Gods’ Games We Play Volume 4.


      Winter 2022: Last Crusade Volume 13.


      I hope we’ll meet each other again then!


      The story will continue full speed ahead in the next volume, so I hope you look forward to it!


      Between summer and fall,


      Kei Sazane
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      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at www.yenpress.com/booklink
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Joheim Leo Armadel

First scat of the Saint Disciples, the “Flash”  #

Knight. Though he is one of the central

members of the Imperial forces, he has

sworn loyalty to Elletear and is a traitor. He

protects the witch and stands in the way of

Iska and the others. o . )
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Our Last Crusade or the Rise of a New World
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THE HEAVENLY EMPIRE

Member of Unit 907—Special Defense for Humankind, Third
Division. Used to be the youngest soldier who ever reached the
highest rank in the military, the Saint Disciples. Stripped of
his title for helping a witch break out of prison. Wields a black
astral sword to intercept astral power and its white counterpart
to reproduce the last attack obstructed by its pair. An honest
swordsman fighting for peace.
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The commander of Unit 907. Baby-faced and often mistaken for
a child, but actually a legal adult. Klutzy but responsible. Trusts
her subordinates. Became a witch after plunging into a vortex.

Jhin Syulargun

‘The sniper of Unit 907. Prides himself on his deadly aim. Can’t
seem to shake off Iska, since they trained under the same mentor.
Cool and sarcastic, though he has a soft spot for his buddies.

Nene Alkastone

Chief mechanic of Unit 907. Weapon-making genius. Mastered
operation of a satellite that releases armor-piercing shots from a high
altitude. Thinks of Iska as her older brother. Wide-eyed and loveable.

Risya In Empire

Saint Disciple of the fifth seat. Genius-of-all-trades. A beautiful
woman often seen in a suit and glasses with dark green frames. Likes
Mismis, her former classmate.
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