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      1. I’ll Call Your Name


      The mass of dark arms was closing in.


      Y’know, Manato thought, we probably ought to run away.


      Yori had a hand on her red sword, ready to draw it at any time, but she hadn’t done so yet. Riyo was holding Manato’s left shoulder. She hadn’t moved a muscle since she’d warned him about that thing—the cluster of dark arms, the fiend, Chegbrete of Penitence. Tata was between Riyo and Manato. He was standing stock-still, staring in the fiend’s direction.


      What about Haru? Manato looked around for him.


      Oh, but something was strange. Manato couldn’t have been the only one who realized that they should be fleeing. Anyone would think that. In fact, that should have been abundantly clear without even having to think about it. They had to get out of there, and fast, but everyone was acting weird.


      Whoa!


      That was what Manato thought he had shouted.


      So why hadn’t he heard his own voice?


      It was black.


      Everything was pitch black.


      He couldn’t see.


      The arms.


      Dark arms.


      The black hands were touching him.


      All over.


      Dark arms and black hands touched Manato’s body, pushing and twisting and pinching. Their dark fingers probably even got underneath his eyelids and around his eyeballs. Manato instinctively closed his mouth, but it was no use. His lips were pried open and his teeth forced apart. In an instant, his mouth was full of black flesh that pushed its way down his throat. It was horrifying.


      This is evil.


      However, the cruelest, most evil thing about this is that I remember everything.


      What...?


      I’ve never forgotten.


      Anything...?


      I can’t forget.


      Not a single thing?


      Everything that happened has been made into an engraving.


      It wasn’t like being cut with a razor. It went deeper, like someone took a chisel and started carving.


      Where...?


      Into me.


      Not on the outside but on the inside.


      Into somewhere so very deep down.


      Into the very depths of my being.


      I remember. There’s a certain name that I’m incapable of forgetting. I only wish I could. Forgetting is the greatest salvation, and if there is one thing I desire, if I could be granted just one wish, then I would wish to forget.


      That name.


      Renji.


      Renji...


      I want to erase his name completely.


      Wait... Who...?


      Erase it.


      Please, erase it.


      I’m begging you.

    

  

  
    
      2. CORE


      Once, the light was joy.


      The light was my paradise.


      My—


      I was pursuing something I could never obtain.


      This...


      I knew I could never have it, which was why I needed the light. So long as the light was there, I could look up at what I couldn’t have and not think about how incredibly painful it was.


      Who is...“I”...?


      I have the light.


      Light—


      So I’m fine. That was what I would think.


      But...


      The light watches me.


      The light is always watching over me.


      Even as I seek what I cannot have, knowing that I cannot have it, getting burned by love, the light accepts that, saying that the pursuit is noble in and of itself.


      But—


      The light reaffirms me.


      You were crying...


      The light was once my support. I was grateful to the light.


      When I awoke in this world, I didn’t know this way from that.


      I’m glad I met the light.


      Although, I met him before I met it.


      Him—


      But that’s neither here nor there. I’m glad to have met the light.


      Renji...?


      I really am.


      I feel that from the bottom of my heart.


      Do you?


      With complete sincerity. Not a hint of a lie.


      Even if the light wasn’t everything to me, it was precious.


      But you were crying—


      Without a doubt.


      Black tears...


      There are no gaps in my memories of him.


      I remember it all so clearly.


      His voice as he called to me.


      The size of his hand as he patted my head. Its thickness, its weight.


      The faint warmth I felt from him.


      Each and every word he said.


      The subtle fluctuations of emotion between him and those around him.


      In particular, his feelings for me.


      The look in his eyes.


      The movement of his lips, his cheeks, his brow.


      The sweat beading on his skin.


      The little whiffs of his fragrance, the sound of his breathing, anything and everything about him. I will never forget any of it.


      He meant more to me than anything.


      He did.


      He was central to me.


      He occupied a position in the very center of my being. He was my core.


      I remember all of that.


      I could never forget it.


      I never will.


      And yet, even though I never forgot any of that...


      Even though...?


      ...how could I have done such a thing?


      What do you mean?


      But I do know.


      Know what?


      I know why I did it.


      What did you do?


      The light.


      I did it for the light.


      The light was hidden.


      I didn’t understand what that meant.


      Not until that moment.


      Yes.


      Up until then, I had no idea.


      It was as if I didn’t know anything.


      I was ignorant.


      Completely blind.


      I had felt close to the light, but I was wrong.


      The light was hidden, and I was far away from it.


      Far, far, far away.


      I had no awareness of that. I thought the light was right by my side, shining on me. I believed that. At times, I even thought the light resided within me.


      Without knowing the truth.


      Without ever basking in the true light. All I ever saw was its cast-off embers. I received their blessing and thought I knew the light based on that alone.


      On that day.


      In that moment.


      I witnessed the true light.


      For the first time, I touched the light itself.


      Light.


      It’s light.


      This truly is the light.


      I couldn’t stop myself from trembling.


      Light.


      The light.


      True light.


      Let there be light.


      Damn it all.


      Huh?

    

  

  
    
      3. The Atonement Never Ends


      I remember that day, that moment.


      The sound echoed far and wide.


      Louder than anything I had ever heard.


      My body felt like it would be thrown into the air.


      I instinctively crouched down to avoid falling over.


      Then I looked to the north. What did I see there? I remember it perfectly, of course.


      That was where the Crown Mountains were. They were named that because they looked like a crown. Originally, anyway.


      They looked completely different at that point. More like a massive black bowl that had been turned upside down. But though the Crown Mountains had changed, that was definitely where they had been. And then they were gone. I remember that.


      The Crown Mountains, or what had once been them, were blown away. I can vividly recall the sight of countless hunks of rock flying through the air and the black smoke rising high up into the sky.


      Then I sensed something inside the smoke.


      I knew what it was.


      Because I wasn’t the least bit surprised.


      Beams of light appeared, tearing through the smoke. That wasn’t surprising to me either. In fact, it was something I had yearned for. I must have.


      I stared directly into that brilliant light. It was so bright that it easily could have blinded me, and yet I didn’t even blink.


      The source of light was inside the smoke.


      And at the same time, the light was in me.


      There was no disharmory between the light without and the light within.


      There was no boundary between them.


      Light was light without distinction, and so my eyes were not burned.


      The light would spread out endlessly.


      In time, it would envelop the world, and the world would be filled with light.


      The light would become the world.


      The world must be enveloped in the light. Must be filled with light.


      The whole world must become a part of the light.


      Those who do not obey the light must be destroyed.


      “What the—?” said a human man.


      “Hey!” he called out to me.


      I knew that he would not submit to the light.


      Ohhh, I knew that all too well.


      And yet, I asked him anyway, as a part of the light.


      I wanted so badly for that human man to submit to the light. He should have become a part of the overwhelming and absolute light.


      But I knew it could never be.


      If someone told him to submit to the light, how would he respond? He would absolutely refuse. He would say, with conviction, that he bows down to nothing. He would defy fate itself.


      He needed to become a part of the light like I had.


      And yet, he never would.


      Ohhh, I had to stab the man with the hard object in my hands.


      And so, that was what I did. I slammed the base of my staff into the man’s forehead with all my might.


      He reeled backward with a groan, but even as he nearly landed on his backside, his eyes were on me.


      He had opened them wide.


      He was looking at me.


      He was nearly knocked over by the blow, but managed to keep himself upright. And even as he was reeling from my attack, the man was looking at me.


      The man’s lips moved. He said something. His voice formed a word.


      I remember that voice. I remember that word.


      This is what the man said.


      “Chibi.”


      I didn’t want to hear it. That was not the word the man was meant to speak. The man was wrong. The man needed to praise the light. He had to pledge allegiance to the light in front of me, as I was a part of it.


      If the man would just submit to the light, that was enough for me. Everything would have been settled.


      But I knew.


      There was no way the man would submit to the light.


      I thought to myself, Renji. Why? Why are you looking at me like that, Renji?


      How must I have looked to him?


      Having become part of the light, how did I look to him, someone would not submit to it, or to anything?


      I remember. The look he gave me then. Cruelly, I haven’t forgotten it. I cannot forget.


      His eyes seemed to be trying to tell me that this didn’t make sense.


      Even now, he’s still looking at me with those eyes, as if to say, “This can’t be right, can it, Chibi? Something has to have gone wrong here.”


      It’s not wrong.


      It isn’t.


      Don’t look.


      Don’t look at me with those eyes.


      I bludgeoned the man with the staff, hitting him in the face repeatedly.


      “Chibi, stop!”


      Another human tried to get between us. I knew that man with the glasses. I knew his name too. Adachi.


      Adachi would not have submitted to the light. If Renji had submitted first, that would have changed things. But he would never do that.


      That was why I clobbered him with my staff. Adachi, who was much weaker than Renji, went down in a single blow.


      Another man was standing there in a daze, saying, “Whoa, what’s going on?” I knew that man too. Ron. That man would not have submitted to the light. At least, not wholeheartedly.


      Light.


      I am a part of the light.


      I am the light itself.


      I swung my staff and struck the fallen Adachi in the head.


      His skull broke easily, along with his glasses.


      Shattered into pieces.


      “Why, Chibi?”


      He, Renji, was looking at me.


      But he wasn’t just looking. Renji was trying to get up.


      “Why?”


      Ahhh!


      “Why?”


      Everything in the world must become one with the light. Those who do not obey the light must be destroyed.


      Why will you not obey the light?


      Those who do not submit to the light will have no chance of survival!


      I hit Renji again as he tried to stand.


      Then I shouted.


      “O light!” I prayed.


      “Convert!”


      “Convert to the light!”


      “Please, become light!”


      “O light!”


      “Be light!”


      “Ahhh, light!”


      I beat Renji down with all my strength.


      Until his movements stopped.


      Until his breathing stopped.


      Until his heart stopped.


      Ohhhhhhhhh. I will offer up Ron, the man who is rushing toward me with a big sword, to the light.


      I am one with the light.


      The light itself.


      I am light.


      This is what it means to convert to the light, and I who have converted, I who am light, have attained unparalleled bliss, and that was the reason I was trembling.


      Let there be light.


      Damn it all.


      I am spurred to action by the light, because I am light. The light of justice.


      That which is righteous is born of the light, isn’t it?


      If I am the light, and remain the light, then I will be cleansed of this suffering, won’t I?


      Damn it all.


      Let there be light.


      How can there possibly be any suffering in the light?


      And that means this suffering must vanish at some point, doesn’t it?


      The look in his, in Renji’s, eyes too.


      And his voice.


      And his words.


      And his warmth.


      And everything to do with him.


      That’s how it should be.


      Why?


      Why won’t you disappear?


      Let there be light.


      Damn it all.


      Try as I might, I can’t forget.


      Why?

    

  

  
    
      4. The Blessing of Acquired Divinity


      The next thing I knew, I was the one light.


      What does it mean to be the one light?


      I understood immediately, of course.


      Lumiaris.


      The light itself.


      Truly, a god.


      The God of Light, Lumiaris.


      The light that resided in me.


      It was a part of the Light God, and also the whole.


      I am light.


      I converted to the light, naturally. There can be no doubt about that.


      I am connected to the light. I am a part of it. I am all of it. I am light itself.


      And yet, Lumiaris is the true light.


      O Light.


      O God.


      God of Light, Lumiaris.


      Right now, I am prostrated before Lumiaris. I bend the knee, and I bow my head.


      No one can gaze up at Lumiaris.


      After all, Lumiaris is the true light.


      And yet, Lumiaris commands us.


      Look.


      We raise our faces.


      We look upon the light, on God, on Lumiaris.


      No matter how dazzling the light is, we look.


      Light!


      O God!


      Lumiaris!


      We rejoice.


      God does not emit light and is not wrapped in it. God is light. God himself is light. God is the light itself, and yet at the same time is God.


      O God, O Lumiaris!


      His form is similar to that of a human.


      No.


      It isn’t, and we realize that in an instant. God does not resemble a person. People were made in the image of God.


      That which only woman has, and that which only man has, God also has. His shoulders are broad, yet gentle, and long arms extend from them. His breasts are abundant, and his hips are high and sharply tapered, but not unnaturally so. His legs are straight, and his firm thighs continue down to his slender calves. And atop a neck that seems to have been made not to support his head but to hold it high sits a smiling face that seems too small and yet is just right. God also appears as if he is dozing.


      I find myself in the face of God, and I am shocked. Yet at the same time, I cannot help but be moved. It is not only me. All of us who have converted to the light, who are prostrated before God, find in ourselves some point of commonality with him. I cannot explain what it is we have in common, or how. And yet, it is clear that the light is me, the light is us, and I, we, sense that we are God. Not only that, but all humans other than those of us who have converted, and even the other races, resemble God as well.


      I become certain that this is proof that we were originally children of God, children of the light.


      That is why we have converted to the light, and we must make others submit. Those who would refuse are unquestionably in the wrong, and they can not be allowed to exist in wrongness. There is a simple clarity to the logic, and all of us instantly accept it.


      O light.


      Let there be light.


      Light!


      They should convert to the light.


      Submit to the light.


      Become the light.


      And be filled with the light.


      Why would you not do something so simple, Renji?


      Renji?


      Renji.


      Who is that?


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Renji.


      Ohhh, Renji.


      Even as that name echoes over and over in my mind, it is erased by the light. No trace of him comes back to me.


      I don’t know him.


      I don’t know any Renji.


      “Chibi.”


      “Why, Chibi?”


      What is this voice?


      This voice I hear coming from somewhere, who does it belong to?


      What about those eyes?


      Who is he?


      It’s Renji.


      I haven’t forgotten at all.


      I remember.


      I can’t forget.


      It’s carved into me.


      Renji. I killed him.


      With my own hands.


      The light.


      Because he would never convert to the light.


      He would never obey the light.


      He would never try to become light.


      I knew that.


      So I had no choice.


      Really?


      Really.


      It was the only thing I could do.


      It had to be done.


      There was no other way.


      Honestly...


      There aren’t enough converts.


      ...I don’t believe that.


      We don’t have enough.


      Not even close.


      What should I do?


      The light.


      I must serve the light.


      The light will envelop and fill the world. I must help it.


      What can I do to further that end?


      What should I do?


      The light commands me.


      I should obey the light.


      I should just do everything it tells me to.


      O light!


      The light has commanded us to multiply the light!


      The children of light, we who are closest to the light, the direct descendants of light, have a duty to multiply!


      What do you mean, multiply?


      O light!


      Let there be light!


      O lights!


      Couple with the light!


      If light couples with light, then surely light will form in the light.


      Light and light will birth light.


      Thus, let us multiply the light.


      Ohhh, light!


      I will obey.


      I will couple with the light.


      Light formed inside of me.


      If this light is born, then the light will be multiplied.


      It’s not enough yet?


      Do we still need more?


      Yes, we need more.


      Very well.


      I will couple with the light.


      And when I have coupled with the light, light will form in me.


      By giving birth to light I will multiply the light.


      Not enough yet?


      Do we still need more?


      I need to go on coupling?


      Yes, I do.


      Very well.


      Couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, form light inside of me, give birth to the light, couple with the light, the light formed inside of me when I coupled with the light, the light formed inside of me when I coupled with the light, the light, the light, the light, so much light, I coupled with it, let it form in me, and gave birth to it, the light did it to me, the light! Light! O light! Let there be light!


      Damn it all.


      Damn it all!

    

  

  
    
      5. What a Laugh


      I knew the being creeping toward me was an enemy.


      My enemy.


      Our enemy.


      The light’s enemy.


      Hope’s enemy.


      Lumiaris’s enemy.


      This enemy was not simply one who wouldn’t submit to the light. Not just an obstacle. Not an empty space on the map to one day be conquered. This enemy was not a shadow but darkness itself. What we call shadows are merely places where the light does not shine. For us who are a part of the light, who are connected to Lumiaris, where we stand, there are no shadows. Thus, if I turn and see a shadow, then it must not be a shadow but darkness itself.


      O darkness.


      O enemy of light.


      I called out, and the darkness suddenly appeared before me. I knew who it was. I knew their shape. And yet, I immediately saw through their facade and realized that this was not the one I had known. Because I remembered that the one whom I had known had passed on that day, before he could gain a second life. Setting aside the question of whether what I had could truly be called a second life, he had been an enemy, a servant of the darkness. In the same way that the light had granted us the honor of a life of light, walking along the shining path, a radiant path of coupling with the light, being filled with the light, and giving birth to the light, he must surely have been offered a path paved with darkness. And yet, he had chosen to not take it.


      “Don’t misunderstand,” the dark one said, raising his hand with a faint smile. “I’m not your enemy.”


      What’s he talking about? He’s the darkness. Curse him. It’s hateful to even speak his name. For we who are of the light, that is. He is no god, yet he is called a god. He makes people call him one. It is the pinnacle of all falsehoods. He is a swindler and a cheat. The one furthest from the truth. A being that must not be. Our enemy can only exist in opposition to us. He is not a shadow, nor even the darkness. He is ultimately nothing more than a silhouette created by the light.


      He is a mass of contradictions.


      He is meaningless and produces nothing of meaning.


      Much as it galled me to speak his name, I allowed myself to say it with contempt and hatred.


      Skullhell.


      Servant of darkness.


      “Indeed.”


      The being, who was doubtless a servant of darkness, swung his right arm down airily, bent his hips a little, lowered his head, and pulled back his left foot, bowing to me.


      “I am an envoy of Skullhell, and you are a saint in the service of Lumiaris. The Saint of Broken Love, Cheriel.”


      It was all so deliberate.


      Yes, it must have been.


      “Chibi. Chibi-chan. Chiiibiii. Chiiibi-chaaan. Chibichibichiiibiiiii. Chiiiiibi-chaaaaan. Hee hee! Hee ha ha! Hey, Chiiiiibi-chaaaaan. Long time no see. Chiiiiibiiiii. Gwah ha ha ha!”


      To mock me is to mock the light. Such a thing, of course, can never be tolerated. No servant of darkness has the right to call my name. And I don’t want anyone calling me by that name regardless, whether they are a servant of darkness or not.


      I tried to force the servant of darkness to submit with the power of the light, but the moment he was bathed in the light, the servant of darkness vanished.


      I turned and saw that, though it should have been impossible, I was casting a shadow. The servant of darkness appeared again, as if rising, or perhaps crawling, up, out of it. Then he mocked me.


      “Chibiii. Chiiibi-chaaan. Chibichibichiiibiiiii. Ha ha! Chiiibiii. Hee hyah ha!”


      The servant of darkness was baiting me. He meant to lead me away from the light. I saw right through his plans. But I deliberately went along with his taunting.


      Why? Because he was an enemy.


      Enemies had to be destroyed. But if there was some kind of plot behind his all too obvious plan, I had to probe what it might be.


      I was not the only saint, which was what we called the direct descendants of the light. There were others. I had coupled with the light, let the light form inside of me, and given birth to the light. The comrades that I was meant to adore. Those lovable pieces of shit. And out of all of us, the servant of darkness had chosen me.


      Me, of all people.


      Why?


      What reason did he have to choose me?


      “You already know, don’t you?”


      The more I looked, the more the servant of darkness resembled him.


      “Chibiii?”


      I remembered.


      “Chibi-chaaan?”


      That curly hair.


      “Because you carry sentiments disloyal to Lumiaris.”


      His eyes were feral, yet carried a certain frailty and cynicism.


      “Did you really think there could be any other reason? You obey Lumiaris. You’re totally submissive. You’ve offered up your body and soul. And yet...you still feel a certain separation. There’s a rift between you and Lumiaris. One that you really wish could be filled. You’ve got to be aware of that, don’t you? And of course, Lumiaris knows too. Which can only mean one thing, right? Lumiaris knows about your suffering. He sees through you. I’d bet anything that Lumiaris could purify that suffering, make it go away, right? There’s no way that he couldn’t, is there? He’s a being people call a god. What are the chances that he isn’t able to remove the cause of your suffering? I’ll tell you straight out. Of course he can. He can do it, but he’s not gonna. So what does that mean, then? You know, don’t you? Well? You’re no idiot. I’m sure you must’ve been able to work it out on your own.”


      On that day, in that moment, I saw the light cleave through the smoke.


      The light was inside of me as well.


      They were the same light.


      I learned that I was a part of the light. Our lights were connected, and they were the same. The shining thing that filled me up was inside of me.


      I know what it is.


      I didn’t know then.


      Now I do.


      A core of light.


      A hexagrammic light core.


      It had been planted inside of me at some point. Its seed might have been taking root within me for a long time, and that moment was when it sprouted.


      Inside me.


      Inside us.


      The source of light in me, in us, is the hexagrammic light core. The hexagrammic light core brings light. Light the same as the light that cleaved through all that smoke. That light is connected to the hexagrammic light cores.


      My hexagrammic light core is the bond between me and the light.


      It is the robe that binds us to the light, and the yoke around our necks.


      It is a stake pounded through us.


      It is a cage that holds us, allowing no escape.


      Thank you so much.


      Thank you!


      I have to give thanks. Because of the hexagrammic light cores, we are able to sense the light directly. We can even become light ourselves. As a part of the light, I can believe that I am one with the light. Without doubt. There can be no escape. Because we have our hexagrammic light cores. There is no reason to run away.


      Light.


      Light, O light.


      Let there be light!


      Damn it all.


      Light!


      The hexagrammic light core brings me light. The light grants me a receptor. The receptor gives me power. I, ahhh, Cheriel, the Saint of Broken Love, am wrapped in countless sparkling wings. These sparkling wings are my receptor. The receptor the light bestowed upon me. They are the mark of my loyalty to the light, an irremovable fetter that binds me to it.


      I have wings of light.


      Or something like wings.


      So many wings.


      But none of them are real wings.


      I cannot spread them and fly.


      I cannot spread my wings.


      My wings are not wings.


      I cannot fly.


      I cannot fly off anywhere.


      Look.


      See.


      Look closely.


      Look at my wings.


      They aren’t actually wings, are they?


      Not at all, right?


      These are hands.


      Arms.


      Countless arms.


      The arms, the hands, they’re wrapped around me, just looking like wings.


      This is how I protect myself.


      I’m giving myself a hug.


      Hugging myself tightly.


      Holding myself in place.


      “I know.”


      The servant of darkness extended his hand. To me. A servant of the dark, offering his hand to a part of the light.


      The servant of darkness was looking at me with peevish eyes that nonetheless seemed like they could see through me with ease.


      Stop.


      Don’t look at me.


      Don’t look at me with those eyes.


      Don’t look at me!


      No.


      It’s not true.


      We’re not old friends.


      I don’t even know you.


      You can’t be the human I once knew.


      Yet as you extend your hand, you don’t push me to accept it but look at me with nostalgic familiarity, seeming somewhat pained by the sight before you, as if you pity me. You don’t carelessly approach. It’s like you’re saying the rest is up to me. It all comes down to whether I take the next step. Will I take your hand or not? You seem to be telling me the choice is entirely mine.


      “I know it, and so do you.”


      What do you know?


      “Lumiaris is...”


      What?


      “...punishing you.”


      The light is punishing me.


      “Tormenting you, testing you. He’s always testing you.”


      Lumiaris is punishing me.


      “Think about it. What is the cause of your suffering?”


      I am.


      “What started it all?”


      What?


      “Why are you suffering so much?”


      Why?


      “What trap did you fall into?”


      Trap?


      “Who set the trap?”


      Right.


      “Well? You see what I’m saying?”


      I know.


      Lumiaris.


      O light.


      Let there be light.


      Damn it all.


      I know the reason. It’s my fault.


      Because I can’t forget.


      Because I remember.


      Renji.


      Everything about him.


      I killed him with my own hands.


      Why won’t you let me forget?


      You should just erase these memories!


      This sin!


      I know that in truth it was no sin at all. I only did what had to be done.


      I did what needed to be done.


      I killed Renji.


      I killed Adachi.


      I killed Ron.


      I killed the people who meant the most to me.


      What of it?


      What does it matter?


      It’s just a small thing, isn’t it?


      So what if I can’t forget?


      Light.


      Let there be light.


      Damn it all!


      Punishment.


      Punishment?


      You’re saying this is punishment?


      You’re telling me to suffer?


      To keep suffering more and more?


      You want me to suffer forever?


      The light does?


      Lumiaris does?


      Yes.


      Lumiaris.


      Help.


      Help me.
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      6. We Live Deceiving and Being Deceived


      “All right.”


      I moved closer to his extended hand. But only a little.


      “I can lend you a hand. But listen. You’re the one who decides. You get that, right?”


      Yes. I understand.


      I am wrapped in the receptor the light gave me.


      And there’s a hexagrammic light core inside me.


      What would happen if that receptor was stripped away and the hexagrammic light core was removed?


      I’d lose my connection to the light, of course. But that’s not all.


      “There’s nothing to fear. Yeah, sure, you’ll die. Die and then rise again. It’s okay. Just leave it to me.”


      But...


      “Huh?”


      What about you?


      Who are you?


      What are you?


      “Me?”


      The servant of darkness smiled. It was an uneven smile, even looking a little shy.


      It felt oddly human.


      He was doing a good job of feigning humanity.


      “Atona.”


      That’s a lie.


      “The child of darkness, Atona.”


      He’s tricking me.


      He’s trying to deceive me.


      He’s hiding his true nature.


      That’s Skullhell.


      Skullhell in the guise of a human. I’m sure of it.


      “Chibi.”


      You’re Skulhell.


      “Chiiibiii.”


      Aren’t you?


      “Chiiibi-chaaan.”


      Atona did not answer my question.


      “Come on.”


      He called out to me.


      “Come here.”


      He beckoned to me.


      It’s hot.


      Incredibly hot. Unbelievably hot.


      Something’s giving off heat.


      What is it?


      It’s me.


      I’m emitting my own heat, and that heat is turning around and running back through my whole body, heating me up even more. The heat is building and building, rising even higher. I’m going to burn. I may already be burning. But it’s not like flames.


      It’s light. Superheated light is warping my field of vision.


      I feel like I’m going to melt.


      I may already be melting.


      What’s going on?


      I don’t feel hesitant.


      But I’m confused.


      And scared.


      “So this is your punishment, huh?”


      The light core.


      It’s my hexagrammic light core.


      “This is how the narrow-minded Lumiaris operates.”


      The light flowing into me from the hexagrammic light core was trying to melt me. It was a warning to pull back. To get away from the darkness.


      “It’s fine to probe the enemy’s schemes, but no more than that. You mustn’t get any closer to the darkness.” The light was drilling the message into me that to do so would be a serious betrayal. It would be a decisive act of rebellion, a mistake I couldn’t take back, and I would lose everything that made me me. The light would take everything.


      “There’s no need to worry, Chibi-chan. Is there?”


      Atona didn’t come any closer. He wasn’t moving at all. Not him. And yet, the distance between us was a little smaller than it had been a moment ago. What did that mean?


      I was walking toward Atona. Even as the heat of the light felt as though it would melt me, I was approaching the darkness.


      “There’s no need to worry,” he’d said.


      He was absolutely right. If the light was going to take everything from me, then let it. I actually wanted it to.


      I finally understood.


      The light wouldn’t save me.


      The radiant path didn’t lead to where I wanted to go.


      Renji wasn’t there.


      Adachi and Ron weren’t either.


      They were nowhere.


      Because I’d killed them.


      With my own hands.


      Because the light had commanded me to.


      But I was the one who had obeyed the light. It wasn’t the light’s fault. I had decided to kill them of my own volition. That was what I had convinced myself of. That I had done what was necessary. That there had been no other way. Because I was part of the light.


      But it was the light that had made me do it. It wasn’t a trap of the darkness, who I’d seen as the enemy. It was the light’s trap. I had been set up. By the light. My enemy had been inside of me all along. The light had been my enemy.


      I had offered everything to my enemy and killed the people who had mattered to me. What a fool I was. There was no taking it back now.


      The light was melting me. But even as I melted, I walked toward Atona.


      My wings, those false wings made up of countless arms and hands, now felt like nothing more than a punishment the light had given me, seizing me and trying to melt me with their heat. The hexagrammic light cores were filling me with a punishing light even as they were trying to leave my body.


      I knew where the hexagrammic light cores were. Inside my head. And not metaphorically. They were literally inside of my head. In my brain. There had only been one of them at first. Then another and another had grown, running along my brain stem. Now there were six of them.


      They were moving a little at a time, their hot light punishing me as they tried to leave my body. They could not be easily separated from me. That was something I didn’t so much know for a fact as I sensed it instinctively. Even if my heart were damaged and my blood stopped flowing, I wouldn’t die. The light would eventually fix my heart. But if I lost my hexagrammic light cores, I’d cease functioning as a living being. I had been remade by the light. At some point, I had become unable to walk without it. It had been a trap. The light’s trap. In the end, I had accepted the light’s domination without putting up even a token resistance.


      It’s over.


      The hexagrammic light cores will eat through my skin and escape.


      Farewell, light.


      Damn it all.


      Ahhh.


      Now I remember.


      Renji used to say that sometimes.


      Damn it all.


      “This isn’t the end.”


      Atona moved closer. It wasn’t me this time. I couldn’t take another step. He was approaching.


      I heard an intense sound reverberating from within me to my exterior. Heat beyond heat and pain beyond pain tore through me, breaking me to pieces. It felt as though the hexagrammic light cores’ escape from my body was going to obliterate me and scatter me to the winds, leaving not so much as a shred of me to be found.


      “It’s the beginning.”


      Atona’s words changed me. I was inverted, switched over, turned.


      Those winglike things that had enveloped me, protecting and binding me, the receptor the light had given me, those countless arms and hands, were all stained by the darkness. The hexagrammic light cores finally left me, and I felt my consciousness cut out the moment that they did, but it instantly returned. However, I immediately found that I was myself and yet not myself. I was forced to see that I had lost most of what I had been. I couldn’t move so much as a finger. I couldn’t breathe. No blood flowed through my veins, and there wasn’t anything else that was flowing in place of blood either. I had nothing that I could call a body. Perhaps the hexagrammic light cores had burned it away as they left.


      I drowned as I burned, and I froze as I boiled. Everything that was me was stripped away. Gouged out. Shredded. Peeled. Scratched apart. Pureed. I was kneaded, torn, ground up, slammed, thrown, smashed, trampled, mocked, spat on, and debased. Thoroughly. I became unrecognizable. I was abandoned. But even then, I remembered. I hadn’t forgotten. Though it brought me no relief, from the bottom of my heart I felt that this was how it ought to be. Up until that moment, being unable to forget had been my punishment. Not anymore. This pain that will not heal, this unrelenting suffering, may not offer me salvation, but it’s mine and mine alone.


      The dark arms and black hands wrapped around what little was left of me.


      Renji.


      I will carry this pain and suffering forward with me.


      I won’t ask for forgiveness. I doubt that you would give it to me. There’s no way that you would. And it’s not like I want to be forgiven.


      “Welcome to our side.”


      Atona puffed his chest out so far that he was almost bending over backward and spread his arms wide. He raised his chin and looked at me with down-turned eyes filled with satisfaction.


      “From now on, you are Chegbrete of Penitence.”


      It was clear that I no longer stood on the side of the light. But I felt no affinity for Atona or any hint of sympathy or empathy. What I felt was disgust and loathing.


      I hate him.


      That was how I felt. My hatred for Atona was pure and unadulterated. So I extended my hands without hesitation. The hands of darkness. These arms aren’t meant for embracing.


      “All right,” Atona laughed. “Do it, Chegbrete. Do whatever you want. I’m not gonna stop you. Go for it. That’s the way of darkness.”


      I’ll do as I please.


      I caught Atona with hundreds, thousands of dark hands.


      “Woo-hoo!”


      I wasn’t going to use them to crush the life from him right away.


      “Hyah ha ha ha hah!”


      The dark hands probed every part of Atona, slowly testing a variety of ways of applying more and more pressure on him.


      I was going to let him taste my pain.


      But I knew it wouldn’t lessen my suffering.


      My pain and sadness will never change.


      Not ever.


      Then why did I do it?


      I don’t know the reason. I’m all but certain that I didn’t have one.


      I just wanted to.


      “That’s the way!”


      I’ll do as I please.


      “Chegbreteeeeeeeeeee!”


      I don’t need this pain and suffering anymore. I’ve had enough. I wish to cast them aside somewhere. It’s not like I want to keep feeling this way forever. But despite that, this agony is too familiar to me, almost as if it’s what I’m made of. This pain has existed since the beginning of the world. I was born from it. My experience of coupling with the light, letting the light form inside of me, and giving birth to the light added to the pain. I have no dignity left. Renji. Even my feelings for you make me suffer. As the one who killed you, I have no right to hold on to these emotions. I did so many things without a hint of shame because the light commanded it. Those memories are a source of torment for me now, and yet here I am, running headfirst into the arms of that torment, using this agony as an escape. Until I have learned all there is to know of the ugliness and shame of pain and suffering, I need more, more, more, more, more, more—


      “You and I are close! Riiight, Cheeerieeeeel?!”

    

  

  
    
      7. Intertwined


      Twisted, shredded, and torn apart. What had actually happened wasn’t clear, but that was what it had felt like.


      Manato was pushed along with incredible momentum. But even as he was thrown about by a torrent of some kind of dark substance, Manato became aware that he was not “I.”


      Whoever “I” was, it was not Manato.


      Which meant that the harsh reality that was still torturing him was not his own. However, since Manato could hardly breathe inside the mass of darkness, he truly had no idea what was what. He had the vague sense that he was alive, but only just barely, and that could have been about to change. He might have been dying at that very moment.


      “We’ve screwed before! Riiight, Cheerieeeeeel?!”


      It’s that thing’s voice. The saint. It’s Taidael, the Saint of Tremors. But why? How can I hear Taidael’s voice?


      Manato didn’t have time to feel confused about that, though. If he stayed stuck in this viscous, black, mud-like stuff, he really was going to die. He struggled desperately, fighting his way out of the black substance. His face broke through. Or rather, a part of it did. He was able to breathe a little through his nose and see something other than black. Colors and shapes. He had no idea what any of it was, but being able to see again was dazzling to him.


      It only lasted an instant before he immediately sank into the darkness again. It was pitch-black. Was there no hope? Was it already too late?


      “Manato!”


      He felt like he heard his name. But he might’ve just imagined it. Or had he? Was it not his imagination?


      Something seized Manato’s left wrist. It was pulling on him. His hand felt like it was going to separate from his body. His shoulder was going to come loose. His arm was going to get torn off.


      Something lifted Manato up. He floated to the surface, and then he flew out of the black torrent.


      His left arm might not have been torn off, but he sensed his shoulder was dislocated. And still, he only escaped the black substance for a moment before he was partially engulfed again, leaving roughly half of his body sticking out of the dark mass. It was all a bit hazy, but Manato understood that something, or rather someone, was trying to pull him free from the dark substance. Riyo. Someone had called his name. That had probably been Riyo’s voice. She had grabbed Manato’s left wrist, and she was trying to save him from the torrent of darkness.


      Since she was going to all that trouble, he figured he should at least try to be saved. It wasn’t like he didn’t want to survive. Of course he wanted her to save him. The problem was that he didn’t really know what he could do to help and didn’t have time to figure it out, so all he could do was try to go in the direction Riyo was pulling him.


      “Abahh bahh bahh bahh ababababah bababahh!” Manato babbled. He wasn’t trying to make those weird noises. He was just bringing all his strength to bear, and that was causing those sounds to come out of him.


      At some point, most of his body came free of the dark torrent. Manato stood up and ran. The arm Riyo was pulling on had gone limp. It hurt, sure, but he couldn’t afford to start complaining about it. He was worried that if she let go, they’d immediately be separated. His left arm hurt like crazy, but at least that was proof that Riyo was still pulling on it. She was right there.


      He suddenly realized something. Couldn’t he just stop looking down and raise his head to check whether Riyo was there for himself? Manato gave it a try. He saw Riyo’s back.


      “Let...go!” he grunted out.


      At Manato’s request, Riyo instantly released his hand. That got rid of the pain from her pulling on it. But his arm was still limp. It swung uselessly at his side, and it still ached.


      Riyo glanced back occasionally as she kept running. Manato did not look behind him. He was holding the upper part of his left arm with his right hand, trying to keep it from swinging any more than necessary. It still hurt, but he soldiered on and kept following Riyo. That was the most he could manage to do.


      How far had they run? Where were they now? He looked to the sides and saw ruins and trees. Was this still the Old City of Damuro?


      What in the world had just happened? He’d been engulfed by Chegbrete of Penitence. There had been dark arms, black hands...and then what?


      He felt like he’d had a nightmare. An awfully long one at that. In that nightmare, Manato had been Chegbrete. Or rather, he had been Chibi, or Chibi-chan. Oh, and there had been a Cheriel too. They were all one and the same. All one person. If you could call a saint or a fiend a person, that is.


      In that dream, Manato had felt like he’d completely become Chibi-chan, Cheriel, and Chegbrete. In all honesty, that feeling hadn’t totally gone away. At the very least, he couldn’t think of her as someone he didn’t know at this point. He even felt as if she were a part of him. Like they were connected somewhere inside. It was like there was a sturdy rope tying Manato’s heart firmly to Chibi-chan’s, Cheriel’s, and Chegbrete’s. One that he wouldn’t be able to cut. If he tried to forcefully sever the rope, both their hearts might burst.


      Chibi-chan had become a saint serving Lumiaris, and then the dream had ended with her switching sides to Skullhell under the guidance of Atona, the Child of Darkness.


      Chibi-chan had submitted to Lumiaris, but she had been suffering the entire time. Renji. Chibi-chan had liked a guy called Renji. She’d loved him. And yet she’d killed Renji with her own hands. Her comrades Adachi and Ron too. Manato felt as if he’d killed them himself. There was no way Manato could have ever met Renji, or Adachi, or Ron, but knowing that did nothing to change how he felt. The memory of taking Renji’s life was just too vivid.


      He hadn’t wanted to kill Renji. But he had. His chest ached. More than he could bear. He could never forgive himself. He had done whatever the light ordered. But had he truly felt that any of those things were good, and wonderful, and that he had wanted to do them? Coupling with the light, letting the light form inside him, and giving birth to the light had been horrible. It had been disgusting beyond words.


      That’s why.


      He’d had no choice. He could never have been happy obeying the light. It had been agony. He’d been wrong. That was why he’d had to accept his punishment. He wouldn’t like it, and it would be agony, but he’d had to do something.


      He’d accepted Atona’s invitation. There’d been no other way. It had been meant to be. But he’d known that changing sides wouldn’t make his suffering end. It would stay the same. It just wasn’t going to be a punishment anymore. He deserved to suffer and to be in pain. Because he’d killed Renji. He’d killed his comrades. This pain and suffering was going to be with him forever.


      No. That hadn’t been Manato. He knew that. Chibi-chan was the one who had done those things. The former Saint of Broken Love, Cheriel. She’d been a convert of the God of Light, Lumiaris. And now she was a fiend. Chegbrete of Penitence. Manato wasn’t Chibi-chan, or Cheriel, or Chegbrete. He wasn’t.


      I’m not. I’m absolutely not.


      He had to keep telling himself that. Otherwise, Chegbrete’s pain, Chibi-chan’s suffering, would come welling up inside him again. He felt sick. It was like the contents of his stomach, or more like his stomach itself, wanted to escape out his mouth.


      “Ah!” Riyo suddenly yelped and turned toward her left. Something dark sprang at her from that direction, and it looked like she’d kicked it away, but they had both been moving so quickly that he hadn’t been able to make out exactly what had happened. It had probably been something like that, though.


      Manato came to a stop without thinking, and he looked around for the dark thing that Riyo had kicked. When a dark thing jumped at him right after that, was it the same one, or was it another? Whatever the case, if Riyo hadn’t spun around and kicked that one too, he would have either been sent flying or pinned to the ground.


      “Augh!” Manato groaned, blinking hard as he shook his head violently.


      “They’re coming!” Riyo warned, jumping over Manato.


      He knew she wouldn’t have done something like that without cause. There was a black thing coming at him. Riyo kicked down at it from midair, and Manato was finally able to make out the shape of the black figure for himself. It was one of Skullhell’s thralls, covered in dark malignancy. The type that they called a slave soldier. But this one had almost no left arm and a weirdly large right arm. In fact, its right arm was about the size of the rest of its body combined.


      Righty swung itself into the air and then tried to slam Manato with its big arm, but Riyo swept the thrall aside with a kick from her long legs, sparing Manato from being bludgeoned to death.


      As Righty landed flat on its back, Manato drew his tachi. He didn’t think about doing so, he just did it on reflex, and then he thrust it at Righty. The blade pierced it around the middle of its large arm. A tachi was a one-edged sword, like a sort of long katana, and could be held in two hands. With all his strength and the full weight of his body behind it, it quickly went in as deep as it could.


      “Nghahhhhhh!” He then planted his right foot on the slave soldier and tore his blade free before stabbing it back in. “Guhhhhhhhh!” Manato did this again and again, thrusting in and out. It hurt. It hurt, it hurt, it hurt, it hurt, it hurt, it hurt, it hurt, it hurt.


      “Wahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!” He was going to mess this big-armed freak up. But just stabbing the hell out of its arm wasn’t enough. He jumped on it and kicked at it. He stabbed, and stabbed, and stabbed, and beat it up, and it hurt, hurt, hurt, hurt. He was in agony, and pain, and pain, and agony, and pain, pain, pain, pain, pain.


      Manato vomited. He felt the sour, bitter taste of bile in the back of his nose. Renji. He’d killed Renji. With his own hands.


      Renji? Uh, that couldn’t be right, could it? It wasn’t. This was Righty. But it still hurt. He was suffering. With his tachi buried deep in Righty’s arm, Manato drew his knife as well and started stabbing it some more.


      “Wahhh! Ahhhh! Hyahhhhhh!”


      What’s wrong with me? he thought somewhere in the back of his mind. It passed. He was in too much pain. He was suffering. There were no two ways about it. It hurt.


      “Manato! Get a grip on yourself!”


      Riyo’s voice snapped him back to his senses. He freed his tachi and knife and jumped back, and Righty immediately leaped to its feet. He’d been stabbing it like crazy, but it was completely fine. It had some damage to its oversized right arm, but it still came at Manato, grunting.


      I can’t block it, Manato thought. It was going to be impossible to parry. Manato jumped to the side, getting out of the way of its right arm, and rolled before getting back up.


      What about Riyo? Wait. The knife’s in my left hand. My left arm is moving. Did it heal? Thoughts raced through his mind, but he ignored them and rolled again. This time, he went forward diagonally. He wasn’t sure if he would be able to slip past Righty’s oversized arm, but he apparently managed it by a hair’s breadth. If he hadn’t, he would have been sent flying.


      For an instant, he spotted Riyo grappling with another one. It looked similar to Righty, but he only got the briefest of glimpses of it, so Manato didn’t know any more than that.


      What about Yori? And Tata? And Haru?


      Righty started swinging its arm around, and it was all Manato could manage just to avoid it, so he felt he had to focus on that, but he still couldn’t help but wonder. He eventually wound up short of breath, and he had lost pretty much all of his composure, but Righty still couldn’t hit him. He’d think, Here it comes, and then it actually would, and his body would move on its own.


      He had a vague sense of Riyo’s situation. He wasn’t actively trying to watch her. He just occasionally spotted her doing something off in the corner of his vision. Riyo was still fighting the slave soldier that looked like Righty. But the other one looked like it probably had a huge left arm instead of a right one. That made it Lefty.


      But y’know, Manato thought, the way things are shaping up, there’s not much I can do about it, huh?


      These slave soldiers were trouble. Those oversized arms that were as large as their bodies were strong and tough. Even one hit from them would probably be fatal. The arm was blocking all of his attacks too. He’d stabbed it over and over, and yet it seemed perfectly fine. Maybe running was the only option. But he was sure that Righty and Lefty would chase after them. Manato and Riyo would almost certainly get caught, even if they had a head start. Fleeing would be too difficult.


      If we can hold out, I’m not counting on Tata, but Yori or Haru will come to help us. Maybe. I’m sure hoping they will. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t. I mean, we’re kinda screwed if they don’t, right?

    

  

  
    
      8. Imperfect


      “You and I are close! Riiight, Cheeerieeeeel?!”


      The moment she heard that voice, it snapped her back to reality. And reality was terrible too. She was being crushed by black stuff. It was a wonder that she was still breathing.


      “We’ve screwed before! Riiight, Cheerieeeeeel?!”


      She knew that voice. It was a saint. Taidael, Saint of Tremors.


      “I’ll kill you!” She was instantly filled with bloodlust. She knew how to control intense emotions. Though, perhaps it wasn’t right to say that she just knew. It was so ingrained that she could do it unconsciously. It happened naturally.


      As part of the first of the Six Embers, she had learned to sense the internal energy—prana—inside of her as she had been taught martial arts techniques and had also learned how to move it around. Later, in the third stage, or ember, she had experimented with releasing her prana directly as a form of training, and had used a variety of methods to increase her prana. She had been able to convert powerful emotions into prana without having to be taught, and she’d been able to do it instantly.


      She used her swelling prana to explosively boost her physical abilities and quickly burst out of the black object.


      There it was. Taidael, Saint of Tremors. It was an unsightly creature, covered all over in shining stuff. Its upper body was an inverted triangle. Part of that was probably its head, but she couldn’t see anything that really looked like one. It had weirdly thin legs and massive hammer-like arms hanging out of both sides of its upper body.


      What was Taidael doing? It was whaling on Chegbrete with those hammer arms. With each strike, Chegbrete’s black arms were crushed, torn, and ripped off.


      “Eeeyah ha ha hahhhhh! Cheeeeeerieeeeeel! You blasphemeeeeer!”


      Cut it out.


      Her blood boiled.


      Stop it.


      Her veins threatened to pop.


      Stop it.


      Her heart was ready to explode.


      Stop it. Stop it. Stop it.


      She had experienced what Chegbrete had gone through. Though she knew now that she was not Chegbrete herself, was there any need to differentiate between the two of them? Chegbrete had committed an unforgivable sin. She knew that. Chegbrete had to accept her punishment. But did that mean she had to accept absolutely everything?


      Absolutely not, she decided. Even if God allowed it, she would reject it.


      Some god he is. Damn it all.


      She knew what they had done. Knew it in her bones.


      Taidael. I know what you did to Chegbrete. And not just you. What all of you did to her. I won’t let you get away with this. Never.


      She was madder than she’d ever been in her life, or at least than she’d been in a long, long time. Would she be able to control such a high volume of powerful emotion? Of course she would. Her teacher, the Grand Master of the Six Embers, Wandanboro, had said that it was her gift from the heavens. Even if a person could turn intense emotion into prana, if they overdid it, the energy would just end up getting in their way. But not in her case. She could do it as much as she wanted, and no matter how worked up she was, that would let her regain her cool. Even in the face of death, a fighter had to remain coolheaded. They needed to maintain the same level of judgment they exercised in normal situations. She could do that.


      “Cheeeriel! Cherieeel! Cheriel! Cheeeriel!”


      Don’t say that name. Taidael. You filth. Damn it all.


      The angrier she got, the higher her prana became. She had trained ceaselessly to control her overflowing prana. In the fourth of the Six Embers, she had awakened her sight so that she could see the external energy—mana—and had learned ways that she could use it, and also how to mix prana and mana. In other words, how to exchange her internal and external energies and create a combined energy. Making use of this combined energy was the Fifth Ember.


      The Sixth Ember lay even beyond that.


      The warrior saint Momohina, who had manifested this unified energy and completed the Six Embers, had discovered that prana and mana were not fundamentally different in a moment of enlightenment. Furthermore, prana, mana, and matter were all ultimately the same. Everything was constantly in flux. Energy and matter were one. But understanding this logically wasn’t enough. It had to be felt, or there was no meaning. To feel the unity of all energy and matter was to reach the Sixth Ember.


      It was said that only the warrior saint Momohina and her senior disciple, the Grand Master of the Six Embers, Wandanboro, had attained the Sixth Ember.


      It was said that her great-grandmother, Yume, who had worked with the Grand Master to establish the Six Embers, had also experienced the unity of all matter and energy, but her great-grandmother had firmly denied it. The Sixth Ember belonged to the warrior saint and all those who followed her path, and that path had not been Yume’s, according to her. She had been very stubborn.


      However, her great-grandmother had no doubt sensed the unity of all energy and matter. She firmly believed that. After all, her great-grandmother had offered her some words that had brought her closer to feeling the unity.


      Great-grandma, and Yori, and Riyo, we’re all the same, y’know?


      As she had sat in her great-grandmother’s lap, the old woman had often said that kind of thing to her, hugging her from behind and holding her hands. It had happened so many times that she didn’t remember all the different wordings that her great-grandmother had used, but the intended message had been deeply etched into her. Those words had been about more than just a great-grandmother and her great-granddaughters, Yori and Riyo. Her great-grandmother had been saying that all people were the same, not just those who shared a blood connection. She’d said that the people closest to them, and even passers-by whom they didn’t know, were also the same. She’d even picked up pebbles and dried leaves, murmuring that they, too, were the same. Basking in the sunlight, she had narrowed her eyes and said all things are the same.


      Her grandmother had meant that they were all one, but it wasn’t until she had started training in the Six Embers that it had hit her. When she had reached the point where she felt like she was starting to see the unity of all energy and matter off in the distance, the nature of a world like the one her great-grandmother had felt had spread out before her.


      Therefore, it was her great-grandmother who had let her feel the unity of all energy and matter. Because of her great-grandmother, she had reached the Sixth Ember at a young age. Her great-grandmother had guided her to it. And she had been born into this world because of her great-grandmother too. And her great-grandmother was still with her, even after having passed away. They would always be together.


      “Sixth Ember.”


      She drew her sword. Its name was Frenzy. It was a red sword forged by the great swordsmith Wobonak. Red swords were straight-edged swords made from an alloy with a strong red tinge. Though they were fairly expensive on the Red Continent, they were not particularly rare. Hundreds of swords made by the late Wobonak were in circulation. Frenzy was said to be Wobonak’s masterpiece, but it had no special powers. However, red swords mixed well with combined energy, and the ones that Wobonak had made had superior durability, so she preferred to use them.


      Her body was enveloped in her combined energy. It was separate from her body, but they were fundamentally one and the same. It could be said that there was a boundary between the combined energy and the body, but it could also be said that there was none. Clad in combined energy, she raced across the surface of the black object, that flow of black arms that pushed and shoved like a turbid stream. Inside of that muddy flow, she saw her little sister seizing Manato by the hand and struggling to pull him free. She wanted to save her sister, but her heart could no longer be shaken by anything.


      “Yori?!”


      Haruhiro had called her name. He had hoisted Tata by the arm, and was escaping from the turbid stream of black arms. Her little sister would take care of Manato, and Tata would be safe with Haruhiro. She didn’t feel relieved. She was just perceiving the facts as they were.
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      “Huh?!”


      She turned toward Chegbrete of Penitence, who was gathering her limbs as Taidael, the Saint of Tremors, tried to use its massive hammer arms to smash the fiend. Near the top of the inverted triangle that was its upper body, there was another inverted triangle that was Taidael’s head. It had what looked to be a pair of eye holes, and they were sparkling.


      “Heyyyyy! Are you gonna get in our way, you mere humaaaaan?!”


      “I don’t listen to the words of those who gave up their humanity!”


      The flash of rage she had felt was converted into more combined energy. All energy and matter were one. Everything was the same, and yet different. The passing breeze and the burning passion. Light and dark. Fiends and saints. Humans and nonhumans. The self and others. Heaven and earth. Blood and water.


      Having manifested the Six Embers, she faced Taidael as herself. She ran as though walking. Moved as though stopped. Breathed as though not breathing.


      “Shatter and shine!” Taidael yelled, swinging its massive hammer arms down at her.


      The right one touched her. Or rather, it touched the combined energy surrounding her. But that energy was both one with her and a part of her. And because the receptor that Lumiaris had bestowed upon Taidael—that warped, hammer-like right arm—was a thing that existed in the world, it was, in a sense, part of her as well.


      “What?!” Taidael shouted angrily. Its voice resonated through her whole body.


      The massive hammer that was its right arm could not break her. It couldn’t even harm her. It slid past the surface of her body without hitting it at all. To Taidael, it was like striking blood or water.


      “You’d better be ready for this, goddamn it.”


      She was inside of Taidael’s reach. Her fury would not drive her into a frenzy. It would only make her stronger. And stronger. Stronger than anyone. Her unfrenzied hands held a red sword ironically engraved with the name Frenzy. The red sword was a part of her as well, but could also be said not to be.


      “DIE-A-DRA.”


      That was her Sixth Ember. Hers alone. Momohina’s had been called RAY-K, and Wandanboro’s was called UNTMYM. In the moment when she had attained her Sixth Ember, she had also learned that its name was DIE-A-DRA.


      She shoved the receptor covering Taidael’s chest with her left hand.


      “Wuh?!” Taidael let out a confused groan. But by the time that it did, her red sword, Frenzy, had already carved up both of the saint’s arms.


      “Wuh? Wuh?! Wuhhh?! Wuuuhhhhhhhh?!”


      Taidael then fell apart into thirty-two pieces.


      Unfortunately, she was already almost out of time. She was well aware of that fact. There was a flaw in her Sixth Ember. An incredibly serious flaw. That was why Wandanboro had forbidden her to use it. However, she had not truly violated his prohibition.


      She hurried off, leaving the chopped up Taidael behind. She had to move quickly, but she felt no sense of urgency. She remained, as before, unshaken.


      “Grrh! Hey! Wait, you... You damned human!”


      Taidael was raging. Being torn to pieces wouldn’t stop a being like that. She knew that too. What, then, did she need to do to eliminate one such as Taidael, the Saint of Tremors? She had no idea. That meant that she would only defeat Taidael by chancing upon an answer. And yet, despite that, she had chosen to manifest her Sixth Ember and slash Taidael apart.


      She had not broken the prohibition of her own will. It had broken on its own. She had not used her Sixth Ember. Her Sixth Ember had manifested by itself, without her input. And her Sixth Ember could not be maintained long.


      “Kh!”


      She was starting to feel disordered. The mana and prana came apart, the mana scattering everywhere, and her prana also rushing out of her. She tried to hold her prana in, but despite how freely she’d been able to control it before, it wasn’t listening to her at all now.


      It was because she was disordered. Disordered in what way? In every way.


      If she tried to breathe in, she breathed out. If she tried to breathe out, she breathed in. If she tried to take a step with her right foot, she moved her left. Was she swinging her arms? Or was she being swung around by them?


      “Frenzy!”


      No. This is bad. I can’t let go of my sword. I need to take it with me or I won’t even be able to defend myself. But how am I supposed to do that in this state?


      She felt like trying to ram her head into one of the stone walls of the ruins.


      “I’m still so green!”


      She wished she could crack her own head open. But what good would that do? She needed to not do that. Obviously. But she felt like she had to. She charged at the stone wall. Then, right before impact, she turned.


      “Guh!”


      Instead of her head, her back slammed against the stone. Frenzy was still in her hand. She tried to move away from the wall. But forget walking, she couldn’t even stand. She twisted her body to the left and leaned against the wall, gritting her teeth. Tears started to form in her eyes.


      She’d messed up. She had thought that she was able to control herself—that she had been controlling herself. It had taken her by surprise. There was no way she could’ve dealt with an experience like that. Though, she wasn’t sure that it was correct to say that she had “experienced” those things. It went without saying that none of those events had happened to her.


      Chegbrete of Penitence. The fiend. Haruhiro’s former ally. She’d been human. A woman like any other. Chibi. Chibi-chan. That had been her name.


      She didn’t think everything she had seen, heard, and felt was true. But it had all been Chegbrete’s—Chibi-chan’s—truth. That was what she’d been shown. What she’d been made to hear. What she’d been made to taste. Was that the sort of power that Chegbrete possessed? The power to share her own pain and suffering?


      “O Light!”


      She had sensed the approach of the convert of Lumiaris, covered all over in slightly shiny material, well before it had shouted. But she couldn’t claim she was prepared. From the look of it, the convert was going to attack her with its receptor, which looked like some kind of mace in the shape of the neck of a duck or some other bird. It didn’t look all that menacing, but she knew it was capable of injuring her if it hit her.


      “Nngh...”


      She didn’t block the mace with her sword. She parried it as she jumped to the side, trying to gain some distance from the convert. This threw her balance off badly and had surely been a poor choice, but no other option had presented itself. If she’d tried to just dodge without using Frenzy, the mace might have hit her.


      “Light!”


      The convert raised the mace it had swung down at her and went for another strike.


      She couldn’t use mana right now and could barely control her prana. Prana was involved in the movement of one’s body, even if one didn’t have the ability to sense it. She was a skilled martial artist, but for the time being, she wasn’t going to be able to move any better than a total amateur.


      “Kh...”


      Now that it had come to this, she had to dodge desperately, because that was all she could do.


      This is humiliating. No. If she let the shame of it get to her, it would interfere with her sense of desperation. It was better to think of herself like a cornered rat. She was no more than a little mouse who would be gobbled up by the predators if she were caught. Run. Dodge. Run. Run. Run. Live. Escape alive. Survive. For even one moment longer.


      She would need to heal her body as she moved. She tried to sense her prana. If she could get a solid feel for it, then she could regain control. From there, she’d be able to refine it. But before she could do any of that, the convert pulled back.


      “Lumi, Betect’os, Edem’os, Tem’os desiz, Tem’os redez, Lumi eua shen qu’aix, Fraw’ou qu’betecra’jis lumi.”


      It was talking awfully fast. Was that a spell? It was chanting. Dimly shining patterns appeared on its receptor, which was like full-body armor.


      “Lumi garand’es tia vurre eskalys.”


      The convert immediately began chanting something else. The patterns faded. Or rather, some parts of them stopped shining.


      I need to be careful.


      But by the time she finished thinking that, the convert was already closing in—fast. Too fast for her to deal with. It had suddenly sped up.


      It’s gonna get me.

    

  

  
    
      9. Keep On Going Without Hesitation


      “Yori!”


      Haruhiro. It’s Haruhiro.


      Haruhiro slid in toward the convert’s feet, wrapped his legs around its left leg, and knocked it over, but the convert rose again as though nothing had happened. The way it stood back up with no extraneous motions was bizarre. The entire sequence of movements that started when it fell and continued until it took a swipe at Haruhiro with its mace was so smooth that it didn’t look real.


      So how did the convert miss? Well, it missed because Haruhiro had circled around behind it.


      “Huh?” she said.


      No way.


      She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Sure, she knew Haruhiro was fast, but in terms of raw speed, the convert clearly had the upper hand. In fact, the convert took another swing as soon as it missed, moving from one strike to the next so quickly that they blurred together. And yet, this attack also failed to connect. Haruhiro moved to the convert’s right side, assuming a low posture.


      It seemed to her that Haruhiro wasn’t reacting. He was reading ahead. He couldn’t have managed to do what he was doing any other way.


      Haruhiro used the dagger in his right hand to stab the convert in its left flank. That dagger was a relic. It didn’t have any kind of outlandish ability; it was just super durable. That was why it was called an Unbreakable Dagger. Haruhiro didn’t simply slash the convert with the tip, he pushed the dagger in with his left hand on the pommel and then rammed the convert with his shoulder on top of that. The convert staggered. It recovered almost immediately, but by the time that it did, Haruhiro already had another dagger in his left hand. He passed that dagger from left to right, and the Unbreakable Dagger that had been in his right hand from right to left.


      This new dagger, called a Nasty Nail, was also a relic. Its blade could extend, though not without limit, of course. It could only stretch to about the length of a longsword, but it could also bend. If it were just a finely crafted item, it’d break easily. But it was a relic, so even as he flexed it like a whip and whaled on the convert with it, there was no hint that it might break.


      Not even a relic could easily damage the receptor protecting the convert. There was a slight break in its right flank where he had stabbed it with the Unbreakable Dagger, but it looked undamaged everywhere else. The convert was still faster than Haruhiro too. And yet, it couldn’t land a hit on him. Haruhiro was able to predict its moves and was making good use of the Nasty Nail. He probably wasn’t trying to deal damage with the extending dagger, though. He was just keeping the convert in check. Gauging the distance between them, and not letting it get any closer.


      “That’s no fair,” she mumbled.


      Haruhiro had a ridiculous amount of experience. He did belong to the same generation as her great-grandmother, after all. And despite that, his body hadn’t deteriorated at all, allowing him to make full use of his vast experience. She ground her teeth. There was no point in getting upset about it. She looked around and spotted a moss-covered wall—the wall that surrounded the New City. That meant she wasn’t far from where they’d encountered Chegbrete. There was someone in the intertwined trees growing out of the mound of rubble. It was a goblin that was wearing one of Haruhiro’s cloaks.


      “Tata.”


      She struggled with the question of whether to rush over there. For the moment, Haruhiro was keeping the convert busy. But was that the only one? She didn’t think that that was very likely, and she was right. There was something running along the top of the mossy wall. It was another convert. This one also had receptor covering its whole body and carried a staff that seemed to be made out of receptor as well.


      She signaled for Tata to hide himself. The goblin was clever. He immediately understood and hid in the rubble.


      It was clear that even Haruhiro would have difficulty dealing with two converts of that level. She knew she ought to try to stall the incoming one, but she wasn’t sure that she could.


      “It’ll be tough.”


      Her prana flow had more or less stabilized, but it hadn’t recovered. She couldn’t use the Fifth Ember like this. Were her ordinary sword techniques enough? It seemed safe to assume that the staff convert was different from the mace convert, since they were using different weapons. So, taking an optimistic perspective, she wouldn’t know until she tried. But on a more realistic level, it was obvious that she’d have a hard time fighting an enemy whose moves were unknown to her.


      She’d used her Sixth Ember because she had lost control. All of this came back to that.


      If Riyo were here... If she were, then what? Would I ask her to help?


      Riyo could help her, sure. Of that, she was certain. Riyo was blessed with a good physique. Her size was a big advantage for her. It created gaps that couldn’t be overcome. Honestly, as a fellow fighter, she was jealous of her little sister. And the art of resistance, Odradd, which Riyo had learned, was also a good match for the unique characteristics of her body. The longer her limbs, and the more flexible her body, the more power Odradd would let her bring to bear. So long as she didn’t attack with reckless abandon, she would be able to fight evenly with much stronger opponents. Even if she couldn’t win, Odradd would let her avoid a total defeat and survive. That was why Odradd didn’t call itself a martial art. It was purely an art of resistance. Riyo the Odradd user wouldn’t have been able to beat that mace convert, but she probably would have been able to hold out and buy time.


      However, though her little sister wouldn’t have died, she would have gotten all beat up. In the end, she might have even tried to sacrifice herself for her big sister.


      Thank goodness Riyo isn’t here. I’m lucky she’s not around. If anything, that was what she ought to have been thinking.


      The staff convert was about to jump down off the wall, but it stopped right as she was about to start running toward it.


      “Lumi, Betect’os, Edem’os, Tem’os desiz, Tem’os redez, Lumi eua shen qu’aix, Fraw’ou qu’betecra’jis lumi.”


      The convert spoke quickly and fluently. Shining patterns appeared on its receptor. It raised its shaft and continued chanting.


      “Lumi vrei yehallo rugree.”


      This was a different chant from the one the convert with the mace had used, which probably meant it was a different spell.


      “Kh!”


      She felt light or heat above her. Probably both. It was a radiant heat source, and it was getting closer. Quickly. It was falling toward her. Without stopping to look up at it, she did a forward roll, and saw the source of the heat come down behind her through squinted eyes. It was five or six centimeters across, and over a meter long. A pillar of light. If it had hit her, she definitely would’ve been badly hurt. This convert had ranged attack magic.


      “Lumi vrei yehallo rugree.”


      The staff convert chanted a spell. It was the same magic as before. The number of shining patterns on its receptor had decreased. They were probably going to keep vanishing with each spell it cast. It had charged up with its first long chant, and was now spending its charge to cast spells.


      Another pillar of light fell.


      “Whaaa!”


      It hadn’t been aimed at her, nor at Haruhiro, nor at Tata, who was still hiding in a mound of rubble. The staff convert’s pillar of light had come down a few meters from where Haruhiro and the mace convert were fighting.


      “It’s not an attack spell?”


      Neither pillar of light had vanished. They were standing straight up. Just two glowing rods, sticking out of the ground some distance away from one another. They didn’t even create a useful barrier. Did multiple shining pillars have a cumulative effect of some sort?


      The staff convert was still up on the wall, chanting again.


      “Lumi vrei yehallo rugree.”


      “Here comes a third!”


      She took off running. Where would the staff convert’s third pillar of light come down?


      “There?”


      It landed near the staff convert, not far from the wall of the New City. Once the pillar stabbed into the ground, the staff convert finally jumped down to the ground. She was running toward the staff convert, so jumping down had brought it closer to her. At the same time, or perhaps right before that, the light from the pillars grew stronger. But it wasn’t so much that the pillars were shining as the whole area was being enveloped in light. She and the staff convert were now inside of that light. But it wasn’t just them. Haruhiro and the mace convert were too.


      “What’s it doing?!”


      She had a bad feeling about what was happening. It was definitely not going to lead to anything good. The staff convert attacked her.


      “Ah!”


      She reflexively tried to parry its staff, holding her red sword in both hands, but there was a shocking amount of power behind its swing. Her red sword was forced aside, and she rolled across the ground. The convert’s staff was shaped like a spine with a skull on top of it, and its head grazed her repeatedly. It gouged holes in the ground as the convert swung it, or perhaps it was making the ground compress under it?


      The fight was completely one-sided. She couldn’t even get up. She was trapped in a disadvantageous posture, unable to do anything but flee. The convert would overcome her efforts to defend herself in short order. She could get taken out at any moment.


      But then, a huge shadow suddenly fell over them, distracting the staff convert. Or rather, the staff convert twisted to avoid it. If it hadn’t dodged, then the huge shadow would have run right into it.


      “Karambit?!”


      She jumped to her feet, following her dragon with her eyes as it flew away, and running to get out of the zone of light as she did. She didn’t know exactly how it worked, but the three pillars of light had created it, and it was probably powering up the converts inside of it. That was her best guess for what it did. But if she was right, then it would be strengthening the mace convert too, which meant that Haruhiro would be struggling. Not that she had any leeway to worry about him. First, she had to get out of the zone of light. Then she would have to deal with Karambit.


      “But why?!”


      Karambit was flapping her wing arms for a rapid ascent. There was another dragon ahead of her. It was Riyo’s dragon, Ushaska.


      “We didn’t call you!”


      Thoughts and emotions raced through her head.


      She came. I didn’t call her, but she came.


      That was the dragon she’d raised from an egg. She was delighted. She couldn’t not be. But she hadn’t called Karambit. The dragon had come unbidden. Normally, that wasn’t allowed. The dragon had disobeyed orders. But could she really complain?


      Karambit and Ushaska were both young. They had been trained to only come when they heard their dragon flute, or when their masters called them. Perhaps the dragons had instinctually sensed that their masters were in trouble, and hadn’t been able to sit still.


      But even so, a dragon wasn’t supposed to move without orders. Any dragon tamer would agree that even if you and your dragon were so close that they would lick you, any dragon that disobeyed orders would eventually get out of hand. Dragons that disobeyed had to be put down. That was an ironclad rule for dragon tamers. Was she going to have to kill Karambit, and would her sister have to kill Ushaska? Could the two of them possibly do that? If Karambit hadn’t come, she might have died. But that was one thing, and this was another. She had to compartmentalize. She knew that.


      Regardless, Karambit’s arrival had definitely expanded the options available to her. If she wanted to flee, then she could do so on her dragon. It would be hard to fly with both Haruhiro and Tata, but if she only took the little goblin with her, she knew she could manage. And Haruhiro would be able to take care of himself, surely. She considered options other than fleeing too, like taking advantage of Karambit’s mobility to fight back with hit and run tactics.


      She got out of the range of the light and looked back. The staff convert wasn’t coming after her.


      I can’t do it. I know that. I can’t kill Karambit. That was obvious right from the get-go.


      If the dragon had clearly defied her orders, she might have been able to stomach putting her down, but not for this. Killing her beloved dragon, who had saved her in a moment of crisis? No, she could never. That just wasn’t her style.


      “Come here, Karambit! Ushaska, you go to Riyo!”


      This probably disqualified her from being a dragon tamer, but she was fine with that. If her not killing Karambit meant she couldn’t be a full-fledged dragon tamer, then she didn’t care about being a dragon tamer. The best dragon tamers reared several dragons, but all she needed was Karambit. If Karambit died someday, she didn’t need another. She would never ride another dragon. That was how she wanted it.


      Ushaska headed off, and Karambit let out a cry before turning and flying to her.


      She sheathed her red sword and clambered up the wall of the New City. Haruhiro looked like he was trying to get out of the zone of light, but the mace convert and staff convert were blocking him.


      Karambit was coming in. It felt like the dragon was diving right at her, but she wasn’t scared. Karambit wouldn’t mess up. The dragon spotted her target from the air and rapidly descended to seize it with her hind legs. No, the dragon would not fail. And she wasn’t going to mess this up either.


      Karambit didn’t collide with her, obviously. The dragon raced toward her, flying as close as possible to her right side, and with the wind beating against her, she grabbed Karambit’s rear right leg as the dragon flew past.


      Karambit beat her wing arms, and tilted her body as she rose. The girl didn’t hesitate to let go of her beloved dragon’s legs and allow herself to fall through the air.


      “Ha!”


      She couldn’t resist smiling. She and Karambit understood one another without any need to tell the dragon to do this or do that.


      And that’s the reason.


      Karambit had come to her in her moment of need. It seemed silly to punish the dragon for acting without orders. She knew it was something the dragon tamers had decided on based on their collective experience, but she didn’t have to do everything the way those who had come before her had. That rule didn’t apply to her Karambit. Or rather, it didn’t apply to her and Karambit.


      Karambit slid smoothly under her as she fell through the air, and she grabbed on to her beloved dragon’s back with ease.


      “Okay, Karambit!”


      She immediately got into riding position and gave her dragon’s neck a good rub.


      “You’re a good girl, Karambit. You came without being called? Yori doesn’t remember teaching you to do that, but you came for her anyway? You know you’re in for a scolding, right? They say that a scolding doesn’t do any good if it comes too long after, but that’s not the case with you, now is it, Karambit? It isn’t, right? So we’ll save the scolding for later. It’s a good thing you came. Karambit. You’re special. And such a good girl too.”


      Even as she heaped praise on her dragon, she was carefully watching the ground. Haruhiro was okay, as she’d expected him to be, although he was still stuck in the zone of light. He’d managed to pull away from the staff convert and only had the mace convert to deal with now. He’d be able to get out of the light soon. What had happened to Taidael, the Saint of Tremors, whom she’d cut to pieces? Even from up here, she could see the dark mound that was Chegbrete of Penitence. It was possible that Taidael was somewhere within that mass. There were more converts around than just the mace convert and staff convert, and she could see slave soldiers that she assumed were Chegbrete’s subordinates too. The converts and slave soldiers were fighting here and there.


      “Where’s Ushaska?!”


      She considered helping Haruhiro, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to do much until she regained her ability to use the Fifth Ember, and she figured that Haruhiro could manage without her. She’d go after Ushaska, join up with Riyo and Manato, and then search for Tata. She’d probably be ready to use the Fifth Ember by then. And if she had Riyo with her, the two of them would be able to take on the converts.


      Karambit turned in the direction Ushaska had gone in without needing to be ordered to. For a moment, she thought the dragon was acting too freely, but she felt like it wouldn’t be right to scold Karambit now when she hadn’t earlier.


      Her master in dragon taming had often said that if a tamer hesitated, then so too would their dragon. Dragons didn’t normally hesitate. They weren’t indecisive creatures. However, if a tamer raised their dragon wrong, the dragon would learn to hesitate. Hesitant dragons were weak, and weak dragons died. If a tamer’s dragon died because they made it weak, that was no different than having killed it themselves.


      “You’re doing great, Karambit. Now go to Ushaska—to where Riyo is,” she whispered to Karambit, lovingly stroking her dragon’s neck.


      She couldn’t hesitate. Couldn’t make her dragon hesitate. She’d make Karambit weak if she did. But this was the same as teaching Karambit that it was okay to act at her own discretion. If she started saying things like this was fine, but that wasn’t, even a clever dragon would get confused.


      It was too late for regrets. She had decided that she would never kill her beloved dragon, no matter what. All she could do now was keep moving forward with Karambit and go as far as that would take them.

    

  

  
    
      10. Unplanned


      Lefty with its massive left arm and Righty with its massive right arm were still coming at Manato, and all he could do when either one attacked was dodge. But he made a point of not getting in Riyo’s way. That included not turning tail and running as fast as he could. He wouldn’t be able to escape them, and if Manato showed them his back, they’d double team him and try to finish him off. He knew that if he got into a situation like that, Riyo wouldn’t just give up on him. She would try to protect him, and overextend herself. Manato could shrug off some minor injuries, but Riyo couldn’t. In order to keep her from doing anything reckless, Manato chose not to flee but to focus exclusively on evading. Even Riyo was going to struggle to take out these enemies, though she was able to send them flying with throws and kicks easily enough. The balance wasn’t shifting in either direction, but they had to keep this two-on-two battle going for as long as they could regardless.


      Manato was beginning to think it might be manageable. Was he starting to learn how the enemy fought? He could see their moves and predict them.


      Manato put his knife away and pointed the tip of his tachi at Lefty or Righty. Whenever one approached, he’d move his blade to aim at it in response. He didn’t thrust or slash at them with it. His weapon never even made contact. It was just easier to judge the distance between them if he used the tachi that way. They occasionally tried to sweep his blade aside. They didn’t like what he was doing with it. Manato was bothering them.


      This could be pretty fun.


      Of course, this wasn’t the time to be amusing himself. Manato was thoroughly exhausted, and it wouldn’t be too long before he was going to start having trouble keeping this up. He needed to find some sort of solution, but he didn’t feel like he had to rush. He couldn’t use the Five Embers—or Six Embers, or however many embers it was—the way Yori could, and didn’t have Riyo’s incredible martial arts moves either. Short of Manato suddenly unlocking the ability to breathe fire or shoot lightning, there wasn’t going to be much he could do. That kind of made him think, Aw, darn, but for the moment at least, the feeling of enjoyment was winning out.


      “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, c’mooooon!”


      Lefty took another upward swing at him with its massive arm. The tip of Manato’s tachi stayed pointed at his opponent, and he moved forward and over to the left toward its right-hand side. The side opposite its oversized arm. Lefty reached out to attack Manato with its left arm, but Manato pulled his tachi in close to avoid contact. It hadn’t managed to touch his weapon this time. Even the slightest brush would’ve done more than just knock the blade aside. Manato’s heart squeezed tightly, and he let out a laugh. He predicted that Lefty’s next move would be to swing its left arm down at him diagonally. Manato moved even farther around his enemy’s side, but not completely straight. He put his right foot forward, turned to face Lefty, and then pulled his foot in, which shifted him away enough to completely dodge Lefty’s downward swing. His heart clenched again, and he couldn’t resist a slight chuckle.


      “Ushaska?!”


      Riyo’s sudden shout nearly caused him to lose his stride, and even made him jump a bit. Questions like Huh? Ushaska? What’s she mean? rushed through his mind one after another. He came close to looking over at Riyo, or maybe up into the sky, before reminding himself that, No, no, I can’t do that. So, yeah, it had made him lose his stride. If Lefty had attacked then, he’d probably have been in trouble. But Lefty seemed to have jumped a little too and hadn’t pressed the attack. That had saved him. It occurred to Manato that Ushaska was Riyo’s dragon, and she wouldn’t have shouted her dragon’s name for no reason, so Ushaska must have been nearby and had flown past. Deciding that if Lefty wasn’t going to attack, he was fine for the moment, Manato looked up.


      It turned out that, yes, Ushaska was flying around in the sky not that far away. Much closer than he’d expected. Well, it wasn’t like he’d had an actual expectation that it would still be way off in the distance, but it was close enough to startle him a bit.


      Riyo was fighting Righty, and Ushaska looked like it was getting ready to ram its master’s enemy. Righty had noticed it too, and looked ready to run away.


      “U-kun!” Manato shouted. Then, right after the name left his mouth, he thought, Who’s that supposed to be? It was pretty funny. U-kun. Or should it have been U-chan? Did it matter? Maybe he shouldn’t have been using either. Regardless, he had been referring to Ushaska.


      The dragon had come for them. That was clearly something to be glad about. They couldn’t have asked for better help. Dragons were awesome. And here one was. Even though Riyo probably hadn’t called for it. So they’d come flying when their master was in a pinch, huh? That was way too cool. Manato wasn’t just surprised, he was moved.


      “Go away! I didn’t call you!”


      And yet, Riyo scolded the dragon rather harshly, turning Manato’s joy to shock in an instant. He couldn’t believe it. He thought he must have misheard. What was Riyo mad about? That had caught him off guard too. He’d never heard her raise her voice in anger. That was the weirdest part. Ushaska had come to help, so what had gotten into her?


      Ushaska let out a shriek and crashed into Righty. Manato might have just imagined it, but it sounded like a cry of protest. Of course it’d feel that way. It hadn’t done anything that should’ve made her angry. If anything, shouldn’t she have said thank you? Manato was grateful, at least. So grateful. Righty tried to turn tail and run, only to be kicked away by Ushaska’s hind legs instead.


      “Ushaska!” Riyo shouted again, unnerving Manato a little.


      The kick that had sent Righty flying had given Ushaska a bit of a boost that got it moving. It cantered away for some distance before jumping and taking to the air again. How must the dragon have felt? The cry of anggyahhh it let out as it beat its wings sounded unhappy. Riyo paid no mind to the fallen Righty, and chased after Ushaska shouting.


      “Get back here right now! I’m not gonna let you get away with this behavior!”


      “Whoa, Riyo?!”


      This was a bit much, wasn’t it? Manato felt awful for Ushaska, and had no idea why Riyo was talking like that. But even so, he felt he couldn’t afford to let the girl and her dragon continue to distract him. He looked over and saw Lefty about to swing at him. See? I knew it.


      “Whoa!”


      Without thinking, Manato tried to swat the oversized left arm aside.


      Oops, he realized too late as he flew into the air along with his tachi. An instant later, he felt an impact that seemed to thrust up into him. He must’ve been punched or something, but in all honesty, he didn’t know for sure. Manato went spinning through the air at high speeds before crashing somewhere.


      “Gwaghhh!”


      He needed to move immediately or else he was a dead man. Not that he had any clear reason to think that. Manato just sort of sensed it and rolled. He couldn’t do anything else. He rolled in whatever direction he could, and then there was a loud noise. The sound hadn’t come from inside him, so he hadn’t gotten hit. Righty had demolished some hard object close to him. Manato felt like he was going to puke blood. He was nauseous. In so much pain that he felt like he had to vomit. But he still managed to stay focused and kept on moving. And it was hard to describe what he was doing beyond calling it “moving.” He moved the parts of his body that could move, and that took his body from one place to another.


      “Ushaska!” Riyo called the dragon again. Her tone had changed. She wasn’t scolding it anymore.


      Manato had a bad feeling. But he couldn’t dwell on it. He had to keep moving. If he stopped, it was over. He knew that, but he was at his limit.


      “Bwugh!”


      Blood spurted from Manato’s mouth. It was a ridiculous amount. So much he had to wonder if there was any blood left inside his body at all. He was clearly in no shape to be moving.


      “Bwagh, gagh, gwugh!”


      Manato lay spread-eagle, coughing up blood repeatedly. He’d coughed up an awful lot the first time, so how did he still have this much left? Also, Lefty hadn’t finished Manato off yet. He’d assumed that if he stopped, he was done for, so what was going on?


      “Dogh, mwugh, ohugh, gwuff!”


      He was in a terrible state, after all. He felt like he couldn’t do anything except lie there, but he tried in between spitting up blood, and his body allowed him to get up with unexpected ease. Riyo was being attacked by Righty and Lefty. Ushaska was stomping around, raising and lowering its wings, perhaps in an attempt to lift off, but there was no sign that it was actually about to do so. Dark things had swarmed the dragon and were pulling Ushaska down as it tried to fly away. For an instant, Manato wondered, Is that Chegbrete? because those dark things were actually a huge number of hands, or rather arms. Near Ushaska, there was a dark mass, separate from Lefty or Righty, but it didn’t have a face like Chegbrete did. It was just a black mass. A black mass that was trying very hard to ensnare Ushaska. Its dark arms grabbed the dragon’s neck from behind and even shoved themselves down its throat so Ushaska couldn’t even cry out. In fact, the dragon probably couldn’t even breathe.


      “Whaaa?!”


      Manato quickly jumped to his feet. He snatched up his tachi, which was lying next to him, and took off at a run. He felt something surge up inside him on the second step, and on the third, he started spewing blood again, and this time it came out of his nose too, not just his mouth, and some even came out of his eyes for some reason. He also felt some kind of mystery fluid—he wasn’t sure if it was blood or something else—spurting out of his ear holes.


      “Aaaaaagh, am I gonna die? Is this me dying here...?!”


      His legs felt unsteady, but he kept going. He wasn’t in an especially large amount of pain, but wasn’t that an even worse sign, in its own way? With all this blood gushing out various orifices, and probably some stuff that wasn’t blood too, it was weird that he wasn’t in agony. He couldn’t hear very well, like his ears were congested, and he could only see directly in front of himself. His field of view had narrowed considerably.


      Well, I guess it’s fine.


      Whatever the case, he couldn’t sit still. Since his body was moving, that meant he could move. And he needed to move, which was why he was moving. He rushed headlong at Lefty or Righty—he wasn’t sure which—as it was about to attack Riyo. Holding his tachi in both hands, he swung down with all his might at whatever was in front of him.


      He didn’t even scratch it.


      That’s weird. I thought for sure that I was gonna hit it. It felt like I should have been able to, but it’s so far away. Like, ridiculously far. Or maybe not? It’s more...low. Wait. What’s low?


      For some reason, he was looking up at everything. Looking up was all he could do.


      Why’s that? Is it because, uh, y’know? Y’know... Know what? That I’m on my belly. Did I fall on my face? I don’t remember falling. Or I’m pretty sure I don’t. When did I fall over?


      He wasn’t on his back, he was on his belly.


      Riyo? Ushaska?


      He couldn’t see very well because he was lying face down. The ground was taking up more than half of his field of view, and he couldn’t move his head, which was apparently turned to the right.


      My ears are ringing. Gotta breathe. Somehow. Breathe. It feels like it isn’t working. Breathe. I’ve gotta inhale. Nothing’s coming in. I’m trying to inhale. Oh, whatever. It’s not like it hurts or anything.


      My eyes might only be half open. Riyo. Ushaska. Are you all right? And what about Yori? Or Tata? Juntza. Amu. Neika. Are they doing all right? Mom. Dad. I know they’re dead. So why do I feel like they’re close by? It’s weird how close they feel.


      Ohhh. Could it be? Is that you there? Mom. Dad. Am I going to be able to see you again?


      “Urgh...”


      He heard something. A sound. A voice. But whose? He didn’t know.


      “Ngh...”


      That’s it. That’s the voice. Is it mine?


      “Hahhh...”


      Breathing. It’s the sound of breathing.


      He was inhaling. He could feel air filling his lungs. But he couldn’t breathe in anymore. He had taken in as much as he could.


      “Bweh...”


      Now he exhaled. Slowly. It was just a little at a time, but he was exhaling properly.


      Good. Keep it up. Keep on breathing.


      Next he’d try opening his eyes. Only his right eye opened. The other wasn’t budging.


      The left side of his face was pressed against something hard. He was on his belly, with his face turned to the right.


      He wanted to get going again right away. He really did. However, he decided to play it safe instead.


      I mean, I may be misunderstanding, but didn’t I kinda die just now? Or rather...didn’t I die and then come back?


      No, I don’t think that can be true. If I had died, I’m pretty sure it would’ve been more permanent. Not like going to sleep and then waking again. Or at least, that’s how it should be. That’s how it’s been for every dead person I’ve seen so far.


      So, in all likelihood, he hadn’t died. He might’ve come close, though. Maybe he’d been in a deathlike state of some sort? That was probably why he felt like he’d died. Like there had been a moment when everything had stopped. Or there hadn’t been anything at all.


      I dunno if it was actually just a moment, though. I might’ve been dead for a while. Is that what it’s like? Dying, I mean. Or is it different?


      If that had been death, then it was no big deal. He wouldn’t have thought anything of it if he hadn’t come back. Though, there had been no thought there, so perhaps it was better to say that he couldn’t have instead of wouldn’t have. Either way, it was nothing to be afraid of. He wasn’t scared at all. That much was certain.


      Strength gradually returned to his body, and he checked to see if he could move. In all honesty, he wasn’t sure of much of anything, but he at least knew he wasn’t dead now. Though, it was possible that he just thought that and actually was dead after all.


      He heard sounds in the distance, but they weren’t very loud. It was quiet. Too quiet. It bothered him. His memory told him that he’d been in the middle of a really chaotic situation. One bad enough that he didn’t want to recall the details. It’d been a real mess. So why was it so quiet?


      “But, jeez, I really can’t afford to dawdle.”


      Man, my voice’s quiet. It was almost comical how thin his own voice sounded.


      He figured that before he got up he ought to look around. Yeah. It was entirely possible that there were enemies nearby. And if there weren’t, then there was probably nobody friendly around either. But what exactly would that mean? Nothing good, most likely. Nothing good at all.


      He moved his head a little and found that he was able to open his left eye now. Then he raised his head fully and looked around the area, quickly discovering that there was a creature he recognized even at a glance as a dragon lying on its side nearby.


      There wasn’t anything else that caught his eye. He jumped to his feet and raced over to the dragon, but his legs were unsteady and he almost tripped. Tensing his waist, hips, and ankles for a moment kept him upright, though. But even before he reached out and put his hands on the dragon to stop himself from running right into it, he had already realized that it was no longer breathing. It didn’t stir. The dragon’s neck was twisted right below its head, rotated farther than it had ever been meant to turn. It had died with its eyes wide open.

    

  

  
    
      11. Where Bonds Lead


      “Ushaskaaa...”


      Swatting away the flies, he touched the winged dragon’s body to find it was not that cold. Had it only just died? He couldn’t say anything with certainty, but he suspected that it hadn’t been dead for very long.


      Riyo was nowhere to be seen.


      “Did she leave me behind?”


      Lefty and Righty weren’t around either.


      “Oh. Maybe Riyo thought I was already dead, like Ushaska. And I might not have been of any interest to Lefty or Righty either if they thought I had died. But...wasn’t there something else? Something kinda like...Chegbrete? I remember there being a big mass of dark arms... Yeah. And Ushaska was losing to it. Is that how Ushaska’s neck got broken? Hmm...”


      However it had happened, Ushaska was dead now. He’d have liked to dig a hole to bury the dragon, but considering its size...that would have taken an incredible amount of work.


      “Guess I’ll have to leave it, then. Not much else I can do.”


      He rose to his feet and looked around once more. His tachi was on the ground near where he’d been lying before. There was rubble. Trees. A path that was half grass and half gravel. He was in the Old City, but the New City probably wasn’t far away.


      He went to pick up his blade while reflecting on how he’d been doing that a lot lately, only to freeze when something dark slipped out from behind Ushaska’s tail.


      “Ah!”


      He leaped forward and gave the black thing a good hard kick. But then, more of them slid out from the little mound of rubble on his left. And those weren’t the only ones. There were a bunch of them. Had they been hiding? He didn’t think they had been visible a moment ago, but maybe he simply hadn’t noticed them.


      “Yikes!”


      He grabbed his tachi and ran. His legs were working better than he’d expected them to. He could also swing his arms. Looking behind him, he saw the black things—a swarm of dark arms—chasing after him. Well, they looked like a swarm, but there were really only five or six. Still, it was best to assume that wasn’t all of them. He couldn’t be sure that the main body, that mass of black arms that had been like a mini-Chegbrete with no face, wasn’t around there somewhere. He was sure it had to be.


      His body felt awfully light. So light that it was weird. He wouldn’t have said he was in good shape, but he was still moving pretty well for someone who’d just died, or come close to it.


      Where was he running to? He didn’t know where he was, let alone what direction he was headed in. He wanted to figure that out, but it was hard to spot the sun while he was running, so it seemed unlikely that he’d be able to. He also wanted to find his comrades, but he didn’t even know if they were all right, so that was going to be difficult too. Should he leave the Old City and head back to the Ark?


      The black arms were still chasing him. Were there more now, or less? They weren’t that close to him, but they weren’t super far behind either. If he slowed down, they’d catch up in no time.


      If he tried to evade them by randomly turning, he’d end up running in circles. That happened all the time in the mountains. When a person got seriously lost, they could walk a full day only to end up somewhere that they knew they’d already been. Then they’d fall to the ground and cry, “What gives?” That was why he generally just ran in a straight line.


      He reached a point where the amount of rubble dropped off until he wasn’t seeing much of it at all anymore, so he was apparently out of the Old City. There were more tall trees, the ground became flatter, and there was lots of brush. Visibility was bad. He could hear his pursuers beating through the brush behind him, which meant that even if he couldn’t see them, the black arms were still there.


      He did consider trying to hide somewhere in the hopes that they would pass him by, but ultimately he opted to keep running. He had a vague feeling, more of a hunch than anything else, that the arms weren’t going to chase him forever. They would have to give up at some point, right? He just had to keep on going until then.


      As he kept moving his body, it started to feel about the right weight again, so it looked like he wasn’t going to have to stop anytime soon. He was actually starting to enjoy this a little, and he wasn’t going to lose a test of endurance.


      When his field of vision finally opened up, he saw a mountain. Judging from its height, it wasn’t one of the Tenryus. He felt like he’d been going in the wrong direction. But even so, it’d be a bad idea to turn around and head back.


      He eventually stopped running. He didn’t think he was being chased anymore, but rather than turn and go back the way he came, it seemed smarter to climb the mountain ahead of him. If he could reach a high vantage point, he would be able to spot Damuro or Alterna, and maybe even the Ark. That would let him get some idea of what was between him and his destination, and what landmarks he could follow, which would improve his odds of making it back.


      Once he started climbing the mountain, his spirits rose too. There was a unique sense of tension, his heart pounding with every beat. Haru had mentioned that the number of large beasts in the area had fallen precipitously because the thralls of the God of Dark, Skullhell, had overhunted them. There probably weren’t too many dangerous carnivores or omnivores left around. But that said, this wasn’t Japan. Manato didn’t have the foggiest idea what creatures might live in the mountains of Grimgar. That did make him nervous, but it excited him just as much.


      “It’s gotten pretty dark.”


      It looked like he’d be spending the night out on the mountain.


      “I wonder if there are any dangerous nocturnal beasts that live here, even if they’re not big ones. It wouldn’t be strange if there were. Maybe they’ll gobble me up.”


      He couldn’t help but laugh. Filled half with excitement, half with anxiety, he climbed the mountain until it was pitch dark. It was surprisingly quiet. All he could hear was the chirping of insects and birds.


      “I’m not seeing any droppings. Maybe they really did eat all the large beasts until barely any were left. I wonder, if I set snares, could I catch something like mice or squirrels? If I had a bow and arrows, then I could shoot wildfowl. Oh, and I guess I’ll need water too. If I go looking for a river, I’m bound to get lost, though.”


      He sat down on a section of flat ground surrounded by trees, and hugged his knees to his chest. He didn’t have the guts to lie down and go to sleep.


      “Resting my eyes a bit should be okay, though. Just have to be ready to wake up if anything happens...”


      He didn’t know why, but when he was in the mountains, he could alter the way he slept. It might’ve been something he’d picked up while living as a hunter with his parents. It wasn’t so much sleeping as shutting his eyes and not thinking. He relaxed his body totally and just stayed put.


      He got anxious whenever Yori and Riyo, Haru, Tata, the dead Ushaska, or Karambit crossed his mind, but he didn’t try to dispel the thoughts. He let them be. He simply didn’t think about them too deeply.


      There were moments when he’d snap to his senses, thinking, I was asleep just now. He didn’t view it as a problem, though. Drifting in and out of sleep until it was light out wasn’t too dangerous.


      “Should be about time.”


      He stood up, flexed his joints, stretched his body, and quenched his thirst on the morning dew until he fully woke up.


      Not long after he resumed his ascent, the wind suddenly picked up. It felt rather moist. The sun should have already been up, but the sky didn’t look blue at all. The clouds were thick, and just as he was thinking it might rain, the leaves started to rustle with the sound of water hitting them.


      “I could’ve waited until it was bright out.”


      With such dense tree cover, he didn’t need to look for a place to get out of the rain, but if it kept up for too long, the muddy ground would make for poor footing.


      He hoped he was worrying for nothing, but it didn’t seem like the rain would let up anytime soon. For lack of a better option, he decided to rest under a tall tree with many layers of overlapping branches and leaves.


      Some time later, it suddenly got bright out and the rain let up. Unfortunately, as soon as he started climbing up the slightly muddy slope, it started to rain once again.


      “Augh. This could go on for a while.”


      It soon became dark. The rain was only getting stronger. It was probably in his best interest to not push himself to keep climbing. He had no need to rush.


      He found a number of snails crawling across the bark of a tree. He figured he could eat them cooked, but they’d probably be dangerous raw.


      “Maybe I oughta look for something edible? I’m still fine for now, but...” I might not be able to move around today. At times like these, I have to assume that could be the case. “It’s better than Damuro, though.”


      He smiled at the memory. Even after all he’d been through, he was still alive.


      “Hold on. Am I sure I’m not dead? Isn’t that kinda weird? Like, I went through some pretty incredible stuff, y’know? With Chegbrete...Chibi-chan and all that.”


      He hurriedly shook his head and clutched his chest.


      “Urrrgh... When I think about it, it pulls me back in. I feel so bad for Chibi-chan. That Lumiaris was such a bastard. I dunno much about gods or whatever, but is Skullhell any better? I dunno. His slave soldiers eat goblins, right? I guess they’re both pretty awful. And what was with that Atona guy? It seemed like Chibi-chan knew him. Were they comrades? I guess not. He wasn’t Renji, or Ron, or Adachi.”


      The Child of Darkness, Atona.


      Chibi-chan seemed to suspect he was Skullhell pretending to be human. She wasn’t sure of it. When I close my eyes, I can vividly remember Atona’s gaze. It felt familiar. No, not to me. To Chibi-chan. This’s confusing. I’m always conflating the two of us. Chibi-chan knew Atona as a human. Does that mean that Atona was also human? He was definitely humanoid in form. He had curly hair, wasn’t all that big, and had a distinctive face. Oh, and a distinctive way of talking too.


      Atona turned Chibi-chan. He made her, a convert of a Lumiaris, switch sides to Skullhell. The God of Light, Lumiaris, and the God of Dark, Skullhell, are in opposition to one another, commanding warring factions. So by poaching Chibi-chan, who was the Saint of Broken Love, Skullhell’s side was able to weaken the enemy while strengthening themselves. But Atona also seemed sympathetic to Chibi-chan. And he didn’t force her to join him with brute strength. It was more of an invitation. I’m not sure if this is the right word, but Atona seemed to be pretty kind. And yet, Chibi-chan hated Atona. Or did she? It wasn’t like she truly loathed him with every fiber of her being. I’m not really sure I can call that hate. Or rather, Atona didn’t seem like that bad of a guy. Even if he isn’t human.


      Then again, making people think that might be one of Atona’s tricks. He seemed pretty cunning, skilled in trickery. His deception might have been completely successful. But if so, Chibi-chan is the one who he tricked. Not me. Because that wasn’t me.


      But I can’t think of the things that Lumiaris, Lumiaris’s converts, and Cheriel’s fellow saints like Taidael the Saint of Tremors did to her as not my business. It’s making my head ache and my heart nearly tear itself apart. It was disgusting, and I wish I could forget about it, but I’m never going to be able to.


      I can’t forgive Lumiaris. If I have to choose between Skullhell and Lumiaris, it’s gotta be Skullhell. Never Lumiaris. Lumiaris shouldn’t exist. Lumiaris must be destroyed. If that means working with Skullhell, then so be it. If I submit to Skullhell and destroy Lumiaris, this disgusting feeling should go away.


      “Do it,” Atona said with a laugh. “Do whatever you want.”


      I can do what I want.


      “That’s right.”


      I’ll do anything I like.


      “That’s the way of darkness.”


      Manato closed his eyes tight and gritted his teeth. As he did, Atona’s face vanished.


      “Huh?!”


      Had his eyes been open that whole time? But he’d been able to see Atona. Despite Atona not being there.


      “No way,” Manato groaned, clutching his head.


      He’s not here. Atona isn’t here. He can’t be. Besides, Chibi-chan was the one who met Atona. I don’t really know his voice or face. Or I shouldn’t. But I do remember them.


      I can’t hear his voice. Just the sound of rain striking leaves, and wet trees swaying in the wind. There is no Atona. He can’t be here. I know that, and yet I can’t shake the feeling that he’s going to be in front of me when I open my eyes.


      “There’s nothing to fear.”


      I can’t hear his voice. I shouldn’t be able to. So then what is this voice I’m hearing?


      “Yeah, sure, you’ll die. Die and then rise again.”


      Die and then rise again. I feel like that’s what happened to me. I died and then I came back.


      No. No, no, no. I didn’t die. It’s true, I can heal from most injuries. But that’s all it is. Healing. If I actually die, I won’t come back. Except, I’ve never died, so I don’t know that for sure.


      I had never died before. But what if I can’t say that I haven’t died anymore? Maybe I did die once.


      “It’s okay. Just leave it to me.”


      He opened his eyes wide.


      He’s not here. Atona’s not here.


      He looked down at his hands, and was shocked to find that parts of them had turned black. No, they were just muddy or something. They weren’t covered in black scales like Skullhell’s thralls.


      My palms are fine. Fingers too. On this side, at least.


      What about the other side? He turned his hands over. The backs of his hands and his fingers really were just dirty. His nails hadn’t turned black either.


      Was his face all right? His ears? His neck? He couldn’t tell by touching them. Though, he didn’t think they felt any different. What about his eyes? What would he do if they’d gone black? If his eyes had turned black, there would be no denying that he was a member of Skullhell’s gang now.


      Had it happened back then, when he’d been swallowed up by Chegbrete’s black arms? It was possible that not only had Chegbrete made him feel her pain, she had also inserted a part of herself into him.


      It was weird that he had experienced her agony like it was his own. But what if a part of Chegbrete had wormed its way inside of him? Like, inside his brain or something like that. If he was being infected by Chegbrete, that would kind of explain why he shared her memories and couldn’t dissociate himself from her pain and suffering. It was possible that he was transforming into some kind of child of Chegbrete, or into an extension of her. Righty, Lefty, and the black mass... They’d all had black arms and hands. There was a strong visual association between them and Chegbrete. What if they were the same? Maybe they had all been sucked into Chegbrete, had a part of her implanted into them, and had then continued to feel her pain and anguish after having gained her memories.


      If so, that made them his kin and his comrades, didn’t it? Because eventually he would end up just like them.


      I must never forget what the light did. Try as I might, I could never forget. I must take revenge on the light. Lumiaris and his converts must be eliminated. Doing that won’t erase this pain and suffering, but I won’t be satisfied until I’ve at least taken revenge on the light.


      I hope my eyes have turned black. I don’t really want to serve Skullhell. But I can’t stand Lumiaris. Lumiaris is the enemy. Everyone on the side of light is my enemy. That means I have to side with the dark.


      “Do whatever you want.”


      I can do what I want.


      “That’s right.”


      I can do anything.


      “That’s the way of darkness.”


      “Ahhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!”


      He felt like he was going crazy. Unable to sit still any longer, he jumped up and started running, but quickly tripped and fell over. Covered in mud, he started crawling forward and screaming.


      “Chegbrete, Cheg, Chegbrete, Che, Che, Chegbre, Chegbrete, Chegbrete, Chegbrete, Chegbrete, Chegbrete, ahhhhhhh!”


      I have to go back. Back to her. To be with her. I can’t run away from this pain, this suffering. I need to be with her.


      “No, no, no, nononononoooooooo!”


      Riyo. Yori. Haru. Tata. Juntza. Amu. Neika. Karambit. Ushaska.


      “D-Dead! Ushaska’s dead! Ushaskaaa, ahhhhh!”


      Black. Pitch black. The hands, the arms, everything.


      “Noooo...”


      Mud. It’s just mud.


      This is mud? And this too? Really?


      “At times like this, you should smile.”


      A man’s wrinkled, toothless face flashed through his mind.


      “If you smile, it’ll take the tension out.”


      The woman’s face was just as wrinkly. Because the two of them had always been smiling and laughing together.


      “If you always smile, no matter the occasion, then you’ll be able to endure and overcome anything.”


      Manato burst out laughing with them.


      “Heh... Heh heh... Ah ha ha...”


      The tension drained away.


      “That...was close! I dunno what to... Man, that was close...”


      It’s mud.


      Manato was covered in mud.


      It really is just mud. Nothing but mud.


      That was obvious once he stopped and thought about it, but up until a moment ago, he hadn’t been able to see it for what it was at all. He was still a little worried about whether his eyes had gone black or not.


      He really was being influenced by Chegbrete, wasn’t he? Maybe there was some foreign object inside of him. What if it had come from Chegbrete of Penitence?


      “Wooooooooooooooo...”


      “Huh?”


      What was that just now? That voice. No, it wasn’t a voice, exactly. It was more like...


      “Howling?”


      Of all the animal sounds Manato was familiar with, it was closest to a dog’s howl.


      Do they have dogs here?


      In Japan, there were many dogs living in and around towns. They formed packs and would eat pretty much anything, from trash, to remains, to excrement. Their primary competition was pigs. Pigs got bigger and scarier as they got older, and could shrug off dog bites. But the dogs didn’t fight the pigs. And people didn’t hunt and eat dogs or pigs very often.


      Though they might not be the same as the dogs Manato knew about, it was possible that there were doglike creatures on this mountain.


      “Woooooooooo...”


      “Worooooo...”


      “Wowooooooo...”


      “Oooooooooo...”


      Doglike creatures.

    

  

  
    
      12. Promises Are Not Made to Be Broken


      The rain hadn’t let up, but it wasn’t coming down anywhere near as hard anymore. Manato was sheltering under a tree a short distance away from where he’d had his freak-out, staying as close to its trunk as possible so as not to stand out, and was watching his surroundings carefully. Where were they? Were they dogs, doglike creatures, or something else entirely? Whatever they were, they were out there. Of that, he was certain. But they weren’t necessarily nearby. He could still hear them howling. It was the kind of sound that would carry for a long distance. Although, given that he could hear them so clearly despite the rain, it was very possible that they weren’t far. And there were definitely more than a couple of them. That could mean that there were some nearby, and some farther away.


      He saw something on his left, passing between the trees. He lost sight of it for a moment, but it was pretty large. Too big to be any dog Manato knew of. If it was a four-legged beast, it had to be a really huge one. Weren’t all the large beasts supposed to have been killed off by overhunting? Or had they just decreased in number, not died out entirely?


      Next, something moved on his right. It slid out of the trees, then stopped. It was dark and covered in fur, but it wasn’t four-legged. It was standing on its hind legs and holding something in its hands. The shape of its head kinda resembled that of a dog, and yet it was walking on two legs. Maybe there were just creatures like this in Grimgar. Was it okay to call it a dog person?


      If Manato could see the dog person, then the dog person ought to have been able to see Manato too. But it hadn’t spotted him yet. Manato was covered in mud and pressed up against the tree, so he’d be hard to find, with how well he blended into the scenery. Besides, the dog person might not have had particularly good eyesight.


      If I move, it’ll spot me instantly. I’d better stay put.


      The dog person started to move. It looked like it had a keen nose. Manato was lucky. The rain meant its sense of smell wouldn’t work as well as it normally would have.


      It looked in Manato’s direction. If he flinched, it’d definitely notice him. His pulse was racing, and his mind kept thinking, Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit, but at the same time, he was really enjoying himself. Obviously, it would be best to remain undetected. But if he got found, he got found, and just thinking about what he’d do if that happened was enough to raise his spirits.


      “Woon!” the dog person barked, turning its whole body to face Manato and raising its face.


      “Woooooooooon! Won, won, won! Woooooooo!”


      Manato took off running before it could howl for support.


      “Ahhhhhh, here it comes! I got spotted! Ah ha ha ha!”


      The dog person chased after him.


      “Won, won, woooooooon!”


      “Woroooooooo!”


      “Oooo, won, won, worooooo!”


      “Worororororoooo!”


      “Ooon! Woruuun!”


      “Woooooooooooooooo!”


      There were dog people howling all over.


      “Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit, oh shit! Heh heh heh! Hee hee hee hee hee!”


      This was no time for laughter. But Manato couldn’t help it. He could see dog people ahead, so he couldn’t keep going straight. He had to turn. But when he did, there were more dog people there too, forcing him to change direction again.


      There was almost no flat ground. It was all either uphill or downhill. Manato went down wherever he could. Running downhill let him pick up speed, and Manato had encountered the dog people while climbing this mountain. They probably lived farther up. Once he slid down a slope that, while not sheer, sure looked like it from above, the howling faded into the distance. But it wasn’t long before a few dog people came racing down the same slope he had. Two of them.


      “Whoa! They’re catching up! Wahah!”


      Do I turn and fight? Trying to take them two on one might be a bad idea.


      He looked back and saw only one dog person. Where’d the other one gone? Wherever it was, he was now looking at a one-on-one fight, not two-on-one.


      Should I? Do I go for the kill?


      “Whoa!”


      Suddenly, something pounced from his left. A dog person. Manato instantly noticed that it was holding a sword. He reflexively twisted himself around to avoid getting cut, which resulted in Manato and the dog person tumbling to the ground, intertwined.


      “Garuooahhhhh!”


      The dog person, who was on top, tried to thrust its sword down into Manato, holding the weapon with a backhand grip. It wasn’t a long sword. The single-edged blade was short and thick, but it had a proper point at its tip.


      “Fwahh!”


      Manato seized the dog person’s sword arm with both hands.


      “Huuuooohhh!”


      The sword didn’t reach Manato. It was close, though. Maybe not hair’s-breadth close, but he felt like his left eyeball was about to get skewered at any moment. Manato tried to push the blade away, but the dog person only pressed down harder. Manato gave up on that pretty quickly and instead twisted his head to the right.


      “Kh!”


      The dog person’s sword scratched Manato’s face as it sank into the ground. It tried to pull the blade free, and Manato took advantage of the force it was exerting to throw it off of him. Then he took off running without sparing a second glance at the dog person that was now on its back.


      “Woo! Ah!”


      Another dog person pounced. Manato sped up, thinking he could dodge it. This dog person also had a sword. Its blade swung down at Manato but only managed to cut the air.


      “Worooooooooooooo!”


      That howl must’ve come from the dog person that had fallen on its back. It was telling the others, “There’s prey here.”


      “Is there any way to escape?! Seems kinda impossible, doesn’t it?! Heh heh heh!”


      It’s hard to run while laughing. So don’t laugh. I won’t laugh. Yeah. I mean, it’s not that funny anyway.


      “Ha... Heh, heh heh heh... Pfft!”


      It’s hopeless. I don’t want to laugh. And I really can’t afford to. So I won’t. I won’t laugh. But the more I will myself not to laugh, the more I want to. I can’t stop myself.


      That dog person. It had black eyes. And it wasn’t a normal kind of dark eye color. That was an unnatural blackness.


      “Skullhell, huh?!”


      The dog person must’ve been a thrall of Skullhell. So this mountain was thrall territory, then. What a place for Manato to stumble his way into.


      The dog people continued to chase Manato, and he was almost caught on many occasions, but each time he managed to give them the slip. The weather worsened, and the rain started pouring down ridiculously hard, but that was a good thing as far as Manato was concerned. Once the lightning started up, the dog people’s pursuit slowed. Manato loved lightning. The rumble of thunder excited him, and he shuddered when he thought about what might happen if it struck him. But apparently the dog people didn’t like it nearly as much.


      However, he’d lost track of what direction he’d been going while running in circles, so he had no idea where he was headed. He’d gone down a long way and was probably almost at the foot of the mountain, but it was getting dark enough for it to be a problem for him. He could still hear dog people howling in the distance.


      Then the rain stopped. Did that mean it was now better to stay in one place? He felt tired. He wanted to rest, but if he sat down now, he knew he wouldn’t want to move again for anything. His jumpsuit felt awfully heavy. It was completely soaked. His body was already feeling cold, and he couldn’t stop shivering.


      Manato took off the jumpsuit. He considered throwing it away, but wasn’t sure that was a good idea. He decided not to for now.


      It took a little while to figure out what he wanted to do, but he finally concluded that he should keep walking and not stop to rest. This was obvious, but so long as he kept on moving, he would be able to prevent himself from stopping. If he stopped, he’d probably lose the ability to move for a good long while.


      He just had to avoid going upward. If he climbed the mountain, he might run into the dog people again. He wasn’t sure he could escape them a second time in his current state.


      He had no idea if it was the plants, the rocks, or something else entirely, but something beneath his feet was making it incredibly difficult to walk.


      “No, no, no...”


      Each time he almost tripped, or actually tripped, he laughed. It was just so bad.


      Amazingly, he managed to keep walking until the sky started to brighten.


      “You can do a whole lot if you just try.”


      Manato was impressed with himself.


      Once there was enough light to see things a good distance away, he realized there was a plain stretching out on his right hand side. He couldn’t see Damuro, or Alterna, or the Ark, though. The mountain on his left was the home of the dog people. He turned around. Were those mountains rising high up in the distance the Tenryus?


      Manato tried to draw a map in his head.


      “Hmm... I’m not sure.”


      He was sick of the mountain and its poor visibility. He headed out onto the plain and felt much better as his field of view broadened.


      “Man... It’s huge...”


      The flat land spread out as far as the eye could see, with lone trees standing here and there. He spotted the occasional copse, but nothing he’d call a forest.


      The wind was dry. Manato had been fighting in the mud earlier, so he was grateful for that.


      He walked through grass that wasn’t much taller than his ankles for a while, and found a mountain in the middle of the plain. This wasn’t the mountain of the dog people, and it obviously wasn’t part of the Tenryus.


      “Is there something on that mountain too? Haru said this is Skullhell’s territory, so...if there’s anyone there, I guess they’d be thralls, huh?”


      It was probably best to avoid the mountain, then.


      “I was thinking if I had to choose between Lumiaris or Skullhell, I’d have to pick Skullhell. But they were attacking me pretty hard. And they’re the kinda guys who eat goblins. There’s no way I could team up with them. Yeah, definitely not.”


      I wanna go back to the Ark. Ushaska was dead. Is Riyo okay? Ushaska made Riyo mad and then died. That’s kinda sad. No, it’s more than kinda sad. It’s awful. If Ushaska came flying, then was Karambit there too? I wonder how Yori’s doing. I don’t think Haru would die. It’s Tata I’m most worried about.


      “I wonder if everyone’s okay.”


      He thought about all sorts of things as he walked. Chibi-chan—or Chegbrete—crossed his mind, and he felt like if he turned his head, Atona would be right there, but he looked and there was nobody.


      Here, he often spotted beasts off in the distance. There were herds of herbivores running around, grazing, and sitting down. There were birds flying too.


      If Manato tried to approach the beasts, they’d probably run. He’d already seen one animal similar to a deer running off with its tail turned to him. It had been pretty close, but there was no way he could’ve chased it down and caught it. It had been far enough that he’d have needed to take careful aim with a bow and arrow.


      “They must be cautious. But it wouldn’t be impossible to hunt them. And with all these animals around, there must be watering holes too.”


      Even if Lumiaris’s converts or Skullhell’s thralls showed up, I’d see them coming immediately, and I’d probably be able to get away. If I decided I wanted to, I’d bet I could live here.


      “But I dunno about being all alone... I mean, I’d be perfectly fine, but still. Would I be fine? I’ve never really spent much time by myself. So, I guess I don’t know. Would I get lonely being the only one around? Hmm... I wonder.”


      Manato walked.


      He was fine so long as he kept walking, but as soon as he stopped, his chest felt heavy.


      “If I’m alone...then I won’t know what to do with myself. I mean, I can eat when I’m hungry, and sleep when I’m tired, so I’ll have things to do. But I don’t think that would be enough. I feel like there should be something else...”


      Manato and his friends had found a house north of Kariza. He had planned to live there with Juntza, Amu, and Neika until the day he died. That was what he’d thought. Or rather, that was what Manato had wanted.


      So long as they were alive, people would die one after another. He didn’t know what the order would have been. Maybe Manato would have died first, and maybe he’d have been last. He hadn’t thought all that deeply about it, and since death was a foregone conclusion, that had been just fine with him. When he thought back on the Canaries who’d died before reaching the house, he couldn’t help but feel sorry for them now. But they were dead, so there was nothing to be done about it.


      Had the dead Canaries been the same as Juntza, Amu, and Neika? When he thought about it, it seemed to him that they had been different. But how?


      Well, if nothing else, he was glad Juntza, Amu and Neika weren’t with him. Grimgar was too harsh for those three. They’d have died here for sure. It would have been a problem for him if those three had died. He’d have hated it.


      Living in that house, having Juntza die first as the oldest, then Amu or Neika die, and then the other girl next, leaving him all alone... He wasn’t sure he liked that either.


      “Yeah, I might not like that. Mm. I might hate it pretty badly.”


      Manato walked. Every once in a while, he felt overcome by emotion, and it made him want to start running. But even then, he walked.


      It was possible that he might not be able to live all on his own. Well, no, maybe it wasn’t that he couldn’t, but that he didn’t want to.


      His dad, his mom, Juntza, Amu, Neika, Haru, Yori and Riyo, Tata, it wasn’t like he was fine with just anybody, but if he didn’t have someone with him, then he felt like he wouldn’t want to keep living at all.


      “Hmm?”


      He had noticed that there was what seemed to be some kind of living creature next to a tree that was off in the distance a while ago. He’d assumed it was an animal, but it looked like it was standing upright on two legs.


      Manato stopped and narrowed his eyes.


      “Yeah, I thought so.”


      He couldn’t make it out clearly, but it was either a person or something that resembled a person.


      “There’s someone out here?”


      There were people who had crossed from Japan to Grimgar. Like Manato, Haru, and the people who had once been Haru’s comrades. But Haru had told him that it had been a long time since that had happened. It had been close to fifty years since the last Japanese people before Manato had arrived. Was it possible that the figure over there was Japanese? It was hard to imagine that being the case.


      It doesn’t look like Tata, but what about Haru, or Yori, or Riyo? Nah. That seems unlikely.


      “Hrmm.”


      Manato mussed his own hair.


      “Is it a thrall? Maybe. Oh!”


      There were more figures.


      “Two, three, four, five, whuh, six, seven... Whaaa...”


      There were more than ten figures near the tree. It felt as if they’d appeared out of nowhere, but it was possible that all but one of them had been crouching or sitting, and then they’d all stood at once. That could’ve made it look like they’d suddenly appeared. Maybe that was it?


      “They’re...coming this way?”


      Manato started walking, keeping an eye on the figures. How much distance was between them? He didn’t know, but they were definitely on the move. Of that, he was certain. Were they getting closer to him? He wasn’t sure. At the very least, they weren’t getting any farther away.


      “Ah! They stopped?”


      The gang of figures came to a sudden stop, and Manato stopped too. They had gathered together to do something. But what were they doing?


      They got taller.


      Ten or so people appeared to be lifting one of them up. Either that, or the ten were in a dense formation, and the other was standing on top.


      Manato ducked. If he stayed down, they probably wouldn’t be able to see him. Would they give up, assuming he’d vanished? It was worth giving it a try. He lay down, but then he couldn’t see them through the grass. Of course, he should’ve expected that. He crawled to the left on his belly but wasn’t able to move very quickly that way, so he got on all fours. Now he could see them.


      The group of shadows hadn’t stopped.


      They were clearly moving.


      “They’re coming... Right?”


      Fleeing seemed like his only option. Manato decided to run. The plains were flat, and the ground wasn’t too hard or too soft, which made it easy to run on. But how long would his stamina last? If he ran at full strength, he’d be out of breath in no time.


      “This speed seems doable.”


      If his full strength was a ten, then he was going at about a seven. He could keep running at this pace for a reasonably long time.


      The gang of figures were chasing Manato. They didn’t seem to be catching up, but he wasn’t losing them.


      “Should I pick up the pace a bit more? Nah, I dunno...”


      He was undecided. Besides, he didn’t know where he was going, so he was just getting more lost.


      When he saw birds flying, he wondered if they were dragons. Ushaska was dead, and he didn’t know if Karambit was okay. But regardless, Manato randomly spotting Yori flying around on her dragon looking for him would have been way too convenient of a development. There wasn’t even any guarantee that Yori and the others had survived.


      Now this was the kind of moment when he wanted to laugh. He’d been trying to for a while now, but he couldn’t even crack a smile.


      He soon realized that he’d been running for a while without even looking back. He didn’t even know how long it’d been since he’d done so. He hurriedly turned to check behind him, but the distance between him and the shadowy figures hadn’t changed much.


      “I knew it! Heh heh.” He was finally able to laugh a little.


      Looking around, he saw something blowing in the wind as it rose up into the sky. Rather than straight ahead, it was a little off to his right hand side.


      “What? Smoke?!”


      A campfire might make smoke like that.


      A campfire? Whose?


      Was it a thrall? Or someone with the gang of shadowy figures? But did thralls light campfires? He couldn’t be completely sure that they didn’t. He knew they ate animals raw, so they didn’t need to cook. Maybe it was a convert, then. Although, the converts gathered at the keep hadn’t lit campfires there, so it seemed like the converts didn’t use fire either.


      He felt like it wasn’t a thrall, but it probably wasn’t a convert either. Which was more unlikely? It was definitely not a thrall. But what about a convert? He was fifty-fifty on that. Fifty-fifty? If the convert was one fifty, then what was the other fifty? Manato assumed that the gang chasing him were thralls.


      “If one’s a thrall and the other’s a convert... Ugh, I don’t know!”


      Manato ran toward the smoke. Having a goal, regardless of what that goal might be, was a lot more encouraging than running across the endless plain with no end in sight. His feet felt lighter, and he was making steady progress. The smoke was getting closer and closer.


      “Whoa!”


      Something was off. Not with the smoke but with the terrain he was heading toward. It was a depression that spread out over a large area.


      It’s a hole.


      There was a massive hole, like someone had taken an absurdly large stick, and thrust it into the ground diagonally. The smoke was coming from the slope leading down into that hole. Manato stared at it for some time as he ran, feeling like it was sucking him in. Suddenly remembering to check behind him again, he saw that his pursuers were quite far back, looking like specks in the distance.


      “How did—?!”


      Manato slowed his pace to a fast walk. Even then, the enemy didn’t close the gap. They just kept moving away until, finally, he lost sight of them entirely.


      “Whaaa? I don’t get it.”


      Not only was Manato surprised, he was disappointed. But why? Shouldn’t he have been happy?


      “Weird.”


      Manato chuckled as he descended the slope.


      The grass here was thicker than the grass on the plain. There were even places where it was taller than Manato, and whenever he had to push his way through one of them, he couldn’t check to see where the smoke was. That made finding the source more troublesome than he’d expected.


      It seemed he was right, and someone had started a fire on the slope in the middle of a cleared area that was almost like a little room.


      There was a humanoid creature seated by the campfire, looking in his general direction. Manato was careful not to make noise as he cautiously approached. He was able to observe the creature through the grass.


      They resembled a human, and were probably clothed. Their face was dark but not the black of a thrall. They had white hair and eyes that were a pretty blue-tinted green color.


      They were looking at Manato. Had they seen him? Well, if they were really looking at him, then of course they had.


      [Are you going to eat me?]


      “Huh?”


      Manato looked back and forth without thinking. Then he looked behind him, but there was no one to be seen anywhere.


      He faced forward again.


      [You.]


      The moment he did, he heard that voice reverberating again. He reflexively covered his ears.


      No.


      [Do you want to eat me?]


      This wasn’t a voice. Or rather, it wasn’t sound. It was making something vibrate inside Manato other than his ears. Probably inside his head.


      “I’m not gonna eat you, okay?”


      He regretted the words as soon as he said them. Maybe he should’ve stayed quiet. It was too late for that now, though.


      [You will not eat me?]


      “I already said I won’t,” Manato replied, a chuckle slipping out of him as he did.


      The bluish-green eyes blinked at him.


      [But you are hungry.]


      “Huh? How could you tell?”


      [You are hungry, but you will not eat me?]


      “Turning the question around, would it be okay for me to? Nah, I’m not gonna do that. I mean, I’m not gonna eat a person I just met simply because I happen to be hungry.”


      [When you say “a person,” you are referring broadly to the intelligent life-forms that reside in this world.]


      “Intelligent life... Uhhh. Yeah, sure.”


      [I am not a person in the way that you mean.]


      “You’re...not a person? But you’re talking.”


      [When you say “talking,” you refer to the act of communicating through the utterance of sounds with an associated meaning.]


      “Sounds... Meaning...”


      [I cannot talk in the way that you mean.]


      “Oh, right. Of course. You’re not using your voice.” Manato cocked his head to the side. “So then, how are you doing it?”


      [I have decided it would be difficult to explain in a way that you would understand.]


      “Yeah, I’m already confused.”


      [Are you not going to eat me?]


      “How many times are you gonna ask? I said I won’t. Um, how about this...?” Manato slapped his chest lightly a few times, then gave a thumbs-up. “I promise. How’s that? I absolutely will not eat you. Yep. I’ve decided. No matter what happens, I’ll never eat you.”


      Their head, which was covered in hair that he now saw was more silver than white, bobbed up and down. That was a nod.


      [Understood.]


      “Good. As long as we understand each other.”


      [You are hungry.]


      “But I’m not gonna eat you, okay?”


      [You have made a promise. You will not eat me.]


      “Yep, that’s what it means!”


      [I am able to share my food with you.]


      “Share...” Manato scratched his neck. It took him some time to understand what was being offered. “Huh?! Do you really mean it?!”


      [Come to my side.]


      “You’re sure?”


      The silver hair bobbed up and down.


      [You have promised not to eat me. You are hungry. I am able to share my food with you. Come to me.]

    

  

  
    
      13. “Eye”


      Their silver hair was parted in the middle, revealing their forehead. They had skin that was not quite black but a fairly dark brown. They were sitting, or rather crouching, so he couldn’t be sure just how tall they were, but they were probably shorter than him. He figured he was about a head taller than them. And the clothing they were wearing was very odd. What was that material, and how was it made? He had no idea.


      They’re a girl...I think?


      Their facial features and figure looked more feminine than masculine. But since they’d told him they weren’t human, he didn’t know for sure.


      The fire they had made was more than just a simple pile of fuel. They had surrounded it with rocks, and there were two metal rods hanging over the flames with a container that held the food Manato was being offered sitting on top of them.


      “Um... Uh...”


      Manato scratched his head and puffed out his cheeks. The other’s bluish-green eyes were focused not on the flames or the container but on him.


      “Oh, right. I’m called Manato.”


      They moved their lips, and a weak voice repeated, “Manato.”


      “Hm?” Manato crossed his arm, furrowed his brow, and cocked his head. “Huh? Did you just...?”


      [What was that word you said a moment ago?]


      “Huh? Was that...your voice? Hold on. Uhhh?”


      “Manato.”


      Their lips moved again. A voice came out of them. It was quite small and weak, like a whisper, but it was definitely a voice.


      “You... Whuh? You can...talk?” Manato pressed on his throat, then touched his lips demonstratively. “You can speak out loud too?”


      [It is not simple for me to vocalize the language that you use.]


      “Oh... So you can talk, but...forming words is a bit tough for you, or something like that?”


      [Your understanding is not incorrect.]


      “Gotcha. Hm... Anyway, names. Mine is Manato.”


      “Manato.”


      “Yeah. That’s right. You know what names are, right?”


      [Names are identifiers used to distinguish you and me as individuals.]


      “Identifiers... Yeah, sure, sounds about right. So, what’s your name?”


      “Jako.”


      “Jako?” Manato echoed.


      Jako nodded before repeating again whispering, “Jako.”


      “Jako!”


      Manato looked back down at the container over the fire and its boiling contents. Based on the color, he assumed there was some kind of grass being cooked in the waters. He could also see something brown in there too.


      Manato crouched next to Jako.


      “Is this...food?”


      [I am able to share my food with you. This is my food.]


      “Huh.”


      It smelled like grass. In fact, it might have actually been grass. Of course, some varieties of grass were edible, but not all of them. There were some that were toxic, so eating them would obviously be harmful. But even if they weren’t toxic, some grasses still weren’t edible for other reasons or were just not worth eating. In fact, to the best of Manato’s knowledge, there weren’t many grasses at all that made for what he’d call good eating.


      Jako grabbed the container by its edge. They were wearing gloves, or rather, their outfit covered their entire body from their neck to the tips of their fingers. It almost looked like their body melded into their clothes. Anyway, it probably didn’t feel too hot for them because they weren’t touching it with their bare hands.


      Jako lifted the container, and set it on the ground.


      [I am not that hungry. You can eat my food.]


      “Ohhh. You don’t mind me eating it, then?”


      [I have already acknowledged that you may eat my food.]


      “Well, okay then,” Manato said before hesitantly touching the container. “Ouch!”


      He hurriedly pulled his hands back. Jako blinked.


      [The temperature will decrease with the passage of time.]


      “Oh, right. I can wait.”


      Manato idly gazed at Jako’s face. Jako stared back at Manato too.


      “I can’t help but feel like you must be a human.”


      [I am not an intelligent life-form of this world.]


      At that very moment, a horizontal slit in the middle of Jako’s forehead opened up. Manato gulped and his eyes widened in surprise. There was a bluish-green jewel peeking out from inside the slit. It looked similar to something else on Jako. Or more specifically, to another part of Jako’s body.


      It looked just like Jako’s eyes.


      “An eye?”


      [I am not an intelligent life-form of this world. We came to this world from another.]


      Her third eye was half open, looking a little sleepy. But Jako’s other two eyes were both wide open.


      “You’ve got three eyes.”


      Manato rubbed his own forehead without thinking about it.
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      “Whoa. I wonder how differently you see things with three eyes. Weird. But y’know, your eyes are ridiculously pretty, Jako.”


      “Pretty,” Jako echoed aloud, all three eyes blinking in unison.


      [You have assessed my eye as beautiful. I cannot make a decision as to whether my eye is beautiful. Compared to the eyes others of my kind possess, my eye is of standard quality.]


      “Hmm? Oh, you’re saying the rest of your people also have eyes like yours. That’s neat. But I’ve never met any of them, so I dunno how you compare, but your eye is super pretty, Jako.”


      [You can eat my food now,] Jako said, eyes lowered to the container. Had he made them feel awkward? Jako’s expression hadn’t changed at all, and the voice echoing inside his head was emotionless so he couldn’t tell one way or the other.


      Putting that thought aside, Manato touched the container again. It wasn’t all that hot anymore. He could handle it. Was the container ceramic? It was awfully light and thin for that. It was like a small cooking pot with no handles.


      He held it in both hands and took a careful sniff.


      This’s grass. And it smells like dirt too.


      A closer inspection revealed that...it was still grass, yes, but it had been cut into little pieces. That must’ve been to make it easier to eat. Manato had studied a variety of grasses in Japan. Most were tough and took a lot of work to chew. Their tastes tended to be iffy as well, but the main issue was that a lot of grasses were just plain hard to get down.


      Jako was watching Manato closely as he brought the container to his lips and took a sip.


      “Urkh.”


      It was grass. And it tasted of dirt too. It wasn’t hot enough to be scalding, but it was still hot mud.


      Manato nearly started coughing but managed to hold it in. Jako was watching and had been kind enough to share. This was Jako’s food, which Jako would have eaten themselves if they hadn’t given it to Manato. That meant it was edible.


      Not that he had no concerns about eating it. Jako was not human, or even a life-form from this world. But the same could’ve been said of Manato, who had been born and raised in Japan. He wasn’t native to Grimgar either.


      Blowing on the soup a few times as he mentally prepared himself, he then made another attempt at eating Jako’s food, this time getting some of the chunks in his mouth as well.


      He tried chewing. An indescribable flavor—well, no, he could describe it, and it tasted like grass—spread throughout his mouth with each bite. It was mixed with the taste of dirt, neither flavor erasing the other. Instead, the flavors of grass and dirt fought fiercely in a way that only seemed to strengthen both of them.


      It was an intense battle. Neither side would relent. No matter how much he chewed the grass, it stayed grassy, its flavor only growing in power instead of thinning, and even though he had already drank most of the dirt—or rather, the hot mud—its taste still stubbornly lingered in his mouth for some reason. The grass and the dirt were so strong. The tough, hardy grass and texture of the dirt—or the micro pebbles inside it—was incredibly stimulating.


      It’s because I’m chewing. This is only happening because I keep chewing. Yeah. I should stop. It never ends. I had my reservations about eating this stuff, but I’ve got no choice now. I’ve gotta force all the grass and little rocks in my mouth down into my belly. I thought that was what I was doing, but there’s still little chunks of grass and fine dirt that I haven’t managed to swallow yet. How? Why? At this rate, I’m going to have to search for them with my tongue and clean them all up. Okay, here goes.


      “All right... I managed to eat it. Or...drink it, I guess. Mm-hmm...”


      Manato tried to gauge Jako’s reaction. He couldn’t see anything resembling an expression on their face.


      “Ahh... Can I ask just one thing?”


      [You are able to ask a question.]


      “What...is this?”


      [My food.]


      “Yeah. I, uh...got that. Um... What’s in it? I was thinking grass, maybe? Like the kind growing all around us. And...dirt? I dunno, but probably some you dug up...”


      [My food consists of the grass growing in this area together with dirt and water extracted from the ground in this area. Those ingredients are heated over a flame, softening them to make my food.]


      “So, it’s grass...and dirt? Knew it...”


      [I am able to replenish sufficient energy to survive from this food.]


      “Uh-huh...” Manato set the container on the ground, then crossed both his legs and his arms.


      “I’m hungry, and I was grateful that you shared your food, so it’s hard to tell you this...but I don’t think I can eat this stuff.”


      [Are you not able to replenish sufficient energy to survive from this food?]


      “Uhh. I dunno. Hrmm... If I ate enough, maybe it’d give me some nutrients. But I don’t think I could eat that much of it. The taste’s a little...”


      “Taste,” Jako repeated in a whisper, then took a sip of the contents of the container, including some of the grass. Jako chewed.


      [I taste grass and dirt. I do not taste anything other than grass and dirt.]


      “I wouldn’t expect you to. It only tasted like grass and dirt to me too. Oh! So you can talk like that while you’re eating? That’s convenient.”


      [I am able to masticate grass over a long period of time. During that time, I am able to continuously taste grass.]


      “That’s great and all, if you like the taste of grass, sure, but...”


      [I do not like the taste of grass.]


      “Huh? You don’t like it?”


      [I can taste grass for a long period of time. I can replenish sufficient energy to survive.]


      “What do you mean?”


      Manato didn’t quite understand what Jako was trying to say. As Jako closed their mouth and chewed, their brow furrowed.


      “You don’t like it... So, do you not want to eat it?”


      [By masticating grass for a long period of time, I am able to replenish sufficient energy to survive.]


      “You can survive by eating that stuff, so you’re eating it because you have no choice?”


      [You must replenish sufficient energy to survive. I am able to share my food with you.]


      “Well, it’s best to eat something, so I do want to eat. But I’m not on the verge of starvation, so I’ll give the grass and dirt a pass, I think.”


      [I will replenish energy sufficient to survive by eating.]


      “Sure. Don’t hold back on my account. Uh, I guess it’s weird for me to say that. It’s your food, after all.”


      As Manato nodded, Jako brought their mouth to the container again. Each time they did, they only took a small amount of mud soup and grass into their mouth. They would take a little sip, do a lot of chewing, and then swallow languidly. The whole time, Jako was constantly grimacing. Frankly, it looked like it tasted awful. And yet Jako went on eating regardless. Eventually, the container was empty.


      Jako’s clothes had a lot of pockets, particularly on the back and belly. It looked like they could carry a lot of stuff in them, such as the container and the metal rods that they had used to prepare their meal, once they were done eating. They then clapped their hands and put out the fire. It looked like they were going to leave the stones where they were, probably with the intention of using them again later.


      “Manato,” Jako called his name in a whisper.


      “Hm? What?”


      [Where did you come from?]


      “Um, it’s a place called Japan, but, uh...that’s probably not what you’re asking, huh? Do you know about the Ark?”


      [I do not know what that is.]


      “Well, how about Alterna?”


      [The denizens of the hole, including myself, are aware of the existence of the place called Alterna.]


      “The hole?” Manato asked, cocking his head to the side.


      “The Wonder Hole,” Jako answered in a whisper.


      Then Jako looked in the direction of the massive hole at the bottom of the slope.


      [That is what it is called in this world. The denizens of the hole are those who live inside that hole.]


      “They live there? Huh? There’s people in the hole?”


      [When you say people, you refer to intelligent life-forms of this world.]


      “Um, uh, so they’re not so much people, as intelligent life-forms that aren’t from Grimgar—this world?”


      [There are intelligent life-forms inside the hole.]


      “Oh, so there are. And, wait, you usually live inside the hole, then, I guess?”


      [I usually live inside the hole.]


      “Oh, you do.”


      “Manato.” Jako whispered his name aloud, then looked at the hole again. [Do you want to enter the hole?]

    

  

  
    
      14. Golden Helmets


      “This isn’t really a hole...”


      Looking up through the narrow rift, he could still see the sky. The area near the entrance to the Wonder Hole was not exactly a tunnel or a cavern. But it couldn’t be called a valley either, because the hollow that Jako and Manato were walking through was much wider than the rift above.


      [We are almost at the hole.]


      The vibe that he was getting from Jako’s voice in his head had changed a little from how it had been initially.


      “I like it better like this.”


      When Manato said that, Jako glanced back at him. He didn’t know what kind of face they were making, though. For some reason, Jako was wearing a mask that almost appeared to have merged with the rest of their outfit. The way they looked with it covering their entire head made it seem as if their outfit was their actual skin.


      “Jako, why are you hiding your face?”


      [The face is comparatively weak to all kinds of impacts.]


      “What about your eyes?”


      [My eyeballs are protected by a membrane.]


      “A membrane? On your eyes? Huh.”


      [The membrane and my protective suit are durable.]


      “I wonder if they were specially made.”


      [The hole,] Jako said as they approached the point where the rift showing the sky above them came to an end.


      Beyond that, the Wonder Hole became a genuine cavern. But it wasn’t simply a massive cave. There were small motes of light like tiny insects floating in the air. Side tunnels split off from the main one all over the place, and there were things poking their heads out of them, or coming and going from them. Were those living creatures? He couldn’t make out their shapes, but they didn’t seem particularly big. They were maybe half the size of Jako and Manato. Some of the creatures looked like children, and there were others that were furry, like little bears standing on their hind legs. Some of the creatures were holding things. And as he was taking note of that, he saw that there were also creatures with many legs.


      The creatures didn’t react to Jako and Manato even as they passed the side tunnels. It wasn’t that they hadn’t noticed them, though. Jako and Manato were being ignored.


      “Who are those...people? Oh. I guess they’re not people, huh?”


      [They have been in the hole since long ago.]


      “Hmm.”


      [If you do not take hostile action, they are docile.]


      “And if we attack them?”


      [It is said that they will attack all at once.]


      “Oh, it’s like that saying. Let sleeping somethings something-or-other.”


      [Let sleeping somethings something-or-other?] Jako questioned, shaking their head side to side.


      “Sorry. I think I just confused you. But I’m sure Juntza used to say something like that. Uh, Juntza’s someone who didn’t come here with me.”


      [Juntza is a thing that is not here?]


      “He’s not in Grimgar. He’s back in Japan. We were comrades there. Though, I still consider him one now. Even if we may never meet again.”


      [A comrade who can not be seen again.]


      “Yeah, that’s right. I came to Grimgar alone.”


      [You have no comrades here?]


      “Well, I kind of do. At least...I think I can call them that.”


      [I have no comrades.]


      “Huh? Are you all alone, Jako?”


      [There are others of my kind. We came here together.]


      “But you’re not comrades?”


      [We have different policies.]


      “Policies?”


      [Some of my kind have also died.]


      “Oh.”


      [They were killed.]


      “Uh-huh...”


      [I understand what death means to those like you. Our death is not the same as your death.]


      “Hm? What do you mean?”


      [Death is a boundary. The boundary is our homeland.]


      “Ohhh,” Manato said with a smile. “Yeah, I didn’t understand that at all.”


      [We are those of the boundary.]


      Behind their mask, Jako said something. “Etalihina” was what it sounded like to Manato.


      “Etali...hina?”


      When he repeated the unfamiliar word, Jako nodded.


      [The boundary. Our homeland. And us.]


      “Etalihina...”


      It was likely the word for Jako and their kind, as well as for the boundary that Jako said was their homeland.


      “You’re Jako the etalihina from Etalihina, then, huh?”


      [You understand.]


      “You mean it? Nice.”


      When they left the area with all the side tunnels, the hole split to the left and right. Up to that point, though they had kept descending deeper and deeper, the path had stayed reasonably wide. However, after the split, it rapidly narrowed. But even then, there was enough room for around five Manatos or Jakos to stand shoulder to shoulder.


      He didn’t see any side paths, but there were some creatures around. Were they of a different variety than the ones that had been in the side tunnel area? They had horns, and at a glance they looked like humans clad in rags, but their arms and legs were too slender, their bodies were covered in bumps, and their heads were strangely elongated.


      All the creatures were either cowering or lying down, though. They clearly didn’t have much energy. Occasionally, one would look up at Jako or Manato, but they remained almost completely still otherwise.


      [This is the lowest level of the kingdom.]


      “The kingdom...”


      [The hole has a king.]


      “A king... Is that some kind of big shot?”


      [The king rules over this side of the hole.]


      Jako headed left where the path diverged. It seemed like it didn’t matter which direction they took, though, as they soon arrived at a T-junction that presumably connected to the other side.


      Turning at the T-junction, the next area they came to was a huge jumbled mess, more like an underground city than a hole. In addition to more of those motes of light floating in the air, there were also glowing lanterns in various places. Though it hadn’t been pitch dark, the hole had generally been kind of gloomy so far, which made this place feel almost a little too bright.


      “$+*$+*$+*$+*”


      “*$+~*$+*$+~ *$+*$+*$+*!”


      “$+*$+~$+~ *$+*$~+*$+~”


      “+*$+! *$+*$~+*$*$+~* $+*~$+*~!”


      Manato couldn’t tell what was being said, but there were voices and sounds. The creatures beyond this point weren’t sitting down or lying on the ground anymore. Everyone was on the move.


      “Whoa... Awesome!”


      Manato was reminded of the cities of Japan. Although, it had been humans living in those cities. From the look of things, the city was inhabited by many different kinds of creatures, some of which had humanoid proportions, while others weren’t humanoid at all. There were bearlike creatures. There were deerlike creatures. There were creatures that appeared to be big lizards or something. There were even creatures that looked like oversized bugs. There were also some creatures that, at a glance, he wouldn’t have assumed were creatures at all, but they were moving, so they had to be.


      There were also buildings. Most had stonework walls with something thrown over top to make a roof, but there were also some two-story buildings that seemed to have been completely carved out of the rock.


      They couldn’t pass through the spots where the buildings were too tightly packed together. Some areas were also blocked off by stone walls. Other than that, though, there were roads upon roads everywhere, and creatures going about their business all over the place.


      The area with the side tunnels had only smelled of the moist ground, and as they had gone farther down, various animal smells had filled the air as well. It hadn’t smelled particularly pleasant, but it hadn’t been bad enough to make him wrinkle his nose either. It was absolutely terrible down here, though. What could possibly be producing that smell?


      Manato wasn’t able to stop himself from pinching his nose, but he only closed off his right nostril, leaving his left open so he could breathe more easily.
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      [Most hole denizens live in the Underground City.]


      “You call this the Underground City, huh?”


      [The palace is in the back.]


      “And that’s where the king is?”


      [The king is in the palace.]


      “The king, huh? I wonder what kinda person he is. I guess he’s not human, huh? Maybe he’s like a yakuza. Oh. Do you know about yakuza?”


      “Yakuza...” Jako echoed the word in a whisper. [The king is a figure of authority. The leader of a race with a high level of technological prowess. I do not know anything more than that. One of my kind serves the king.]


      “If they serve under him, then they’re his servant, huh? Ohhh, I get it. They became a servant of the king, but you didn’t. That’s what you meant when you said you two have different policies, right?”


      [You understand.]


      “Are you fighting with them? Are you two on bad terms?”


      [Our policies are different.]


      The way Jako said it, it was hard to imagine that they were friendly with each other. Jako either didn’t like the king or couldn’t sympathize with his methods.


      Tsunomiya in Japan was run by its mayor, who was the big boss of the yakuza. The mayor seemed to live well, but most of the people of Tsunomiya didn’t. Manato hadn’t thought much about it back when he’d lived there, but outside of the yakuza who worked as the mayor’s hands and feet, they’d all lived terrible lives.


      There had been a lot of different yakuza groups in Kariza too, like the Shigatake Family and the Bunge-gumi, and they had all been fighting against each other. Manato and the others hadn’t sided with any of the yakuza, so all of the yakuza had hated them and had always been looking for reasons to pick a fight with them. He’d gotten used to that, and had accepted that if they tried to start something, he just had to run away, but if they had ever caught him, he wouldn’t have gotten off lightly.


      From what he could see as Jako showed him around the Underground City, there were a whole lot of different species down here, and he sometimes saw them arguing, but he had yet to see any real fights.


      There were all sorts of shops doing business. According to Jako, there were these hard square tokens in the Underground City called goen. They were made by the king, and trade could be done by exchanging a certain amount of goen for a certain volume or quantity of something else. That sounded a lot like the money tickets that had been used in Tsunomiya.


      In short, there was order in the Underground City. If there was a disagreement, an appeal could be made to the king, and he would make his judgment on the matter. If anyone refused to abide by his ruling, he’d have his servants punish them.


      Manato recalled that there had been a similar arrangement in Tsunomiya. Of course, the mayor’s underlings had also been yakuza, and there was no telling what a yakuza might do to anyone who defied them, so there’d been no choice but to do as they’d said.


      If the king and his servants were better than yakuza, then the Underground City was probably easier to live in than Tsunomiya had been. But if the king and his servants were basically the same as yakuza, then things weren’t going to be much different here.


      It had been a long time since Manato had left Tsunomiya, so his memories of the place had gotten pretty hazy, but he recalled that some districts had been clean, while others had been full of trash, and there had been a clear distinction between the two. Only the yakuza and their families had been allowed to live in the nice, clean areas. The people living in the areas full of garbage hadn’t had any choice but to work until they could work no longer and then die. Either that, or scrounge through the trash and steal from the food stalls in order to try to keep themselves fed.


      Living as a hunter was way better. Manato had always thought so. But living as a hunter wasn’t possible for anyone who was frail. And even if they were strong, injury or old age might make it so they couldn’t continue. That was exactly what had happened to Manato’s parents. Even Juntza and the others, who’d still been young, had felt uneasy about how long they could keep going as hunters.


      As he looked back on his conversations with them now, though, Manato realized that he hadn’t understood their concerns at all.


      Even if Manato got a deep cut and bled all over, his wounds would close up anyway, so it wasn’t a big deal to him. But Amu was still missing the front tooth she’d lost when a yakuza had punched her. And Neika’s vision in her right eye had been poor because of a past injury.


      Juntza had been more careful than anyone, and Manato had sometimes laughed about it. He’d even said that if Juntza broke a bone, Manato would just carry him on his back, and not to sweat things so much. He’d recover eventually, and it’d be fine. Juntza must have been so exasperated by that. It was true that broken bones were able to heal over time, but other people’s bones would take much longer to do so than Manato’s. Knowing Juntza, he would rather have died than inconvenience his comrades the whole time he was recovering. That was why he’d wanted a house that was all their own. It would keep them out of the rain, and they wouldn’t be targeted by the yakuza or others like them. They wouldn’t be attacked.


      Of course, Manato had been happy when they’d found the house north of Kariza. But it was possible that Juntza, Amu, and Neika’s joy and relief had been greater than Manato could have fathomed.


      “How do you get goen?”


      In Tsunomiya, it had been possible to register as a citizen and work in the factories, which would earn you an amount of tickets proportional to the amount of work you did.


      [Either work in the mining and refining areas, or work on the other side of the gate.]


      “Mining... That must be like a factory, I guess.”


      [The king manages the mining area and the refining area.]


      “Kind of reminds me of Tsunomiya. What’s on the other side of the gate?”


      “Moldores,” Jako said in a whisper, then added, [Beyond the gate is their domain.]


      “Moldores...”


      The back of Manato’s neck suddenly felt itchy. He put his hand on it as he turned around and looked behind him.


      “Is that an actual human?” someone said with a guttural uk, uk, uk laugh. Obviously, it hadn’t been Manato, and it hadn’t been Jako either.


      They were wearing something like a helmet that was a dull gold color and carried a rod of some sort. What kind of face did they have under there? Manato didn’t know, but maybe he’d be surprised and discover that it looked a lot like his own. At the very least, they had a similar build to him. They were a little taller than Manato—not as tall as Riyo, but tall nonetheless.


      “Etalihina,” they said, gesturing to Jako with their chin. “$%+*$%+* $%+*$%+*$%+* $%+*$%+*$%+*$%+*”


      Manato cocked his head to the side. “What was that?”


      [She asked if I brought you here from outside.]


      Was Jako interpreting for him?


      “Where’d you come from, human?” the woman wearing the helmet demanded, swinging her rod down and slamming the ground with its hammer-like end. That thing would do some nasty work if it hit him.


      “Are you a crosser?”


      “Uhhh...”


      Haru had said there were people who crossed to Grimgar from Japan.


      “Are you asking if I came from Japan? If so, then the answer is ‘yes.’”


      The helmet woman let out that guttural uk, uk laugh again.


      “A real crosser, huh? All right, then come with me for a bit.”


      “Huh? Where to?” Manato asked, quickly surveying his surroundings.


      She wasn’t the only helmeted being around. The only one with a build like Manato’s or Jako’s was the one who’d talked to them. But even a quick glance at their surroundings was enough for him to spot four other dull gold helmets. If he included the one that looked like a helmet resting on top of a torso with six to eight limbs that could’ve been either arms or legs, that made five people.


      “I’m taking you to meet the king,” the helmeted woman said, shouldering her long hammer. “Come with me. He’s in the palace.”

    

  

  
    
      15. Children


      Manato probably would have been feeling pretty nervous if Jako hadn’t come along too.


      The ones who wore the dull golden helmets answered directly to the king as his protectors and enforcers. In addition to defending him, the Armens, as they were called, also guarded the gates and patrolled the city. They did a lot of different things.


      The Armens surrounding him led him to the palace, a building unlike any he had seen in Japan. Its external walls, likely made from the same sort of metal as the Armens’ helmets, looked as if it were covered in thick pipes, leaving almost no flat areas. It was less like a standing structure and more like something that had expanded to fill this portion of the underground space. There was a constant fsst, fsst sound, though he wasn’t sure where it was coming from. He also heard a clank, clank, clank, clank. There were Armens stationed around it here and there, or walking around. Some of them were shouting at each other, but that was probably because they couldn’t make themselves heard otherwise. It was incredibly noisy around the palace.


      [I cannot stand all this noise.]


      Even Jako’s voice, which reverberated inside his head, was a little hard to hear. He could make it out well enough, but the rest of the clamor was so deafening he could barely focus.


      Even after passing through the palace’s semicircular entrance that was twice Manato’s height, the noise remained the same. The floor also seemed to be shaking slightly, which made him feel sick. There were round lighting fixtures on the ceiling, which made the interior nice and bright, but they weren’t all lit up. For some reason, every third or fourth one was flickering. That really grated on his nerves.


      “Arghhhh.”


      Manato couldn’t stand to keep both his eyes open, so he tried closing just his left or just his right. Facing straight forward like that made him feel weird, though, so he turned his head to accommodate whichever eye was open.


      “What’s wrong?” the Armens with a build similar to Manato or Jako’s asked.


      “Uh, well...”


      “Oh, is it the noise?”


      “Nah, the noise kinda bugs me too, but is this place shaking?”


      “You’ll get used to it soon enough.”


      “Is this really something you can get used to?”


      “Weakling,” the Armens mocked him, letting out a guttural uk, uk, uk. “$%+*$%+*$%+* $%+*$%+*$%+* $%+*$%”


      Manato couldn’t make out what was being said, though even if he were able to, he probably wouldn’t have understood. Jako didn’t interpret it for him. It seemed the vibrations were getting to Jako just as much as they were to him.


      They proceeded through the palace for a while, and then the Armens made them get into a massive basket hanging in a vertical shaft. He thought it looked like it would move, and it did. When the basket began descending, its motion was accompanied by another horrifying sound.


      “Ahhh!”


      Manato couldn’t stop himself from covering his ears. He couldn’t keep his eyes open either. It was like there was a bell or something being rung right next to his head, and the noise was completely unbearable.


      Eventually, the basket came to a stop. It took everything Manato had just to remain standing. If Jako hadn’t supported him, he might’ve collapsed.


      At the bottom, the Armens laughed at him for needing Jako’s assistance to get out of the basket, but it didn’t really bother him that much.


      “I don’t think I’m gonna be able to get used to this.”


      [I agree with you.]


      “Yeah, I bet.”


      [I was ordered to serve the king. I refused.]


      The Armens urged them on, so Manato kept going with Jako’s help. Eventually, he got to the point where he could walk alone, but then, as they descended farther in another basket, he got sick again.


      “Urrrgh...”


      [Are you about to vomit?]


      “Nah... I’m good. I’m sure I won’t. Probably. I’ll be fine.”


      He tried to keep up a strong front, but he was reaching his limit. He didn’t want to ride in any more baskets for a while. If there had been just one more basket ride, he would have been in serious trouble.


      Fortunately, after they finished the second one, all he had to do was stumble down a corridor to a large room with a semicircular door at the other end of it. There were Armens standing on either side of the door, and though neither they nor anyone else seemed to have done anything, the door proceeded to open all on its own. It had a unique way of doing so too, where it sort of spun around and was sucked up into the top of its frame. The door made a horrible racket as it was opening too, by the way, but it wasn’t as awful as the sound that the baskets had made as they had descended.


      The room beyond the door was round. In its center there was a raised circle in the floor, and a bridge stretched up to that raised section from the door. The raised section had a round platform set up on it, and atop that, there was yet another round pillar. There were a number of seats around the base of the pillar, and in each one sat a humanlike creature dressed in clothes. There was a large chair on top of the pillar as well, and a humanlike creature sitting in it too. It seemed to Manato that the chair was probably bigger than it needed to be, but more than that, the creature sitting in it wasn’t very large. Actually, he was kinda tiny.


      Once they had reached around the halfway point of the bridge, the door closed behind them by itself. With the door shut, the big room was quiet, but not perfectly silent. Manato could still hear the fsst, fsst and clank, clank, clank clank sounds from before. Wherever they were coming from, it wasn’t inside this large room.


      The Armens stopped before reaching the other side of the bridge, so Manato and Jako stopped too.


      The creature atop the pillar and the ones sitting on the circular platform scrutinized Manato.


      In Japan, some people had worn glasses due to poor eyesight. A few of the creatures up on the circular platform wore glasses too. Or at least, they were wearing something that looked roughly the same, so Manato assumed they were probably glasses. Regardless, the creatures atop the pillar and sitting on the platform were awfully tiny. It felt less like they were simply short, and more like their skeletal structure was more compact all around. Even their faces were little. Were they young, perhaps?


      They’re kids. Manato could only see them as human children.


      The Armens raised their hands all at once. Unlike Manato and Jako, the child on the pillar, or the children on the round platform, some of the Armens had three or more arms, but they raised all of them.


      “$%+*$%+*$%+* $%+*$%+*$%+*”


      The Armens with a similar build to Manato and Jako said something, and the child atop the pillar raised his right hand slightly. When he did, the Armens all lowered their hands.


      “It’s a human,” someone said. A child.


      Another child on the platform adjusted their glasses and nodded. “Yes, it can only be a human. I’m syure of it.”


      “A human,” said a different child. “Who’d have thought?”


      “Then he’s a cryosser.”


      “I had heard that there were no more cryossers.”


      “There shyouldn’t be.”


      The children looked at one another and at Manato, discussing something excitedly.


      “Could it be...?”


      “It might have syomething to do with the pryophecy.”


      “That’s no pryophecy.”


      “You’re right. It’s just an old story.”


      “But the return of the gods really happened.”


      “If a cryosser wakes the Dryagon of the Beginning, the gods will leave again.”


      “He’s just a human!”


      “That’s right. What can he even do?”


      “Silence,” the child atop the pillar said, raising his right hand again.


      The children on the round platform all closed their mouths. That was when Manato noticed that there was someone else up on the pillar with him. The other was positioned almost as if they were hiding in the shadow of the chair on the pillar, so he hadn’t noticed them at first.


      “Ah!” Manato said, glancing at Jako.


      They were nearly identical. The second creature on top of the pillar was dressed like Jako was, and they were around the same height too.


      The second creature was wearing a mask that hid their face, and their outfit covered their body so completely that not even a single hair was showing. It was Jako’s comrade. Well, no, they weren’t comrades, huh? Jako had said that they had policy differences. Even so, they were two of the same kind. Both were etalihina from Etalihina.


      [Do you speak the language used by humans in this world?] echoed a voice inside his head.


      Manato looked at Jako. But no, it wasn’t Jako speaking, he thought. This voice felt different, though it was hard to describe how. If he were to reach for a descriptor, it was harder than Jako’s. And ruder. It probably wasn’t Jako talking, but the other etalihina.


      “Yeah... I can speak,” Manato answered quietly, half mumbling, and the children on the round platform went wild.


      “It’s a human!”


      “It must be a human!”


      “Is he a cryosser?!”


      “Does he really have syomething to do with the pryophecy?”


      “No, no, that’s all a bunch of nyonsense!”


      “Pipe down!” The child atop the pillar raised his right hand, speaking in a harsher tone than before. The children on the round platform were instantly silent.


      “Human,” the child up top said, rising from his seat.


      Even standing, he seemed small. He was staring down at Manato from a fairly high pillar, but even so, Manato’s first thought was how tiny the kid looked.


      “I, Daiaromorororon Onorokuropiroros Ponpararonpa Nenen Piropiroros Exfata, am ryuler of Grymgar’s undergryound, and legitimate chief of the storied tribe of gnomes.”


      Maybe the echoes in the room were making him sound louder than he was, but the volume of his voice was still impressive.


      He was still a kid, though. And because his voice was high-pitched, without a hint of deepness in its tone, a kid was all he sounded like. A kid trying in vain to sound like an adult.


      “Pfft!”


      Manato nearly burst out laughing but reflexively covered his mouth with the back of his hand before it happened. This kid didn’t seem to be joking around, so he felt like laughing would be a bad idea. Sure, he might not have looked like anything but a child, but he had a stern look on his face. His outfit was all sparkly and ostentatious too. He had lots of rings around his neck and wrists, and something on his head too.


      Doesn’t it all get in the way? Manato wondered, nearly laughing again.


      “Khhhh...”


      “Human,” the child on the pillar said irritably. “Just what do you find so funny?”


      “Nothing!” Manato waved his right hand while slapping his chest with his left. “Sorry, sorry, sorry. Uh, don’t get the wrong idea. It’s not that I find you funny. What’s funny— Pfft!”


      “Manato,” Jako whispered. He couldn’t tell if Jako was glaring, but they were trying to tell him not to laugh.


      “Yeah, I know, I know. But still!”


      Manato covered his face with his hands. I won’t laugh. It isn’t particularly funny or anything. I don’t even want to laugh. He took three deep breaths. I’ll be fine now, he thought.


      It was dangerous to let his guard down like that.


      “Hold on. Wait a moment. Calm down. If you’ll just calm down—”


      “Who do you think you are telling to calm down?!”


      “Stop it! You’re gonna make me laugh again!”


      “You’re being ryude to the king!”


      “Gwaghhh!” Manato tried shouting. He was trying to drown out the impulse to laugh. It worked surprisingly well. And his sudden shout must’ve caught the children by surprise, because they immediately fell silent.


      “Okay. I’m good now. Whew.”


      After taking another deep breath, he slowly moved his hands away from his face. He opened his eyes narrowly at first, deciding to let his eyes gradually adjust to the child’s appearance.


      “And, wait... Why are there kids here?”


      “We are nyot human children. We are gnomes.”


      “Gnomes?”


      “You know nyothing, human.”


      “Yeah... I guess not. It hasn’t been long since I came to Grimgar.”


      “Are you really a cryosser, then?”


      “I don’t know, but I’m originally from Japan. Do you know about Japan? But then, the next thing I knew, Haru was there. He said this wasn’t Japan, but some place called Grimgar, or something like that.”


      “Who is this Haryu?”


      “No, not Haryu. It’s Haru. Haryu...”


      Oh no. Here come the laughs again.


      Manato shook his head vigorously. “Um! There’s a place near Alterna called the Ark! It looks like a broken tower from the outside, though. Haru lives inside it.”


      The children on the round platform whispered among themselves. Oh, right. They weren’t children. Gnomes apparently just looked like that. They had tiny bodies and only appeared to be young from Manato’s human perspective.


      One Armens turned their golden helmet toward Manato. It was the one with a similar build to Manato and Jako.


      “Haruhiro’s still kicking, is he?” the Armens asked.


      “You know him?”


      “Not me personally. My parents’ parents.”


      “So, does that mean, uh...you’re human?”


      “My parents’ parents were.”


      “Oh, I see.”


      “Silence!” The king atop the pillar raised his right hand. “Cryosser, what is your nyame?”


      “Nyame?” Manato cocked his head to the side.


      [The king is asking for your name.] Jako’s voice explained.


      “Oh, my name, right. It’s Manato. Um, not Manyato. Ma-na-to. Manato!”


      “You dare cyome in here with this mockery?!”


      “Muckery? Not really. In fact, I’d say I actually haven’t been dragged through nearly as much muck as I could have, all things considered.”


      “I said mock, not muck! And how have you nyot been through the myuck after coming to Grimgar from another world like Japan?”


      “I mean, it wasn’t like it was difficult or anything. I just sort of woke up and was here.”


      “That syounds very difficult in its own way!”


      “Aw, are you worried about me?”


      “There’s no way I’d be worried about the likes of you!”


      “Oh, okay. Ohhh, you were supposed to be a king or something, right? What’s your name?”


      “I’ve already told you my nyame!”


      “You did? I guess you must’ve. Umm... What was it again? I feel like it was super long. I don’t remember it at all.”


      “I am Daiaromorororon Onorokuropiroros Ponpararonpa Nenen Piropiroros Exfata!”


      “That’s long! Um... Rorororororon?”


      “Who’re you calling Rorororororon? No, I am Daiaromorororon Onorokuropiroros Ponpararonpa Nenen Piropiroro—”


      “Daimo...morororo? Hmmm. Can we just shorten it to Moro? Uh, I guess you’ll want your title too. King Moro, then? I think I could remember that on the first try.”


      “I’d nyever allow that! My royal nyame has been handed dyown for generations! Even if it has gotten a little long!”


      “Oh, so you also think it’s too long.”


      “Yeah, kinda.”


      “So, uh, why’d we get called in here again, Moro-chan?”


      “Did you just call me...Moro-chan?”


      “Ah, sorry. Is Moro-san better?”


      “Wasn’t it going to be King Moro?”


      “Was it? King Moro, huh?”


      “You syaid it yoursyelf!”


      “Yeah... Uh. Yeah. I guess that works.”


      “Why do you syound so dissyatisfied?!”


      “Well?”


      “Well?!”


      “Why’d you call us, King Moro? You need something?”


      “Why you!”


      Moro might’ve been angry, but he was just a kid. Not scary at all. Manato also doubted that he was actually all that mad. If he was genuinely enraged, wouldn’t he have been at least a little more intimidating?


      “I had hoped to settle this peaceably,” King Moro said before sitting back down. “I’ve changed my mind, cryosser.”


      [You must not resist.] Jako’s voice resonated in his head.


      He instantly felt hostility from the Armens. Manato came close to reaching for his tachi but thought better of it. The Armens who had said that her parents’ parents had been humans had a long hammer slung over her back, and she was reaching for it. All the other Armens were also carrying weapons of their own. If Manato had gone for his tachi, they’d have all drawn and attacked him at once.


      Manato let out a sigh as he held his hands up at shoulder height.


      Jako nodded, apparently to tell him that he had made the right choice.


      “Seize him, Armens.”


      King Moro’s voice was awfully cold when he gave that command. It made Manato think, He’s not actually a little kid. He’s a king.

    

  

  
    
      16. Labor with Purpose


      They took Manato’s tachi and knife, then shut him inside a room on a lower level than King Moro’s chamber. Once the door was closed, he could hear almost none of the racket outside. That was good. Also, Manato wasn’t alone. He wasn’t sure whether he should be happy about it, but Jako had been locked up along with him.


      The walls, ceiling, and floor were all gray, and the air felt cold and clammy. The chill was uncomfortable, so Manato put his jumpsuit back on again.


      The room wasn’t totally empty. There were devices of some sort on the wall made from that dull gold metal or something similar. No two were the same. Jako explained how they were used.


      [If you twist this part like this, purified water will come out. You can also twist it around like this in order to use it to dispose of your waste. If you flip open this cap, sounds inside of the room will be transmitted to the outside through a sound tube. You can use the sound tube to speak with the outside.]


      “Considering we’re their prisoners...they’re not really treating us that badly. I was expecting them to bully us more.”


      [The king is not cruel, nor is he definitely a tyrant. However, he can at times be cruel to those who are not useful. The gnomes have a saying: Those who do not work must not eat. Those who do not work should die.]


      “Ah. So it’s not King Moro who says that, but gnomes in general, then?”


      [The gnomes are hard workers.]


      After they had been put into this room, Jako had taken off their mask and shown their real face. The etalihina serving King Moro had been wearing a mask too. Manato wondered if those things were as hard to breathe in as it looked.


      [The gnomes work without sleep.] Jako’s brow furrowed deeply. [The gnomes do nothing but work.] They looked really unhappy about that.


      “Do you hate working, Jako?”


      [I do not want to work.]


      “Oh, I see.”


      [I always want to live doing as little work as possible.]


      “And that’s why you didn’t want to serve the king?”


      [I do not know what the other one of my kind who does not follow the same policy as I do is thinking.] Jako hung their head and started wandering around the room. [The king is also the leader of the gnomish race. The king is the most gnomish of all gnomes. The king is known for being the hardest of workers. In addition to being king, the king also designs machines, manages production, and assigns workers. Despite being a king, he directly involves himself in production. He is greatly respected by the gnomes. If I were to serve the king, I would have to follow him around. I would have to work without rest. I could not stand that. I do not want to work.]


      It seemed Jako was feeling pretty irate. Manato sat cross-legged on the floor and looked up at them. He was starting to get a little dizzy.


      “Uh... Sorry, I guess? For getting you caught up in this.”


      Jako stopped and frowned at Manato. [I came with you of my own accord. You bear no responsibility.]


      “But you don’t want to work... Is it like, I dunno, you hate the idea of being forced to do things by someone else?”


      [I feel great resistance to being forced to work according to the will of another.]


      “And yet here you are, locked up on King Moro’s orders.”


      [I am not currently working. I have acted of my own will. And as a result, I am here with you.] Jako came over and sat next to Manato. They bent their knees and rested their hands on their thighs. They were not frowning anymore. [I had already considered the possibility that the king might detain you. I am here of my own will.]


      “Ohhh... So, you’re saying you tagged along because you thought the king might lock me up?” Manato asked.


      Jako nodded.


      “Thanks. That was nice of you,” Manato said, offering both his hands to Jako.


      Jako cocked their head to the side, looking at his hands. Then Jako imitated Manato, reaching out with both hands too.


      Manato took Jako’s left hand in his right, and Jako’s right hand in his left.


      “Hm?”


      It felt a bit strange.


      “Does this work better?”


      He let go and switched hands, taking Jako’s right in his right, and left in his left. That was better.


      “Manato,” Jako whispered his name, blinking repeatedly. [What are you doing?]


      “A handshake, I guess? I don’t know anything about this place. Like, I don’t know left from right. If you weren’t here, things might’ve gone bad for me. I might not even have made it to the underground city. But...all sorts of stuff happened out there. Before coming here, I mean. In the time since I came to Grimgar. Yeah. If I was alone the whole time, it might’ve been bad. Meeting you, it was like...I dunno what to call it, but it was a big help. You saved me? Yeah, that’s it. You saved me!”


      [Did I save you?]


      “Yep. You saved me, Jako. Like, totally, thanks.”


      [If I was able to save you, then I think that was a good thing.]


      “It was good, yeah. It really was. But why’d you do it?”


      “Why...” Jako repeated, not in their usual voice, but in a whisper. Previously, only Manato had been holding on to his companion’s hands, but now they were squeezing his hand back a little.


      “Yeah. I mean, we just met, but you went and let yourself get imprisoned with me. You shared your food too. Even if I couldn’t eat it.”


      “Why...” Jako repeated. Jako’s hand gripped Manato’s tighter, with their third eye fixated on him. They normally didn’t keep it open all of the way, but it was wide open now.


      [You are bizarre. I have taken an interest in you. You are fascinating.]


      “Bizarre? How so? Uh, because I crossed from Japan to Grimgar...or something like that? Is that it?”


      [I left Etalihina and crossed other worlds to come to this one.]


      “Oh, I see. So I guess that make you and the other one crossers too in a way, huh? Or maybe etalihina and humans are different.”


      [There are humans other than you.]


      “That Armens said her parents’ parents were humans, right?”


      [She is not the same as you.]


      “I wonder if Haru is. Yori and Riyo’s great-grandma and great-grandpa were comrades of his, so I think they must’ve been human. Hrmm. Humans are complicated. My dead mom and dad were humans too, but it seems like they were different from me. And Juntza said that if his teeth fell out, they wouldn’t grow back. But when I get hurt, I heal.”


      “Haru... Yori? Riyo...” Jako repeated the new names in a whisper.


      “They’re all people I’ve met since coming to Grimgar. Oh! Haru said he came to Grimgar from Japan too, didn’t he? That was a while ago, though. Over a hundred years?”


      [The lifespan of a human is said to average at around seventy years. Gnomes may live for around two hundred.]


      “Whaaa! Two hundred?! That’s a really long time! My mom and dad only made it to about thirty before they got all wrinkly and died.”


      [Dying at thirty is a short life for a human.]


      “That’s what it was like in Japan, I think. Though, I heard the yakuza could live a long time.”


      [How many years have you survived?]


      “You’re asking my age? Hmm. Thirteen, maybe fourteen? Dunno. But it’s gotta be about that, right?”


      [I do not think you are an individual who will die after thirty years.]


      “You think I’m gonna live longer than mom and dad? Well, not to toot my own horn, but I am built pretty sturdy.”


      [You are bizarre. You are fascinating.]


      Jako was gradually getting closer. Manato wasn’t moving. Jako was inching closer to him.


      [We were born on the boundary.]


      “Etalihina?”


      [The boundary belongs to no world. There is no life or death on the boundary.]


      “Hmm? So the living creatures of Etalihina aren’t alive, and they don’t die... Is that it? But if they aren’t alive, I guess they’re...not living creatures?”


      [It is said among us that before leaving the boundary we were not alive, and so we also did not die.]


      “Hmm... Uhh... So after you left Etalihina, you and the other etalihina started to die? Or something like that?”


      [We have not confirmed that fact. We wish to return to the boundary. But we have not even been able to learn where the boundary exists.]


      “Whoa... I’m getting all confused.”


      “Manato,” Jako whispered, leaning against him.


      Those blue-green eyes, especially the one on Jako’s forehead, stared intently at Manato. Were they only staring, though? He felt something more, or something other, than a simple gaze being directed at him. What was it? Manato didn’t know. Regardless, he felt sure that they were more than just looking. Perhaps Jako could see something that was invisible to Manato.


      “I...” Jako whispered.


      “Yeah? What is it, Jako?”


      “Feel it.”


      “Feel what?”


      “Manato. Etalihina.”


      “What do you mean?”


      [There is a boundary inside of you. I am sensing that.]


      Manato stared into the eye on Jako’s forehead.


      It was Jako’s eye he was looking at, and yet he felt as if he were seeing himself.


      He was looking into Jako’s eye, so why was he seeing out of it? Manato was Manato, and not Jako, so he shouldn’t have been able to see with their eye.


      Manato and Jako were holding hands. Right in right, and left in left, each gripping the other’s tightly. But was the hand he was squeezing with Manato’s? Was the hand that he was holding his?


      The more he thought, the less he knew. Who did this hand belong to? Who was here?


      [This is how we cross senses.]


      [Cross senses?]


      [Normally, there is no distinction between us. There are no boundaries on the boundary. We were souls—etal—on the boundary.]


      [Etal...]


      [We cannot cross senses like this with others.]


      [We seem to be doing it, though.]


      [It is not complete.]


      [Oh.]


      [There is still a boundary between you and me.]


      [I feel like we’re separate.]
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      [We cross senses and become one.]


      [Become one?]


      [That is how we increase our numbers.]


      [You cross senses...and give birth to children?]


      [That is how we do things.]


      [Is...that what we’re doing now?]


      [It is not complete.]


      [The boundary. There’s still a boundary.]


      He only noticed their foreheads were touching when the door suddenly opened. Not just their foreheads, but their noses too. Jako’s eyes were literally right in front of Manato’s.


      “Wh-Wh-Wh-What is this canyoodling?!”


      Absentmindedly, Manato thought, Someone’s shouting. I know that voice.


      “Heyyy! Can’t you hear me?!”


      It was probably King Moro. Not that he cared. Manato was crossing senses with Jako. They had said that the connection between the two of them was incomplete, but it still wasn’t bad. In fact, he really enjoyed it. Had he ever felt so relaxed before?


      “Stop this at once! You are before the king! But even if I weren’t a king, doing that in fryont of others is just indecyent!”


      “Oh, piss off.”


      Much as he hated to stop, it was clear they couldn’t go on crossing senses now. Manato and Jako were forehead to forehead. Jako had a third eye on their forehead, and he could feel the shape and texture of it, but it was different now from how it had been before. He hadn’t been feeling the third eye, or even that Jako’s forehead was there at all.


      Manato and Jako parted without either seeming to initiate it. They were still holding hands, though. He felt it would be a shame to let go. And Jako felt the same. Manato wasn’t just imagining that. He understood Jako’s feelings.


      He finally turned toward the door to see King Moro was standing there, looking like a human child dressed up in fancy clothes, surrounded by a number of his Armens servants.


      “Honyestly! What indecyent conduct,” King Moro grumbled as he entered the room. The only Armens to enter the room with him was the one who’d said her parents’ parents had been human. The rest waited outside and shut the door.


      “I thought I’d lock you up a while, put you in your place, but it’s a waste of time! We’re always limited by time! Even as we work our hardest, time slips away moment by moment! We must use our time effectively! Nyow, to the point, Manato and you indecyent etalihinya!”


      Up on his round pillar, he had only stood up and sat down, but now that he was down on the ground, he really moved around quite a lot, never staying put for a moment. He was always walking, or shifting some part of his body.


      “Moro-san...”


      “That’s King Moro!”


      “Oh! King Moro.”


      “What?!”


      “Well, it’s just you’re moving an awful lot.”


      “And what is wryong with that?!”


      “Don’t you get exhausted?”


      “The word ‘exhausted’ is not in my dictyionary! I, Daiaromorororon Onorokuropiroros Ponpararonpa Nenen Piropiroros Exfata, will have nyothing to do with exhaustion until the day I die! Argh! Nyow you’ve wasted time again! Let’s get to important matters! Work for me! I’ll nyot take nyo for an answyer! Got it?!”


      Manato felt Jako’s hand twitch in his. Obviously, Jako didn’t want to work. But what about Manato?


      “Nnn...” Before even thinking about it, Manato was already frowning. “I don’t wanna.”


      “Whaaat?!” King Moro turned bright red as he stomped his feet. “Were you not listening?! I told you I’d nyot take nyo for an answyer!”


      “Uh, I heard, and I get that. I just think working for you would suck.”


      “Wh-Wh-Wh-Whaaaaat?!”


      “My king,” the Armens next to the door said, stepping forward.


      She seemed like she was probably really good at what she did. The business end of her long hammer looked really heavy, and it couldn’t have been easy to swing around. She usually wore the weapon diagonally across her back, held in place with some kind of mechanism. She pulled it free in an instant and swung it down at Manato, stopping right before hitting his head. And she was holding the weapon in one hand. A hammer like that could’ve smashed his brains out. All it would’ve taken was enough strength to swing it. But she’d stopped just short.


      “This guy doesn’t get it. He doesn’t understand a thing. He’s a moron. I oughta teach him a lesson.”


      “Hmm.” King Moro crossed his arms and quickly tapped his fingers on his chin, then repeatedly snapped his fingers. “It’s fine to teach him a lessyon, but don’t get too ryough, Megmera. It does us nyo good to break him.”


      “I know, king.” The Armens called Megmera withdrew her weapon and rested it against her shoulder. “Listen up. Whether you want to do it doesn’t matter. You’re gonna work for the king from here on out. Don’t think about what’ll happen if you don’t work. Thinking’s for the king to do. The king’ll decide what happens if you don’t work. So just go to work for the king. It’ll save us a lot of trouble.”


      “So, uh, you’re threatening me? Is that what’s happening here?” Manato asked.


      “Do you think I’m threatening you?”


      “That’s kinda the vibe I’m getting, yeah.”


      “The king’s looking at the bigger picture. Unlike you, he isn’t a moron. You just don’t understand. You don’t know a thing. And neither do I. The king’s the one that knows stuff. And the king’s saying you gotta work for him, so shut up and work. You ain’t got time to be cuddling with an etalihina. Get to work.”


      The more she told him to work, the less he wanted to. Jako must have been the same. Or rather, Jako was more averse to working than anyone. Manato knew that. And if Jako didn’t want to work, he shouldn’t work either. He didn’t want to work. He shouldn’t.


      Manato was on edge. He didn’t want to work, no matter what. He couldn’t work for the king. This was getting him hopelessly irritated.


      “Manato.” Jako suddenly let go of his hand.


      His body heat plunged as if the flow of blood through his veins had slowed to a crawl, and his irritation subsided as if it had never been there in the first place. He couldn’t understand why he’d been so on edge.


      Of course he didn’t want to be forced to work. The idea of him working for King Moro was a joke. He didn’t mind doing something for himself, but he couldn’t stand other people ordering him around. But unlike before, he didn’t feel the same burning defiance rising up inside him.


      Manato stared at his hands. Then he looked Jako in the eye.


      Jako’s face was downturned.


      [I am sorry. You were resonating with me as a result of us crossing senses.]


      “Oh.”


      That explained it. Manato had been engaged in an incomplete crossing of senses with Jako. He couldn’t put into words what that meant, but he had an instinctive understanding of what Jako had meant when they’d said that the two of them had been“resonating.” Manato had been feeling Jako’s emotions and thoughts like they were his own.


      Manato scratched the back of his head as he turned back to Megmera.


      “Well, anyway, it’s not that I’m absolutely opposed to working, it’s just that I dunno about agreeing when I don’t know what that means.”


      “I don’t know what you mean by that.”


      “Huh? You don’t? Oh, okay. Well... Uhhh, um, what exactly does working for King Moro involve?”


      “You just do whatever work you’re told to do. Because the king’s thinking about all the big picture stuff. We don’t need to think about all of that.”


      “But then that’s no different from me working in a factory in Tsunomiya for the yakuza until I die, y’know?”


      “Tsunomiiiya? Yakuza? What’re you on about? Are you stupid?”


      “When mom and dad couldn’t be hunters anymore, they went to work in one of the yakuza’s factories and then died when they couldn’t work anymore. I’m sure that was something they decided for themselves, so I don’t think it was actually wrong. But all I could do for them was drag their dead bodies outside, and I’m not sure how I feel about that. Kinda. Lately... Is it just lately? Maybe it’s been bugging me the whole time. Like, if I’d had a kid, would I have gone to work in a factory like mom and dad?”


      “I don’t know anything about your parents.”


      “Yeah, but, Megmera? Megmera. Megme... Can I just call you Meg?”


      “Not on your life, moron.”


      “No? How about G’mera?”


      “Even Meg’s better than that!”


      “So, Meg.”


      “Don’t just decide that you can call me that on your own!”


      “What would you think if your parents worked until they couldn’t move, and then they died? But it was for your sake. Y’know, people get weaker as they age. And then they can’t look after their kid anymore. They look for something they can do, but, well, eventually they can’t do that anymore either. Because parents are older than their kids, they get weak and die before them.”


      “Not much you can do about that, is there? They were born first. It’s normal for the parents to die first.”


      “Well, yeah, sure. That’s how it goes. But I dunno. When mom and dad died, there was nothing I could do about it, but when I think about how they had been working in the yakuza factory for my sake, it’s like, oh... Y’know?”


      Jako lightly grabbed Manato’s arm.


      [You did not want them to work for your sake?]


      “Yeah.” Manato nodded and placed his hand over Jako’s. “I think that’s probably it. Mom and dad liked the hunter lifestyle, and I doubt they wanted to work in a factory for the yakuza. I get that they did it for my sake, but I didn’t want them to die in Tsunomiya for me. If we’d carried on as hunters when they weren’t strong enough for it and we’d all gotten eaten by a dangerous beast or something and died, that would’ve been fine in its own way. But they both had a limp, which made it hard to keep hunting, so ultimately, we couldn’t have even if they’d wanted to. Yeah... I guess that’s how it was, huh?”


      “I don’t get even half the stuff you’re saying.” Megmera pressed her left hand against her dull gold mask and let out a groan. “The words seem to be correct, but maybe you’re speaking a different language that only sounds similar?”


      “Hmm. Hmm.” King Moro walked in circles, nodding to himself. “I see nyow. So that’s how it is. Hmm...”


      “What’s up, king?” Megmera asked.


      King Moro ignored the question and walked up to Manato. He came to a stop and crouched down, but immediately stood again before shaking his head repeatedly. The king took a deep breath and then crouched once more.


      Though there was a height difference between them, their eyes were on about the same level when Manato sat cross-legged and King Moro crouched. Seeing him up close like this, King Moro’s face really did look like a human child’s. But nothing else about him was childlike. Manato sensed that very clearly now. His skin was surprisingly saggy, and there were some wrinkles around his eyes and on his forehead.


      “Manya—” King Moro frowned and then corrected himself. “Manato.”


      “Yeah? What?”


      “I hereby withdryaw my demand that you work for me. Even if your life is threatened, you will nyot act on my behalf, because you do nyot know me very well. And you, the etalihinya—Jako, was it?—who refused to syerve me before. You feel the same way?”


      Jako nodded before Manato could say anything in response.


      King Moro stood up, then crouched down again. He loudly cleared his throat.


      “There is nyo need for you to work for me. In fact, the gnomes whom I lead, and even the Armens like Megmerya, do nyot syerve me as an individual. I have a duty. Or ryather, we gnomes do, and it is for that reason that I’ve led the gnomes as their chief and become king of the undergryound. Honyestly, I wouldn’t mind someone else being king. But I happened to be fit for the role, so I nyow sit on the throne. Manato. And you too, if you wish, Jako the etalihinya. I would like you to help us accomplish our duty.”


      “Duty...”


      Manato exchanged a brief glance with Jako. When he looked back, King Moro had already stood up and started pacing again.


      “You just can’t stand still, huh?” he said.


      “That’s because even nyow, the time we have left is ticking away moment by moment! We must make haste! If at all possible, I want to syolve this pryoblem within our generyatyion and cut off this calamity at the ryoot! I want our childryen and gryandchildryen to be able to spend all their days working without fear for their futures!”


      [I do not want to work.] Jako shook their head. [But I do not think things are fine the way they are.]


      “The coming of the God of Light, Lyumiarys, and the God of Dark, Skyullheyll, was foretold long, long ago, because though the two had vanyshed, their influence still lay heavily on Grymgar!”


      King Moro did not stop walking. His steps were tiny, like a squirrel’s, but his pace was awfully fast. With each slight change of direction, his tone grew stronger.


      “If there is anything that can drive out those accursyed gods, it can only be the primordial dragon! We, the gnomes, have long explored the Wonder Hole! Because, according to the legends of the nyative ryaces—the so-called foreryunners—the primordial dragon must lie sleeping in this land! Or ryather, must sleep beneath—”


      Suddenly, someone banged on the door from outside.


      “What?!” King Moro jumped up and looked in that direction. Without missing a beat, Megmera flipped open a metal cap on the wall.


      “*$+~*$+*$+~* $+*$+!”


      If Manato recalled correctly, that cap had been covering something called a sound tube, which was used to communicate with the outside. Someone out there was shouting. Their voice came through the sound tube and echoed off the walls of the small room. King Moro kicked the ground.


      “An attack?!”


      “I’ll head out!” Megmera threw the door open before turning to look at them. “You come too! Look and decide for yourselves what you want to do!”


      Manato stood up without even thinking about it. Jako was still holding his arm and showed no signs that they were going to release it. But they didn’t seem to be trying to stop him, instead rising at practically the same time as he had, looking like they planned to follow him.


      He didn’t know what was happening, but now that he’d made up his mind to go find out, his heart was pounding. But the moment he took a step, he stumbled, and Jako had to support him.


      “Manato?!”


      “Ah...” Manato clutched his belly. “Oh, right, that makes sense... I’m super hungry. I may not be able to work right away.”

    

  

  
    
      17. Kill It


      Manato was astonished to find that he was suddenly so hungry he couldn’t move. Fortunately, Megmera had food with her, and he was more than a little surprised when she immediately gave it to him. The only problem was that it looked shockingly unappetizing. Megmera insisted that the purple thing wrapped in some kind of oil paper was edible, but it looked like a giant larva of some kind. If it had been around the size of his finger, Manato would’ve been able to close his eyes and swallow the thing whole, but it was almost as thick as his wrist, and as long as the distance between the tip of his little finger to the end of his thumb. He was gonna have to chew it. Megmera told him to dig in, and that it was good, but there was no way he could just believe that.


      “Nah. Uh. I’m fine. I think I might be able to move without eating after all. Oh! I can move! Yep. Looks like I can move now. Let’s go, let’s go!”


      “All right, take it with you, then. I’m giving it to you.”


      “Whaaa? Awww...”


      [You can eat that.]


      Jako wouldn’t lie to Manato. He could say that with certainty. But Jako hadn’t said that it tasted good, and it sure looked pretty nasty. To say the thing was gross was barely scratching the surface of how unappealing it was as a meal.


      But anyway, Manato left the room with that thing he didn’t think was food in hand. They gave him back his tachi and knife, and he got into a basket with Jako, the king, Megmera, and the Armens, which they took up to a higher level, and then parted ways with the king there. As he was boarding the next basket, he took a bite of the alleged food.


      “Hwuh...”


      His teeth broke through the skin, causing something to gush out from inside. All the muscles in his face tensed to their limits, with some parts of his skin stretching every which way, and others scrunching up.


      “Mm... Nghhh... Gwagh... It’s so sour!” If he had to describe it in one word, that would be it. The larva thing was so sour it made his eyes hurt. But was it just sour? No, it wasn’t. Hiding behind that sourness, there was a rich sweetness that rampaged through his mouth, so vivid that a single taste could make your heart swell up with...something. On top of that, he felt a chill in his nostrils, and even his ears. What was causing this tingling sensation on his tongue and around his mouth? Was it from some kind of spiciness, maybe?


      [You can eat that.] Jako held Manato’s arm tight. [I do not like it.]


      “This stuff’s pretty...intense!”


      Megmera let out a throaty chuckle. “One of those’ll keep you fed for three days,” she said.


      The other Armens laughed too. But it didn’t sound like they were mocking him. Some of the Armens even pulled out their own bundles of oil paper and showed them to him. He didn’t know if this was a staple food for them, but they probably did eat it. He would never have called it delicious, but the taste had been reinvigorating. Which is to say, it definitely woke him up, at least.


      “All right!” Manato made up his mind. “What’re these things called?”


      “Godogodo,” Megmera told him.


      Manato nodded and then gnawed on the godogodo.


      “Ohhh! Nghhh!”


      It was dizzying, but the intense flavor helped distract him from the thunderous noise inside of the rising basket. The second bite seemed less unpleasant than the first. He also noticed warmth filling his body from within. Was that because of the spiciness? The heat spread from the top of his head to the tips of his toes. He felt like he ought to be sweating, but he wasn’t. It was hot, though. It was just a dry sort of heat.


      When the basket stopped, they promptly exited it and walked down a passageway to board another. Manato didn’t gobble down the rest of his godogodo; he ate it a little at a time as he went, finishing it shortly before the end of the third basket ride. He felt acutely aware of the shape of his stomach which now had the godogodo in it.


      By the time they left the palace, the group had a lot more Armens with them. They were apparently gathering from all over the palace. Already, there were more than ten, but Megmera was the only one with a humanoid body.


      The underground city was buzzing with activity. It didn’t look like there was even a single person who was just standing around. They were all running this way and that, pushing and shoving to get wherever they were going. A loud woo-ooooo-ooooooo-ooo-oooooo-oooooo sound was filling the air. Was that an alarm of some sort?


      “$+*$+! $+*$+~$+*$+~!”


      Despite all of that, when the Armens shouted at the cityfolk, the people made way for them. As they continued along, more Armens joined them one by one.


      However, Manato was starting to feel off. His head wasn’t hazy, but he wasn’t able to think straight. His field of view seemed to be abnormally wide, and he could perceive everything in it, but his mind wasn’t comprehending what he saw very well. He didn’t think he really needed to, but it also occurred to him that not understanding might be bad. He didn’t care, though. No, that wasn’t true.


      Was this because of the godogodo? He had a vague feeling that it was. Was it not just food? Or had it disagreed with Manato’s body and he was experiencing some strange side effect?


      Jako was holding on to his arm. Because of that, he occasionally thought about them. Manato and Jako didn’t have the kind of connection they’d had while crossing senses. But he’d be able to cross senses with Jako again. So it was okay. What was okay? Manato didn’t really know, but it’d be okay.


      Eventually, they came to a gate made of the same golden material as the Armens’ helmets. It was clear at a glance that that was what it was. The underground city ran into a gray wall and stopped there.


      The double doors of the gate were closed, but when the group came up to the gate, Manato realized there was another entrance—on the right side of the gate, there was a smaller door made of what he had to assume was the same material. That door was open, and there were multiple Armens standing next to it. Manato and the group went through that door to the other side of the gate, or the wall.


      Beyond the wall was a massive cavern, and though countless motes of light hung in the air, it was still rather dark. He could still hear the blaring woo-ooooo-oooooooo-oooo-ooooo-oooooo, but other than that, it was eerily quiet compared to the racket in town.


      Since they had called it an attack, Manato had assumed that something hostile was probably coming, and there might be a fight once they got outside the walls. But just as he was getting a bit disappointed, Megmera slapped him on the back.


      “Let’s go!”


      After that insistent shout, he noticed something like a vehicle nearby. It was like a box with no lid, and it had lots of wheels on it. The wheels were shaped so that they neatly fit on top of two long, thin iron rods that had been set into the ground.


      Manato and Jako got into the vehicle with the Armens. There was a bench on either end that they could have sat on, but none of the Armens were relaxing like that. Once they had packed in as tightly as they could, the vehicle roared into motion. Manato had no idea how it was moving, but it didn’t seem like anyone was moving it. Was it like the mini trucks and cars in Japan?


      “It’s so loud!”


      The vibrations coming from below them and the speed of the vehicle were really something. The ear-piercing whine just before it started to slow down was crazy too. He was actually glad he’d been packed in so tightly with the Armens. If he’d been relaxing on one of the seats, he might have been thrown from the vehicle.


      He hadn’t been able to see what was around them until the vehicle had stopped and they had disembarked. Once he got off, he saw there was another wall up ahead. But it didn’t completely block the way. The wall was about four times as tall as Manato, and there was an open gap between it and the top of the tunnel. Several ladders and sets of stairs provided access to the top of the wall.


      There were Armens up there, lots of them, none of whom were just standing around. They were all busy doing something.


      Something flashed on the other side of the wall.


      The Armens shouted back and forth.


      Ba-boom, ba-boom, boom, ba-boom, boom. What was that noise? It resonated in the pit of his stomach.


      The Armens that had been riding in the vehicle raced toward the wall.


      “C’mon!” Megmera turned back and waved to him. “You two can just watch!”


      Manato chased after Megmera, and Jako came with him. She was apparently planning to run up the stairs that were ahead of them.


      Right at that moment, though, a six-legged Armens was blown off the wall by something, and sailed over Manato’s and the others’ heads before slamming into the ground.


      That made Megmera stop climbing the stairs and turn back. Manato and Jako quickly turned around too.


      Megmera chose a ladder on the left next. As Manato climbed, he looked up at the spot where the Armens that had been sent flying had previously been. However, what he saw there was clearly not an Armens. Even if it’d had a golden helmet on its head or some other part of its body, it still wouldn’t have looked like one of them. He could only describe it as a bloated mass. It was as if someone had stuck a whole bunch of random stuff together, and the joints and fleshier parts of whatever it was were all flabby. It also had a number of long, thin, flexible parts that seemed to be arms, legs, tentacles, or something like that.


      Had it used one of those tentacle-like bits to send that Armens flying earlier? Or had it clambered up the wall, or jumped onto it, and used its momentum to knock the Armens away? Manato had missed the key moment, so he had no idea, but the Armens were having a rough time dealing with that thing as it flailed around. Another Armens was sent flying off the wall, and soon after that, a third one was crushed underneath the thing. It looked like they were being absorbed into it.


      “Wait, what is that thing?!”


      “A moldore!”


      Once Megmera reached the top of the ladder, she pulled the long hammer off of her back. By the time Manato and Jako had gotten up onto the walkway, she was already running toward the enemy.


      “$*$*$*$*$*$*$*!” she shouted as she charged at the writhing thing.


      There were several Armens between Megmera and the thing who all moved aside to make way for her. Some even looked like they might fall over the edge in their hurry.


      The writhing thing appeared to turn and face Megmera. Not that it had a face, really, and it was hard to tell what direction was forward on its body, but it writhed in a way that suggested it knew Megmera was coming.


      “Weeeeeyahhhhhhhh!”


      Megmera did a massive downward swing with her long hammer, the head of it striking the top of the wall and bouncing back up. Could it really do that with just recoil? It looked to Manato less like Megmera was swinging the hammer, and more like the hammer was swinging her around. And that probably wasn’t simply how it appeared. The head of her long hammer was spewing a tail of fire behind it. Was that flame pushing the hammer forward?


      “Dahhhhhhhhhh!”


      The sound of the impact was extraordinary. It only took a single blow from that long hammer to push the writhing thing off the wall.


      Megmera hoisted her hammer into the air.


      “$+*$+~$+*! $+*$+~$+*$+ $+*$+~$+*$+~!”


      The Armens cheered, and Megmera immediately let out an angry shout. Manato figured she was telling them it wasn’t time to celebrate. And if she was, he totally agreed.


      Looking down from the wall, he saw that the cavern on the other side was bright. There weren’t as many of those floating motes of light as there had been in the underground city, but there were objects scattered around that were emitting whitish light and smoke. Were the Armens throwing those off of the wall? They were probably doing it to make it easier to see the enemy and get a grasp of the situation.


      The writhing thing Megmera had pushed off the wall immediately started trying to scale it. And at the speed it was moving, it would be back up to the top in no time.


      The writhing thing had to weigh ten times, no, dozens of times as much as Manato, and a quick glance around the area revealed a number of others that were on the same scale, though none were more than about half as large as the first. There were also a bunch of much smaller ones that looked like they were only a few times larger than Manato. He was doubtful there were more than a hundred, but there had to be at least fifty or sixty of them for sure.


      Also, there was more to the wall than simply being a barrier against them. Manato realized that now that he was up top.


      Machines of some sort were fixed to the wall, and the Armens were operating them. They appeared to be meant for launching long, thick arrows that looked more like spears. Being impaled by a spear limited the smaller writhing things’ movement, with some having been skewered enough that they couldn’t move much at all anymore.


      In addition to the spear launchers, there were also machines that fired some fairly large cannonballs. Unlike the spears that stabbed into and through the writhing things, the cannonballs pulverized them. The half-sized writhing things only got a little dented or broken, but when one of the small ones ate a cannonball, it would blow them to pieces if it hit them in the right spot.


      That ba-boom, ba-boom, boom, ba-boom, boom sound had been the working of those machines—the launching of spears and cannonballs, and the impact and explosions as they hit their targets.


      How many launchers were there? There had to be more than ten up on the wall. It took multiple Armens to operate each of them, two or three at a minimum—one to load the spears and cannonballs, another to operate the firing mechanism, and then a third to assist in various ways.


      However, even with how efficient they were with their launchers, they weren’t able to completely stop the writhing things from advancing.


      Manato looked at the wreckage of a launcher where the extra-large writhing thing had been. Even as it was being attacked by the heavy weapons, it had managed to make its way up onto the wall, and then it had destroyed a launcher. Though Megmera had repelled it for now, it was trying to climb back up again.


      There were enough enemies that a dozen or so launchers couldn’t handle all of them. And it was possible that the launchers couldn’t stop the extra-large one at all. The half-sized ones were all still pressing toward the wall, and a number of the small writhing things were clambering up it. The launchers apparently couldn’t fire straight down, so the Armens were throwing spears and chucking cannonballs at the small ones themselves.


      “I’m gonna have to do something about that one,” Megmera said, twirling her long hammer around. Then she twisted her neck left and right. She had to be talking about the extra-large one.


      “Something, huh?” Manato mumbled, half in a daze.


      The extra-large one was going to make it to the top again. It was only a matter of time. And even if she whacked it back down, it would continue to return. That felt like it could go on endlessly, so something had to be done.


      Manato understood the logic.


      “But is that even possible?”


      “Even if it’s not, I’ve gotta do it. If I don’t, then we’re all finished,” Megmera declared, her shoulders heaving as she let out a guttural laugh. “Exciting, isn’t it? I’m gonna kill it! Ooohhhyahhhhhh!”


      She was not sane. The howl she let out sounded crazy, and what she did next—jumping off the wall—was not a normal thing to do, no matter how he looked at it.


      Megmera fell down with her long hammer spewing fire, clearly aiming to slam it into that extra-large one climbing the wall. Manato gulped. He didn’t really hear the sound of the impact. There was just a bright white flash that blotted out his vision and a sensation like he was sweating out of every pore in his body. Or like all his hair from his head to his toes fell out at the same time. That was how intense it was. Megmera had leaped off the wall and slammed her long hammer into the extra-large writhing thing. It thrashed its oversized body around, collapsing to the ground, while Megmera spun around, landed on her feet, and gave it another taste of her burning hammer.


      “Gyah hahhhhh! You’re dead!”


      “Kill it!”


      The Armens chanted as they fired spears and cannonballs from the launchers, or threw them at writhing things that were climbing up the wall.


      “Kill it!”


      “Kill it!”


      Yeah, Manato thought from the bottom of his heart.


      “Kill it!” Manato raised his fist and shouted as loud as he could. “Kill that thing!”

    

  

  
    
      18. One Last Song That Is Not a Song for the Hollow Corpses


      Jako pulled hard on Manato’s arm to stop him. Manato ignored them. He didn’t feel guilty at all as he shook free of Jako’s grasp. It never even crossed his mind that what he was thinking of doing might be wrong. He had simply decided to do it. He never stopped to think if he should. He didn’t care.


      He would fight. Fight. That was what he would do. Not because he had to. He just would. Fight, and nothing else.


      “Yahooo!”


      Manato flew. Or more accurately, Manato stopped at the edge of the wall and then jumped down, but it felt to him as though he was taking flight. Once he got into the air, maybe he really would be able to fly? He felt as though he could. If anything, he thought that automatically assuming he couldn’t would be strange. Of course he could fly. Yeah. Obviously.


      “Fwahhhhh!”


      He flapped his arms and legs in an attempt to fly.


      Nope, he wasn’t flying. He was just falling, like normal.


      Well, of course. He couldn’t fly. Manato had realized that himself. But he didn’t need to. Where was he going to land, though? That was the problem, if only a small one. Manato had already made up his mind. He was going after the extra-large writhing thing that had moved away from the wall after getting clobbered by Megmera. The wall was rather high, and the ground looked pretty hard, so if he fell straight down, he wasn’t going to land so much as crash into it.


      “Wahhhhh!”


      Despite Megmera’s long hammer hitting it so hard it had gone flying, the extra-large enemy hadn’t been crushed or blasted into pieces, so its outer skin must’ve been fairly elastic. That was Manato’s read on it. He hadn’t determined that based on clearheaded observation; the thought had just crossed his mind, and he figured that meant that landing on the enemy would be better than landing on the ground, at the very least.


      “Hahhh?!”


      The moment his feet touched the extra-large writhing thing, he had a thought: Uh-oh!


      And then...


      Things didn’t go as he’d imagined. It wasn’t rock-hard or anything, but it was very solid. He didn’t feel any elasticity, at least, and in an instant, his ankles, his knees, his hips, and his pelvis all went slack to absorb the impact as he fell over onto his side. Manato had done it reflexively, but he hadn’t predicted the result.


      “Ohhhwhoooooa!”


      His body rolled with incredible momentum. Was he rolling around on top of the extra-large enemy? It wasn’t that he’d just landed, rolled, and fallen to the ground. It was more like he’d slid off of something to land softly, rolled a few times after that, and then somehow managed to smoothly get back up.


      “Whoa!” Manato yelped, feeling incredibly dizzy.


      “Are you stupid?!” Megmera shouted angrily.


      Manato tried looking for her, but his vision was still spinning a little—or rather, a lot—and his senses of balance and direction were all out of whack.


      Where was Megmera? The extra-large enemy was writhing, and there were other writhing things dancing around here and there in the area around him. No, they weren’t actually dancing, huh? It just looked like they were.


      He hadn’t noticed when he’d been on top of the wall, but they had a distinctive smell. One that he had smelled before. It was extremely heavy, and also sharp. Sweet, but not too sweet. It was a smell you might get if you boiled a bunch of sweet and sour things together, and then let them go stale.


      “Ah!”


      He was suddenly pushed down, and finally got a close look at one of the writhing things. In terms of size, it was a smaller one. Manato had thought that they didn’t have faces, but it turned out that wasn’t true. This one, at least, had something like eyelids and eyeballs. It also had parts that stuck out and had holes in them, like noses, and lips like some sort of animal, and things that resembled ears too. Not to mention the various rows of what had to be teeth. It had lips between its eyes, and noses beside noses.


      One part was strangely smooth. Hair was growing there. Several varieties of it, with different colors, clearly coming out of multiple types of skin.


      There were organs sticking out in places too. There was something like blood vessels that rose to the surface of its skin in some places, and even formed lumps. The tips of thinner blood vessels protruded from the lumps, opening and closing rapidly like little mouths. Those little mouths were spewing something—maybe blood, or a dark red mucus—and it was getting all over Manato’s face. An eyeball between its teeth bulged out, the pupil opening wide and leaking yellowish fluid.


      The small-sized writhing thing had an arm. It was sinewy, more plantlike than animal, and there was a hand that had seven or more fingers on the end of it. That hand reached out to throttle Manato.


      “Khh!”


      Manato drew his knife with his right hand and sliced at the writhing thing’s arm. He cut through it with ease. That surprised him a little.


      I can cut it?


      Manato rapidly pushed the writhing thing off of him and jumped to his feet, switching his knife to his left hand and drawing his tachi.


      His eyes weren’t spinning anymore. Even if his opponent was relatively small, it was still a good two to three times as big as him, and possibly even four or five. But it wasn’t like it was five Manatos standing on each other’s shoulders. Nor was it like they’d all been smushed into a lump. It had more overall volume, but it wasn’t taller than Manato. It was actually shorter, and shaped like a massive maggot, with arms, and legs, and armlike and leglike appendages, and other stuff it was hard to describe sticking out of it all over.


      “I can take it!”


      But only because it was one of the small enemies. Manato was worked up to a degree that seemed weird even to him, and yet he was also strangely still able to think. The extra-large one would be too much for him to handle, obviously, and the half-sized ones likely were too. But he’d been able to hack through this one’s arm with his knife, so he might be able to beat a small one.


      “Attack!”


      But it was strange. He was saying everything he thought out loud. Manato laughed as he slammed his tachi into the enemy before him.


      “Hah! I can cut it!”


      The more he cut, the funnier it seemed to him. However, while he could cut off the arms and armlike appendages, when he slashed its torso, or rather the main body, he just left lacerations in it. Those cuts oozed something sticky—a milky white liquid of some sort.


      “I can’t beat it! Not like this! What now?!”


      He slashed wildly with his tachi and was able to drive the small enemy back. But even though it backed away a little, it was quick to press forward again. Should he use both hands to swing his tachi as hard as he could?


      “But I need the knife for fighting up close, so—”


      Something then came at him from behind and off to one side. Was it another small enemy? It got on top of him, and he quickly found himself unable to breathe. Then, just as he was thinking, Whoa, uh-oh, this could be bad, he was suddenly able to take in air again.


      “Moron!” It was Megmera. She’d knocked the small enemy that had been on top of Manato away with her long hammer. “$+*$+! You’re gonna die, moron! Why’d you come down here?!” she shouted angrily as she swung her hammer around, sending more of the small enemies flying after another.


      It was probably no coincidence that some of the ones she sent flying would be hit by spears and cannonballs from the launchers on the wall a moment later. Megmera hadn’t just jumped down from the wall out of desperation and been fighting blindly. She was coordinating with the Armens up top, trying to take out the writhing things.


      “Whoa!”


      Manato didn’t know if there had been blood rushing to his head or what, but he’d felt an unstoppable compulsion to fight, so he’d jumped after Megmera. If he’d been able to help her out, that would have been one thing. But he’d actually done the opposite. Megmera was covering for him. He was making her do extra work.


      Manato got up and looked toward the wall. It wasn’t too late. Maybe he ought to head back up to the top? But unlike on the other side, there were no stairs or ladders to use. If it had been a stonework wall with grooves and protrusions, then he could have climbed it, but the gray wall was smooth aside from some cracks and broken spots where it had been hit.


      “Manato.”


      Someone had called his name in a whisper.


      “Huh?” Before he could turn to look, he felt Jako’s hand on his back. “Jako, why—”


      [So long as you are with me, I will fight too.] Jako’s face was covered by their mask. He could see their third eye through it. [The moldores are not alive.]


      Their bluish-green third eye wasn’t shining or anything, but he was able to make out its color and shape with strange clarity.


      [We etalihina come from the boundary and someday will return to it. The death that is at the end of the boundary is close to the boundary. We etalihina go back and forth between life and death.]


      Manato didn’t understand what Jako was talking about at all. He didn’t understand, but it still got through to him.


      “Manato,” Jako whispered before saying, [You are on the border between life and death. You are fascinating. You are on the borderline. There is a boundary inside of you. I can feel it. You are alive. You are also dead.]


      “Dead?” Uh, no? Nuh-uh.


      There was no way he was dead. He was clearly alive right now, after all. He’d just died once. No. He’d gone through something like death, but he’d only come close. He hadn’t died. If he’d died, then he wouldn’t be alive like this. Manato was not dead. Probably. Even if he’d come close, he’d healed. His wounds had mended themselves. His body simply worked that way, and that was all there was to it.


      He didn’t know when they had gotten there, but he then noticed some objects floating behind Jako, or rather, above Jako’s head on either side. It only took him a moment to figure out what they were. Writhing things. Or more accurately, parts that had been cut from the writhing things, or torn off of them—fragments, scraps.


      [Hollows—worok.]


      Jako took their hand off Manato’s back. Then they raised both their hands and slowly began spreading them. Those movements seemed familiar. And then he realized what they were doing. Archery. It looked exactly like nocking an arrow and pulling back a bowstring. But Jako wasn’t just moving their hands. That cluster of fragments taken from the writhing things, which Jako had called worok, knitted themselves into an arrow before his eyes. It was awfully thick for an arrow, and it had no fletching, but it was definitely pointy on one end. If Jako had been drawing a bow, then it was in the spot where an arrow would have gone.


      [Hollow arrow—worokai.]


      Jako loosed the arrow. Though they had no bow, they moved like they were shooting one, and despite that lack of a bow, the hollow arrow—the worokai—shot off.


      “Whoooooa!” Manato’s eyes went wide.


      The worokai flew straight, first shooting through a small enemy and blasting a big hole in it. He thought it would just keep on going, but instead it made a sharp turn and took aim at another small one. Probably by pure chance, there was yet another small enemy straight behind that one. The worokai blasted through one writhing thing, then one, two, three more, making sharp turns as necessary.


      “Wooooow!”


      Manato was shocked, of course. The worokai didn’t stop. It was tearing though writhing things one after another, and it didn’t just go for the small ones. It also burst through a half-sized one, and that was when Manato realized the worokai had grown in size since it had started. When the worokai tore into a writhing thing, it did more than leave a sizable hole in it. The arrow blasted away part of the writhing thing’s flesh, and carried it off. The worokai was made from fragments of the writhing things—the stuff that Jako had called worok—and by attacking the writhing things, it created even more worok. The worokai was growing by absorbing all of that worok.


      Then, the worokai, which had been tirelessly hunting writhing things like a vicious predator, suddenly rose upward.


      “Whaaa?!”


      Manato glanced over and saw that Jako had raised their hand. Were they controlling the worokai by moving their hand like that?


      The worokai rose higher and higher, to the ceiling of the cavern, and more and more bits of worok gathered there to join it.


      [Hollow hammer—worograi.]


      The worokai transformed into a worograi, and with a quick glance down, Manato noticed that there was something directly below it: the extra-large writhing thing.


      Jako lowered their right hand, and the worograi dropped straight down.


      It wasn’t big enough to completely crush the extra-large enemy, but it pierced all the way through the writhing thing’s head—not that Manato was totally sure it could really be called a head, but if you compared it to a massive slug, that part was where the head would have been—and pinned it to the ground. The extra-large one thrashed around, but it seemed unable to move.


      “Seriously?!” Megmera shouted, and then she waved up at the top of the wall. “$+*$+*~$+*!”


      That must have been an order for the Armens. Manato hadn’t been able to understand what she’d said, but he could guess. The launchers on the wall all started focusing their shots on the extra-large enemy.


      There were still one or two half-sized ones moving, and more small ones than he could quickly count, but all of the remaining writhing things started to retreat together.


      Manato nearly chased after a small one that was close by despite himself, but when he saw Jako standing there, staring into the depths of the cavern, he stopped.


      Manato was only able to see the writhing things that were backing away. Although, the way they walked backward was nothing like how humans did. Their forms were much more like an inchworm’s, so it looked basically the same as when they walked forward, and they went at about the same speed either way. Was Jako just watching the writhing things go? Or was there something they saw that Manato didn’t?

    

  

  
    
      19. Cool Cracks


      Once all the writhing things that were still capable of moving were gone, a large number of the Armens climbed down from the wall to finish off those that remained trapped.


      Megmera explained to Manato that the writhing things were called moldores when they were active, and once they had been rendered inert or if a piece of one was ripped off, that was called moldo. However, even if a moldore had stopped moving, when you examined its remains, you might find that it was still twitching or squirming, and that meant it wasn’t moldo yet. It was still a moldore. What was to be done about that? They had to be cut apart, beaten, and broken until they became moldo and moved no more. The motionless moldo was then carried back to the underground city to be incinerated. If there was too much mass to burn, a hole would be dug to bury them in instead.


      Swarms of moldores occasionally attacked the wall the Armens guarded. There was no regularity to the attacks, though, so the most Megmera could say about their timing was that they happened once in a while.


      Whenever they drove off an attack, the Armens would then have to handle the labor of reducing the enemy to moldo. There had apparently been an incident in the past where some non-moldo had been mixed in with the moldo they’d brought back to the city to incinerate, and moldores had emerged from the remains to cause chaos. The transportation of moldo was handled by city residents under the oversight of the Armens. It was a job, so they were paid in goen for their labor.


      Megmera left the cleanup to the other Armens and took Manato and Jako back to the city. They didn’t go to the palace but instead climbed a spiral staircase to a room with a raised floor. There were pillars supporting the ceiling, and no walls, allowing them to look over a broad section of the underground city. Megmera leaned out and shouted something, and somebody threw bottles and some sort of bundle up to her. Megmera took them and laid it all out on the floor. It looked like food and drink.


      “Eat it. Don’t worry, this stuff doesn’t have kamboo in it like the godogodo.”


      “Kamboo?” Manato asked Megmera. However, Jako was the one who answered him first.


      [Stimulants.]


      “Stim-yoo-lants?”


      “You take ’em before fighting.” Megmera removed her weapon and sat cross-legged, taking off her golden helmet and setting it on the floor. “I don’t need the stuff, but some guys are too wussy to fight without it. Hyuk hyuk hyuk.” Her shoulders heaved as she laughed.


      Megmera had drooping eyes, a high nose, thin lips, and a pointy chin. Her facial features seemed kind of mismatched, there were spots around her eyes that didn’t appear to be moles, and the shape of her ears was a bit different, but she looked more or less human. It was hard to determine what color her hair was. He could at least tell that it wasn’t short, but she had it tied back on the top and sides of her head to keep it out of the way.


      “I thought it’d be a good idea to give you a good dose of the stuff. But you might’ve been just fine without it,” Megmera said.


      “Oh. The stimulants, you mean?”


      Manato sat on the floor, crossing his legs like Megmera. Jako knelt beside Manato.


      “Come to think of it, I guess I did feel kinda weird for a while there. Like my head was spinning.”


      “There’re guys who can’t fight without doing kamboo, even in the Armens. But this’s a matter of life and death. You guys fought them, so you get that, right?”


      “The moldores, you mean?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Wait, what even were those things?”


      “Dunno.”


      Megmera opened a bottle with her teeth, then took a big drink from it, letting out a satisfied sigh as she finished. A cloying, sweet, and slightly stimulating scent spread through the air in that moment.


      “We’re trying to find out, but right now we have no idea. They keep coming from somewhere, no matter how many of ’em we crush. It’s endless.”


      “Hrmm.”


      Manato took a bottle too. He didn’t know how to open it, though. Seeing him struggling with it, Megmera said, “Pass it here,” which he did, and she again used her teeth to open it. Was that the way it was usually done? She then gave him the bottle back, and he took a sip from it.


      “Oof!” It tasted like someone had set off fireworks in his mouth.


      “Hyuk hyuk,” Megmera cackled, then tossed another bottle over to Jako. They caught it, but made no attempt to open it.


      Manato took another sip. “Nngh...” Yep, there were those fireworks again. He might’ve been getting used to it, though, because the effect wasn’t as strong as the first time. It had a sweet, or sort of a salty-sweet flavor. “Tastes weird...”


      “Bet you’ll get used to it in no time.”


      “Well, I don’t hate it...I guess?”


      “It’ll give you energy. The food and drink down here, it’s all gnomish cracks.”


      “Gnomish? As in, King Moro’s race? And what are cracks?”


      “Everything’s a crack. Like their machines.”


      Megmera picked up her weapon, which she had casually placed on the floor. She was holding it lightly in one hand, but Manato felt like it shouldn’t have been possible to wield something that large with so little effort.


      “And our weapons too. The gnomes are insane. I’ve heard that they’ve been living in hiding since forever ago. Never had much to do with the humans, elves, dwarves, and orcs.”


      “I only came to Grimgar a little while ago, so none of that means anything to me.”


      “You were pretty badass, man.”


      “Huh?”


      “Nobody ever just decides to pick a fight with a moldore right off the jump. Not even if you pump ’em full of kamboo. There was a big moldore out there, yeah?”


      “Yeah. A really big one.”


      “We call those daruma. No clue why. It’s pretty rare for a daruma to show up in a raid, and it’s always bad news when one does. They’re strong enough to break through our defenses. And a whole bunch of Armens usually get killed. I could’ve died myself out there.”


      “Oh, really? It didn’t look like it. You seemed to be perfectly fine handling it on your own”


      “I was fine with fighting it by myself, yeah. If I die, I die.”


      “If you die, you die...” Manato held the bottle to his chest as he crossed his arms. “Oh yeah. That’s true, huh? If you die, you die. That’s how it’s supposed to be.”


      [You are on the border between life and death.] Jako’s voice resounded inside his head.


      He looked over to see that Jako had removed their mask, and they were pulling on the lid of their bottle with their mouth. They were trying to gnaw it open, but it wasn’t working. Manato didn’t even think about trying to help. He knew Jako would refuse if he offered. How did he know? All he could say was that he just did.


      “Hyuk hyuk hyuk.” Megmera let out a throaty laugh, but made no move to assist.


      After some time, Jako succeeded in opening the bottle on their own. Without even thinking about what he was doing, Manato clenched his fist triumphantly.


      “You did it!”


      Jako’s expression didn’t change, but they nodded at Manato. They seemed pleased with themself as they brought their lips to the mouth of the bottle, took a gulp, then breathed deeply.


      “You like the taste, etalihina?”


      Jako didn’t say anything in response. Megmera let out a low laugh, showing no sign of offense.


      “If I die, I die,” she repeated. “No big deal. But it’s not like I want to die. And the reason I survived is the two of you, Manato and Jako.”


      “Nah.” Manato shook his head. “Pretty sure I did nothing to help. Jako was amazing, though.”


      “If you hadn’t come down off the wall, Jako wouldn’t have done squat. Then I would’ve ended up fighting to the death, and if we couldn’t do something about the daruma before then, they would have broken right through our defenses.”


      “If the moldores had broken through...what would have happened?”


      “There’s still another wall behind the one we just defended,” Megmera said, gesturing at the wall looming at the edge of the underground city. “And it’s got some real interesting tricks. Gnomish cracks. They won’t bust through it that easily. Plus, it’s got the nomads defending it. The nomads are all gnomes, and they’re armed to the teeth with gnomish cracks. But if the nomads get wiped out and the moldores break through the last wall, then we’ll really be finished.”


      “Meg, have you...?” Manato started to ask before hesitating.


      “What?”


      “Have you ever been outside?”


      “I was born outside. Fled to the underground with my parents when I was tiny.”


      “Oh. I see.”


      “The king and the gnomes, they know more about Lumiaris and Skullhell than someone who was born outside like me. There’s nothing actually stopping them from going out there.”


      “Using the path we came in through, you mean?”


      “There’s a whole bunch of tunnels. Some of ’em have been found by the people outside and gotten blocked off, though. Lumiaris’s and Skullhell’s minions don’t come into these caves. The gnomes say it’s ’cause there’s something they don’t like down here. And as for what that is, well, it’s gotta be the primordial dragon.”


      “Hmm. Sounds like a bunch of gibberish to me.”


      “I don’t really get it either, but they say that if the primordial dragon awakens, it’ll be able to chase off Lumiaris and Skullhell. Something like a hundred years ago, when the surface turned into the mess it is now, the gnomes started looking for the primordial dragon. And then the moldores suddenly appeared.”


      [The Wonder Hole is a location where different worlds connect.] Jako said as they sipped their drink. [We etalihina came through one of those connections. Most races in the underground city did too.]


      “Well, I’m an exception to that,” Megmera said, apparently able to hear Jako’s voice too. “One of my parents’ parents was a human, and the other was a gray elf. My other parent had an orc for one parent, and something else for the other, so I’ve got all different kinds of blood running through me. Up on the surface somewhere, there used to be a village called Daybreak for folks who didn’t want anything to do with Lumiaris or Skullhell.”


      “If you’re saying it used to be there...is it gone now?”


      “That’d probably be why we fled, don’t you think? I wouldn’t know. I don’t remember. But anyway, I’m guessing what Jako wants to say is that those moldores came from some other world too.”


      Jako didn’t respond.


      “Or am I wrong?” Megmera let out a guffaw. “Anyway, we seriously don’t know what’s up with the moldores. But if they were gone, we’d be making a lot more progress on our search for the primordial dragon. I mean, if we go to the surface, those crazy Lumiaris and Skullhell guys are up there. Now, attacks don’t come one after another, so I’m planning to go to tunnel number seven soon. It’ll be me, Vance, and Bradar. And you should come too, Manato.”


      “Oh, sure—” Manato started to nod, but then he cocked his head to the side. “Huh? Where are we going?”


      “I told you, tunnel number seven. Did I not just say that?”


      “Tunnel number seven...”


      Manato and Jako looked at one another.


      Megmera bit open a new bottle and knocked it back.


      “If you come, Jako will too. I knew etalihina had strange powers, but I’ve never seen anything like that. Were you hiding it? Well, it’s out now. I’m in no hurry to die. I want to fight as much as I can first. So in order for us to put up the best fight we can, it’d be handy to have you with us. Don’t worry. If things get bad, I’ll protect you, okay? I’ll get you out alive even if it kills me. So how about lending us a hand? Don’t hold out on us, guys. Hyuk hyuk hyuk.”

    

  

  
    
      20. Become One


      Jako explained that when they wanted to sleep they usually went to the bottom level of the kingdom and napped there.


      Securing space to sleep in the underground city required the currency known as goen, which was minted and circulated by the gnomes. Goen could also be exchanged for things like food and drink, as well as tools, and it was also possible to give goen to people to have them do work for you. It seemed that Jako was not very fond of this. People like Jako who hated the system of goen or who chafed against being ruled by the gnomes mainly lived on the lowest level. There was free distribution of the bare minimum amount of food needed to survive, so they were able to avoid starving there. But Jako refused that food, subsisting primarily on grass and mud soup, and only slept on the lowest level.


      Megmera arranged for a place where Manato and Jako could sleep. The space was too small to stand in, or even sit comfortably, but the two of them could at least lie down together. The door was latticework, though, so people could see in from outside. It wasn’t so much a room as a box for them to sleep in, but he was told this was standard for the underground city. There was limited space down there, and though they were slowly digging to expand it, the workshops for processing raw materials, manufacturing machinery, and producing energy were prioritized for expansion, and the denizens of the underground city were able to earn goen by working at those places. They used goen to eat, drink, and pay for places to sleep, and then worked to earn more goen.


      Clang, clang, clang. Thump, thump, thump, thump. Hissssss. Clang, clang, clan, clang. The sounds of work at one factory or another never ceased. It wasn’t loud, but given that he was trying to get to sleep, it was a little distracting.


      The fact that their sleeping spot only had a lattice door didn’t bother him on its own, but occasionally a floating mote of light mote would come in through it. He had thought that the motes of light were winged insects that produced light inside a part of their bodies, but even now that he was getting a closer look at one, all he could see was floating light. The way they glided away when he tried to bat them with his hand made it seem like they were living things, but they also seemed like floating, cottony objects.


      Manato and Jako were lying face up with only a tiny amount of space between their shoulders. If either one of them had been even a little larger, they couldn’t have both lain down like that without brushing up against each other.


      Jako was not sleeping. Manato turned his head to the left and looked at Jako’s face in profile. Their eyes were open.


      “Jako.”


      [Yes?]


      “Uh, hey.” Manato clasped Jako’s right hand in his left. Jako didn’t pull their hand away, or even move a muscle. “You wanna do that thing again?”


      Jako turned their face toward Manato. Their third eye was only half open, but their left and right eyes were wide.


      “That thing...” they whispered, their voice tickling him a little as they spoke.


      Manato nodded.


      “Yeah. That thing. Uh, what was it called? Crossing senses?”


      Jako blinked with all three eyes. Then they shook their head slowly.


      Manato turned to face upward again. Should he let go of their hand? He thought maybe he should, but would have felt lonely if he did.


      “Oh, okay... Uhhh, sorry. If you don’t wanna, it’s fine.”


      [It is not that I do not want to.] Jako squeezed Manato’s left hand in return. [There is something that worries me.]


      “Worries you?”


      [In crossing senses we become one.]


      “Yeah?”


      [If we cross senses, that means we desire to become one.]


      “I understand that.”


      [We become one through crossing senses...and a new individual is born.]


      “That means making a kid, right? Probably.”


      [We do not call them kids. They are the same as we etalihina are. The same, and yet also individual.]


      “Hrmm... Sounds complicated.”


      [You are fascinating. But you are different from us etalihina.]


      “Because I’m not one of you?”


      [I sense a boundary inside of you. But you are different from us etalihina.]


      “Um... So what does that mean?”


      [I do not believe it would be possible for me to become one with you.]


      “Ohhh. So because I’m not an etalihina, we can’t cross senses?”


      [We may not be able to become one.]


      “Why don’t we just try it and see what happens?”


      [I cannot predict what will happen.]


      “So...you’re saying it’s dangerous?”


      [I do not know.]


      “Hmm... Uh, have you ever, uh, done it before, Jako? Crossed senses and made, um...not a kid, but a new individual?”


      [I have not experienced that.]


      “You haven’t?”


      [There are very few etalihina now. Many of the etalihina here in the wonder hole departed beyond the boundary.]


      “So a lot of your kind died, huh? There was an etalihina with King Moro, though.”


      “Uryuda,” Jako whispered. That was presumably the other etalihina’s name. [In the area around the underground city, Uryuda and I are the only two of our kind.]


      “You’re the only ones left?”


      [There may be others elsewhere in the Wonder Hole. There may not be.]


      “You need to both be etalihina to cross senses, become one, and create a new individual, huh? So, if you wanted to, um...make it so there were more of you, you’d have no choice but to cross senses with Uryuda.”


      [We etalihina do not cross senses with just any other etalihina.]


      “Oh, yeah. I guess it’s the same with humans too. Even with wild beasts, the females prefer to choose strong males.”


      [Uryuda is trying to find more of us.]


      “And that’s why they serve King Moro?”


      [Uryuda and I have poor compatibility. We do not get along.]


      “What about you, Jako?” Manato asked.


      Jako turned to him again and whispered, “Me?”


      “Yeah. Do you want to search for other etalihina? You might be able to cross senses with them if they aren’t like Uryuda. And even if you can’t, it’s better to have comrades than it is to be without... If you don’t know whether they’re okay or not, don’t you worry about them?”


      [Even if Uryuda and I were to vanish, we etalihina would not disappear.]


      “You mean...there are still other etalihina?”


      Jako turned their body to face Manato. Manato felt compelled to do the same, and they placed their left hand on his cheek.


      [Someday we etalihina will return home.]


      “Home... You mean the boundary.”


      [We etalihina have crossed many worlds in search of our homeland. At the end of our long, long journey, the etalihina will finally arrive home. Our journey has branched off in countless directions, and rarely do they intersect. But if even one of those branches leads home, that is enough for us. My... My journey and Uryuda’s may end here in the Wonder Hole. But even then, the journey of the etalihina will not be over. Our journey continues, at this very moment, in another place. And it will go on. Until our journey comes to an end. Until we etalihina reach our home.]


      “But...” Manato laid his left hand over Jako’s right. “Are you okay with that? Not as an etalihina, but as Jako? Jako’s journey isn’t over yet, right?”


      “My...journey.”


      “Yeah. If you want to find your comrades, I’ll do whatever I can to help. I mean, I don’t know for sure, since I’m not an etalihina myself, but crossing senses is really important, right? It’d be better if you could do it with someone, wouldn’t it? If there are comrades out there you could still cross senses with, I think you should go looking for them. Or I mean, we should go look together. If you don’t want to, I’m not going to force you, though. But I kinda don’t have anything I really want or need to do, you know? Like, probably nothing. That’s why if there’s someone who does have something they want to do, I’d like to try doing whatever it is with them. If you say you want to search for your comrades, Jako, I’ll totally come along. I’ll search real hard for them.”


      [You would help me find an etalihina partner to cross senses with?]


      “I’ll help. I want to help.”


      [You said you wanted to cross senses with me.]


      “But you were saying we probably can’t, right? There’s no helping that, I guess. We’re different races and all. And it’s not like we can change that and become the same. If you find an etalihina you can cross senses with, then I’d be happy for you.”


      “Manato.”


      “Yeah? What is it?”


      [How does your race cross senses?]


      “Um... Uh... We don’t, I guess. No, we definitely don’t. Instead, we, uh... How should I put it? You’re asking how we make babies, right?”


      [How does your race give birth to new individuals?]


      “How? Well, basically, through copulation. Humans are no different from animals in that way, I guess. There’s males and females, and they, uh...mate? Wait, do the etalihina have males and females?”


      “Males... Females...”


      “Yeah, that’s right. Men and women. I’m a man, a male. Uhh, um, Yori and Riyo are women, so they’re females... Oh. I guess I can’t use them as examples. I know. I think Meg’s a girl. Megmera is a woman, a female.”


      “Megmera... Female. Manato... Male.”


      “Waaait. Is that how it is? Etalihina don’t have males and females? Hmm. How do I explain it, then? I feel like my mom and dad told me about it once. Males are, well, the ones who put it in, and females are the ones they put it in?”


      “Put it in...”


      “So, males have got a...” Manato looked down at his crotch. “Um, a thing growing between our legs. What do I call it? Uhhh... It’s called a pee-pee.”


      “Pee-pee.”


      “Yikes. I dunno why, but for some reason, hearing you say it makes me embarrassed.”


      “Embarrassed?”


      “I wonder why. I don’t really get it. Yeah. Anyway, males have a pee-pee. Females don’t.”


      “Females...don’t...” Jako whispered before asking, [How exactly are they different?]


      “Uhhh, yeah, I’m a male myself, so I don’t, y’know, know that much. I mean, they don’t have one. There’s nothing there...”


      “They don’t have one.”


      “So, where males have a pee-pee, women have nothing. Well, no, not nothing. Uhhh, y’see, well, there’s a...hole? Going inside of them, or something like that. And babies are born out of there.”


      “A hole.”


      “Well, I dunno if you’d call it a hole. Hrmm. It’s like a slit? And it connects to deeper inside them. When they make a child, the male puts his pee-pee inside the female.”


      “In...her hole.”


      “I’ve never done it, so I dunno what it feels like.”


      [We etalihina also have the hole you speak of.]


      “Oh, you do? So you’re a girl, then?”


      [All etalihina have a hole.]


      “Huh? So you’re all girls?”


      [I understand what you mean by men and women. That distinction does not exist for us etalihina.]


      “It doesn’t?”


      Jako nodded. Then, they looked down at their own crotch.


      [I have a hole. It may be possible for you to put it in my hole.]


      “Uh-huh?”


      Manato thought hard about what Jako’s voice had just told him. Was she suggesting that they try doing the thing that humans did to make kids?


      “But we’re different races... It may be weird talking about whether I can stick it in or not, but even if it does go in, I’m thinking we probably can’t make a child? I guess?”


      [I most likely do not have the capability to give birth to a new individual with you through the human method.]


      “Yeah, go figure. That’s kind of what I was thinking too.”


      [It may be possible for you to stick it in my hole.] Jako’s three eyes were focused on Manato. [I am thinking that I would like to try that.]


      “Um... Uh, sure...”


      [Do you not want to test it?]


      “Test it?”


      This felt weird. It was an emotion he was feeling for the first time, and he could only describe it as strange. He wasn’t even sure it was an emotion. His head felt kind of woozy and his body was getting kinda hot. Especially his nether regions. Or rather, his crotch. It had gotten really hard.


      Test it. Try it out. He wanted to. Badly. But at the same time, he felt like there would be something wrong about doing so. The thought of going ahead with this made him uneasy, or rather, he was uncomfortable with it. His chest hurt.


      “Jako.”


      “Yes?”


      Their whispered reply made him want to hold them tight. He wanted to press his body against theirs, filling in all of the gaps. But yeah, something still didn’t feel right.


      “It’s not that I don’t like the idea, I just don’t think we should try it right now. I don’t know how to explain it very well, though. Sorry I asked you to cross senses with me, even though we’re different races so it won’t work.”


      [We may not be able to become one.]


      Jako pulled closer to him. Their foreheads touched. Manato felt very aware of Jako’s third eye being there. He didn’t think he’d ever touched a human eyeball, so he couldn’t really explain why he thought so, but the impression that he had was that it was probably different from a normal one. It was soft and moist, and remained open as they pressed it against Manato’s forehead. Manato was more than a little surprised. He was sure that, if it were him, he’d have closed his eye because he’d be too scared to do that. Jako had mentioned before that the eye was protected by a membrane, though. Was that why they weren’t afraid?


      Jako’s left and right eyes were closed. Only their third eye in the middle of their forehead was open. But they weren’t just keeping their eye open and pressing their eyeball, protected by its membrane, against Manato’s forehead. Jako’s third eye felt almost like a fingertip probing Manato’s skin. No, it had already passed through his skin. It should’ve hit bone next, but it felt like it had slipped through his skull too.


      What part of Manato was Jako’s third eye touching now? It was touching something. He was certain of that. But Manato didn’t know what it was. Nothing on the outside, that was for sure. It was something inside Manato. It wasn’t unpleasant at all.


      Manato closed his eyes. Jako was inside of him. But though he had thought of it as being touched, it was different from being rubbed or poked with a finger. In fact, it seemed fair to say that it was a totally distinct sensation. But Jako, or at least a part of Jako, was inside Manato now. He felt Jako’s presence inside of his own being.


      Jako seemed warm, yet chilly at the same time. Or perhaps the chilliness came first, and then the warmth soon after. The sensation wasn’t hard. It was soft. But it wasn’t fluffy. And it wasn’t gooey either. It had no defined form, but even if there hadn’t been anything to tell him it was Jako, he would still have known.


      “I may be able to learn about you.”


      Manato heard Jako’s voice. It felt like it was echoing inside his head, but also like it was being whispered right in his ear.


      Jako was there. Or rather, Jako was here. Inside Manato.

    

  

  
    
      21. Eiday and Hassa


      He awoke in bed, on the first floor of the house. There were two beds in this room, and Manato slept in one of them. Which one depended on how he felt that day. Today, he was in the one farther from the window. He got up and left his bedroom. Heading to the room where the fireplace was, he found Juntza sitting on the couch.


      “Morning. Where are Amu and Neika?”


      “Still sleeping.”


      Juntza looked a little sleepy himself. It wasn’t fully bright outside just yet. Juntza generally woke before any of the others, and he was always the last to go to sleep.


      “That’s because I’m probably gonna be the first of us to die. So until then...” Juntza said with a smirk.


      “Until then, what?” Manato asked, returning the smile.


      “Until then...” was all Juntza said before he paused briefly. “Until then, I’ve got to watch over the rest of you.”


      “Oh, yeah?”


      Manato knew he could see Amu and Neika if he went upstairs. But he didn’t want to. Honestly, he hadn’t wanted to see Juntza either. Manato sat down in the open space on the couch Juntza was on.


      “Juntza.”


      “Hm?”


      “Take care of yourself, okay? Don’t go dying until it’s time.”


      “Sure,” Juntza said, slapping Manato on the shoulder.


      “I know.”


      Yes, Manato knew. This wasn’t reality. It was similar to a dream, but it probably wasn’t.


      He closed his eyes, opened them again, and there was a dead dragon. Ushaska.


      Riyo’s winged dragon had expired with its eyes wide open, and its neck was bent in a direction that it had never been meant to.


      Manato didn’t rush over to the dead body. It didn’t rise either.


      He closed his eyes again.


      When he opened them, his parents were sleeping, holding hands. They both looked so small. It must have been because he had grown so much since back then. His mom and dad had both shrunk and shrunk, and then finally died. He’d carried the two of them here from their city-managed apartment, and made them hold hands like that. It was also Manato who had placed the newspaper and book on his mom’s chest.


      “Okay. Mom, dad, I’m leaving now.” He wanted to say that, and smile at them. It was at times like these that he most wanted to smile, but he found he was completely unable to.


      Manato closed his eyes. He could hear his parents’ voices, which were filled with laughter.


      “You can’t live without smiles,” his dad said.


      “That’s so true,” his mom agreed. “And as long as you can smile, you can always get by.”


      “And the reason we can smile like this is you, Manato.”


      “Yes, you’re right. It’s because Manato is with us.”


      They were both patting Manato on the head.


      “That’s what makes us want to keep living,” his mom said, laughing.


      “I’m not ready to die yet,” his dad agreed, laughing too.


      They were practically competing to see who could pat Manato’s head more.


      Manato opened his eyes, unable to take anymore.


      I might’ve died once. But I’m alive.


      Manato closed his eyes. He tried to smile. How do I smile again? At some point, Manato had forgotten how to.


      He opened his eyes slightly, and saw Jako’s closed eyes right in front of his. The two of them were lying sideways, facing one another, and he was holding both of their hands in his. Jako wasn’t wearing gloves. Their gloves had seemed to be a seamless part of their outfit, but Jako was able to remove them somehow.


      He felt Jako’s forehead eyelids open a bit. Then Jako’s left and right eyes slowly revealed themselves as well.


      “Manato.”


      “Jako.”


      “I was able to learn about you.”


      “You’re talking.”


      “I’ve learned your language.”


      “Amazing.”


      “I am not amazing.”


      Suddenly, Jako shifted forward a little, stretching out with their face and bringing their lips to Manato’s right cheek.


      “Water,” they whispered, before briefly sucking on his skin. “Moisture. It tastes of salt. Faintly.”


      Manato laughed despite himself. And then he realized that he actually hadn’t forgotten how.


      “We have different ways of referring to ourselves in my language. Juntza used the masculine ‘ore.’ Dad did too. So did Haru. I knew people who used the more boyish ‘boku.’ Or the feminine ‘atashi,’ or the neutral ‘watashi.’”


      “‘Watashi.’”


      Jako pressed their forehead to Manato’s cheek again. Their third eye was only slightly open. It didn’t try to enter Manato. But Manato knew, without being told, that Jako was comfortable like this.


      “I’ve tried experimenting with what I call myself. Using ‘boku’ or ‘ore.’ But whenever I say them, it makes me feel embarrassed. Neither of them feel right. I have no idea why. I start to think that they’re just not me. Like I’m trying to force it. And then I stop.”


      “Not me.”


      “That makes me wonder what would be me. I don’t really even know what that question means. But if I dwell on it, it makes me feel annoyed pretty quickly, so I guess I don’t care. I figure, as long as I can go on living, it’s fine. And I am alive, so whatever.”


      “You are alive.”


      “I feel like using ‘ore’ when I say this: I believe I died once. Ohhh, that might actually work for me. If I say it with ‘boku...’ I think I might have died once. Yeah, that feels weird.”


      “You died once.”


      “I’m not sure. What about you, Jako? Do you understand?”


      “You are similar to us, Manato. You are not the same as us.”


      “Oh. Okay.”


      They shuffled out of their sleeping spot and climbed the spiral staircase to the room with the high floor where Megmera was sitting with her arms and legs crossed. Her golden helmet was off and her eyes were closed. She didn’t seem to be asleep, though, as her eyes snapped open when they approached.


      “You came, huh? Let’s go.”


      Megmera led the way to the palace, but there they discovered that they would not be able to speak to King Moro. He worked hard, even to the point of losing out on sleep, so his schedule was always packed full, and it was not easy to get a meeting with him. But the real reason they had come to the palace was to meet up with Megmera’s comrades, Vance and Bradar of the Armens. From there, they were led to the place where the gnomes stored their weapons: the magazine.


      The magazine took up a whole section of the palace and was connected directly to the weapon manufacturing plant. The gnomes, along with other underground craftspeople who had been trained by them, crafted weapons that would immediately be carried into the magazine, where they were stored in ready-to-use condition. And in addition to the weapons, they also stored armor for the Armens there, which specialized smiths would adjust to fit the body type of the intended user. There were also cannonballs and launchers like the ones that had been up on the wall.


      Manato and Jako were offered Armens armor, but both declined. Jako was especially firm in their refusal because adding excessive layers could hinder the use of their etalihina powers. For his part, Manato didn’t like the idea of dressing the same as the Armens, and if he got hurt, he’d just heal anyway. He was interested in gnomish weapons, though, so he asked them to let him try holding an explosive longhammer of the same model as Megmera’s, which was called a flamgan. It was about as heavy as it looked, and balanced in a really weird way, so he couldn’t imagine himself even being able to wield it properly. He instead borrowed two smaller explosive hammers, which were called frogins, and a belt that went around his waist so he could carry one on each hip.


      Vance was an Armens from a race that only had one arm and one leg, and Manato couldn’t even tell which was which. But he was sure it wasn’t two arms or two legs; it was definitely one of each. Vance had a number of explosive spears called zorangs strapped to his back and could use them with either his arm or leg. He could only make utterances like “oboh” or “hogoh” but seemed to understand what Megmera and the others were saying.


      Bradar had a massive hairy body and lots of tentacles that were hard to distinguish from his bristly hairs. Though he wore a golden helmet, he didn’t have a single other piece of armor on him. What he did have was a wide variety of weapons hidden in his hair. Bradar was fairly talkative and could speak a bit of that other language Megmera had used. Manato got the impression he was a smart guy.


      The entrance to tunnel number seven was not in the palace or in a factory. It was some distance away from the living area of the underground city and seemed to be a disused mining site of some sort. There were Armens stationed in front of it and a metal fence blocking it off. Of course, the fence could be opened, allowing access to the tunnel.


      There was a vehicle in the tunnel, though it was smaller than the one they had ridden from the final wall to the wall where the battle had occurred. The vehicle, obviously of gnomish design, was a self-powered car known as a baikan.


      There were a ton of floating light motes inside the tunnel, but not because they had gathered there naturally. They had been caught and intentionally released inside to provide illumination.


      The baikan was loaded with copious amounts of food and drink. Vance and Bradar were both fairly large and probably ate a lot, but the provisions they had been given still had to be more than a couple days’ worth.


      “It’ll take half a day to get to our destination, junction two,” Megmera explained as they rode in the baikan. “The exit isn’t open yet. They’ve stopped just short. The gnomes have calculated that it’s the place that was called junction two a long time ago, but who can say for sure? Either way, it’s unknown territory for us. But only for us.”


      There had been a time when humans frequently explored the Wonder Hole.


      The Wonder Hole had many branches that stretched out all across Grimgar. It could be used to travel to distant places, avoiding the trek across the wastelands and steep mountains on the surface. However, the underground was packed with beings from other worlds. Not all of them had seen the humans who had come down from the world above as enemies, but the humans had definitely not treated them as friends or allies. There was also the problem that the Wonder Hole had never been fully, or even mostly, mapped out. The humans had needed to overcome many difficulties in order to make progress with their exploration, and it had been slow going. The gnomes had needed to rely on a map made in those times in order to construct their kingdom, and now they were using that information in their search for the primordial dragon.


      “Beats fighting the gods, right? Hyuk, hyuk, hyuk,” Megmera laughed as she triggered the self-propulsion system and the baikan began moving forward. Then she continued, “Before we go searching for the dragon, we’ve gotta figure out where the moldores are coming from and do something about them.”


      The baikan started to drive along at a relaxed pace. As it slowly accelerated, the noise and vibrations grew louder and more intense.


      There were seats on either side of the vehicle, and Manato and the others sat in them, but Vance and Bradar were so large that they couldn’t sit across from one another. Bradar sat in the front seat on the left, with Vance diagonally across from him on the right in the back seat. Manato and Jako sat on the left in the back, and Megmera sat on the right in the front.


      Jako held Manato’s arm.


      “What about Yori, Riyo, and Haru?”


      Those words felt like they had resonated in his head. But it also sounded like when Jako vocalized a whisper.


      “They must think I died,” Manato replied with a little smile.


      Jako cocked their head to the side. “But you do not think so.”


      Manato burst out laughing. “Yeah. Maybe I don’t.”


      Manato had to have died. That was what Haru and the others would be thinking if they were still alive. And honestly, he wasn’t sure about that, himself. But if they had decided that he had probably died, and there was nothing that could be done about it, that wasn’t very good. Who was it not good for, though? Manato, probably.


      On the other hand, Manato was also fine with them assuming he was dead. And that didn’t just go for Haru and the gang. He felt the same about Juntza, Amu, and Neika. Manato was gone now. It was fine to forget him. That wasn’t what was good for Manato, but it was what would be good for Haru, Juntza, and all the rest.


      “Meg!”


      Even as noisy as the baikan was, he could still talk to Jako quietly and they would be able to hear him. But that was because it was Jako. For anyone else, Manato needed to raise his voice.


      “Do you think we’ll be able to find the dragon quickly?!”


      “You dolt! I told you the moldores come first!”


      “Oh, right! At junction two?! Are there moldores there?!”


      “I don’t know!”


      “Whaaat?!”


      “It’s my first time, so how should I know?! We’ll go there, and if we don’t find any of them, that’ll mean there must be a moldore nest or whatever somewhere between the kingdom and junction two!”


      “Ohhh!”


      “But if we do find them, that’ll mean the nest is even farther away! Tunnel number seven’s the longest we’ve dug yet! The other tunnels were all way shorter! And the tunnel to junction two is the farthest from the kingdom!”


      “Wow! That sounds kinda long!”


      “No matter how long it is, we’ve gotta do this or the fight’ll never end! If it’s not over before we die, someone else will take over and keep going after us!”


      “Even if we die, someone else will...?!”


      “Damn straight! If everything ended when we died, who’d ever be able to die?! My folks chose to help the king, and then they died, and that’s why I’m in the Armens! If the current king dies, someone else’ll become the next king, and eventually find the dragon to drive the gods out!”


      There wasn’t really anything to do while riding in the baikan. Megmera told Manato about what had happened with the other tunnels the kingdom had dug—numbers one through six. None of them were in use anymore. Two had been sealed, and the other four had collapsed. There had been moldores on the other side of all of them. Megmera, Vance, and Bradar had all taken part in exploring after a tunnel had been opened up on multiple occasions, and every time, they had failed. During the investigation of tunnel number five, which they hadn’t taken part in, the moldores had chased the Armens as they retreated, and there had been serious concerns that the enemy would make it into the underground city that time. And what had the kingdom done to respond to the situation? They had collapsed the tunnel with the Armens and moldores still in it. Of course, the Armens had been wiped out. But their sacrifice had ensured that the city remained safe.


      “Well, it’s not like you guys are gonna die here! Don’t worry! Hyuk hyuk hyuk,” Megmera said with a little chuckle. “We’re not gonna let that happen! If things get bad, we’ll make sure to get you out! ’Cause the king told us not to let anything kill you! It’s gonna be okay!”


      Manato also talked to Bradar a bit as they rode in the baikan. Bradar would string together words into jokes that made Manato laugh. He said his race were called the wogwagaodufigyuo. That was really hard for Manato to pronounce, but he wanted to learn how to say it. However, as he was practicing, “Ehee, ehee,” Bradar laughed. “Lie.”


      “Huh?! What’s a lie?!”


      “Name. Different. Lie.”


      “Bradar, did you lie to me?!”


      “Told. Lie.”


      “Why?!”


      “Ehyeh, hyeh, hyeh. Bradar. Told. Manato. Lie!”


      “What are you really called, then?”


      “Kwagakwewakabfwa.”


      “Scary! Gu, ka, bo, huh?! Could you say it again?!”


      “Kwageboafojagarae.”


      “That wasn’t the same word at all, was it?!”


      “Lie! Bradar. Told. Manato. Lie!”


      Vance was mostly silent, but as Bradar and Manato carried on talking like a pair of idiots, he occasionally let out a sound like hoy, hoy, hoy. That was probably a laugh.


      The baikan began to decelerate. It took a fair amount of time for it to come to a complete stop.


      Manato and the others stuffed their backpacks and shoulder bags full of five days’ worth of food and drink, then got out of the baikan. Without the light motes, it would have been completely dark in the tunnel and they wouldn’t have been able to see a thing. The light motes were apparently called clions, and they were creatures from another world. Thanks to them, Manato and the others managed to make it to the end of the tunnel without tripping or bumping into anything.


      The end point of tunnel number seven, at a glance, looked like a simple rock wall. But examining it more closely with the help of the light from the clions made it clear that there was a deep indentation in the rock.


      Manato reached out and was able to touch it. After investigating it with his hands for a few moments, he realized it was not just an indentation. He stuck his hand into it up to somewhere between his wrist and his elbow, but beyond that depth, there was a hole only his finger would go inside.


      According to Megmera, that hole went through to the other side. After digging the tunnel, the gnomish craftsmen had run a tube through the hole and confirmed that there was an open space beyond the remaining rock. According to the gnomes, who refreshed their understanding of the layout of the Wonder Hole each day using the information they gathered from exploration and inference, they were more or less certain that beyond the hole was either junction two or an area very close to what had once been called junction two.


      “I’m gonna bust through,” Megmera said, preparing to complete the tunnel.


      Her flamgan was a two-handed hammer empowered by gnomish tech which was full of tricks. It might have looked like an unsophisticated long-handled hammer, but its design kept the head and handle from separating, and the head was equipped with a mechanism that explosively increased the force of its impacts. The smaller version, the frogin, which could be used in one hand, had the same mechanism embedded in it, but Manato didn’t think he’d be able to understand how it worked, no matter how carefully anyone tried to explain it to him. He’d been taught enough to use it, though.


      The first step, as Megmera had previously demonstrated, was to hit the butt end of the flamgan’s head against the ground. Just a light tap wouldn’t do it. It needed to be a good hard hit against something solid, like stone. That would cause the flamgan or frogin to start spewing fire, and also put the explosive gongu into standby for activation. However, if it wasn’t activated within about as much time as it took to count to five, standby mode would be disabled again. The gongu had to be activated within that five-second window.


      “Eiday!”


      Megmera shouted as she wound back to swing her flamgan. “Eiday” was something one shouted to one’s comrades before doing something big. It meant something like “get ready” or “prepare yourself.”


      “Eiday!” Bradar called back. Those who were being told to prepare themselves responded with the same word.


      “Eiday!” Manato shouted.


      “Eiday,” Jako whispered.


      “Ohhohhh!” Vance shouted, unable to pronounce the word, but that obviously made little difference.


      “Hassaaa!”


      Megmera slammed the striking part of her flamgan into the dent in the rock wall. “Hassa” meant something like “here we go” or “I’m doing it” or “crush them” or “kill them all,” and so on.


      With a single strike, Megmera’s flamgan expanded the dent to ten times its original size. The hole that had only been large enough for Manato to stick his finger into got a whole lot bigger. But it still wasn’t big enough for them to pass through yet.


      “Eiday!”


      Megmera immediately hit the butt-end of the flamgan’s head on the ground a second time, and it started to spout fire again. The rest of them had barely finished calling out “Eiday!” in response before Megmera slammed her weapon into the wall near the hole.


      “Hassaaaaaaaa!”

    

  

  
    
      22. Beyond Death


      Junction two, or at least the location the gnomes had inferred was junction two, had once been a major fork in the tunnel network.


      There were countless narrow side paths in the Wonder Hole, but they mostly just led to dead ends, looped back on themselves, or connected to the den of a particular race. There were only a small number that extended across really significant distances. The humans who had explored the Wonder Hole in the past had discovered one particularly large path that went all the way to the far north, and they had named it the main route. There were a number of paths that diverged from the main route, mostly heading eastward, and these were called sub routes.


      Junction two was a point where a sub route diverged to the west.


      According to the gnomes’ research, these junctions between the main and sub routes were places where creatures from various other worlds tended to come across one another. Their encounters were more often violent than peaceful.


      If a particularly vicious otherworldly species were to seize control of a junction, creatures from other species would be unable to pass through it. This had occasionally been a major obstacle hampering the humans’ exploration.


      Of course, no otherworldly species had maintained that level of power and influence for long. No matter how good they were at pushing others around, they all eventually declined in strength and would be forced to wander in search of new homes after losing their turf. If a single species seized a large area of the Wonder Hole, they would find themselves under attack by all the others around them, and would ultimately be destroyed. Even if they weren’t driven to extinction, many had seen their numbers greatly reduced and had barely managed to survive.


      Vance and Bradar were among the last survivors of two otherworldly species that had ended up like that. Even though they’d possessed the power to suppress the other races, their peoples had eventually been worn down just like all the others. Apparently, most otherworldly species reproduced through the copulation of a male and female, followed by birthing a child or laying eggs. If Vance or Bradar were going to leave behind descendants, they would need a partner of the same race. It would be easy to find one if there were a lot of their kind around, but when their numbers were small, that became a lot more difficult. Once their population had fallen that much, it wasn’t easy to increase it again.


      But regardless, junction two was a place where otherworldly species had fought battle after battle, the blood of the new covering up the blood of the old.


      “Wooow.”


      As they exited the newly opened tunnel number seven, there was a depression directly ahead of them, as if something had gouged out the land, and a forest spread out inside of it. Or it might’ve been more accurate to say it resembled a forest. The dense foliage probably wasn’t trees, but something treelike. Their trunks and branches were whitish, and they gave off a faint light, but the growths on the ends of their branches were less like leaves and more like cotton fluff.


      “The underground forest.” The scene in front of them was not what Megmera had expected, but she seemed to recognize this forestlike area. “This can’t be right. The underground forest’s supposed to be right under the Shadow Forest, and the Shadow Forest’s supposed to be more than a hundred kilometers north of here as the crow flies. If we were on the main route, we’d have to travel another three hundred kilometers northward to reach the underground forest. I mean, that info’s fifty years out of date... But still...”


      Manato and the others looked out over what Megmera called the underground forest. Junction two was supposed to be a fork in the path where the main route met with a sub route, but Manato couldn’t tell where either route was. There was just the underground forest as far as the eye could see.


      “Forest. Time. Long. Passed. Expanded?” Bradar said, his voice shaking slightly.


      Vance bounced on his one leg. “Oboh. Hogoh.”


      “Could be.” Megmera knelt at the edge of the cliff. “But either way, we won’t be able to figure out if the moldores are here like this.”


      Manato walked up to the very edge of the cliff. Jako was beside him, leaning out over the edge.


      “We can climb down here, right?” Manato said. “It’s a long way down, and the cliff is pretty steep, but there are plenty of handholds and footholds.”


      Megmera let out a sigh deep inside her golden helmet. “Yeah. Guess we better try.”


      “Eiday,” Bradar said before Megmera could.


      “Hassa,” she replied with a chuckle.


      Manato and the group climbed down the cliff. Megmera, Vance, and Bradar were able to do it easily, and Manato couldn’t have beaten them to the bottom if he’d tried. Jako wasn’t especially fast, but could support their full body weight with only one hand and one foot, so they never seemed to be at risk of falling.


      Once they were down, Megmera looked back up at the cliff. “It’s fifteen meters or so, huh?”


      She took a metal stake from her shoulder bag and pounded it into the cliff face with her flamgan. Once it was in, she pressed on part of it, and a small red light lit up. She then put her hand on her hip, and the red light instantly vanished.


      “It’s a gnomish beacon. It sends out a signal that you can track in order to find it. Means we’ll be able to get back here without losing our way. Long as we don’t die, that is. Hyuk, hyuk, hyuk...”


      “Meg,” Manato said.


      “Huh?”


      “You were saying before how even if you die, someone else will carry on, so that won’t be the end of it.”


      “Yeah, and?”


      “Well. I dunno. I was just realizing you’re probably right. But it’s still probably best if you don’t die, don’t you think?”


      Jako held Manato’s arm tight. He thought they might say something, but Jako remained quiet. However, they also weren’t letting go of him.


      “I don’t really know how to say this, but being here with you, Vance, and Bradar, and of course Jako too, it’s...fun for me, you know?”


      Megmera shrugged. “We only just met.”


      “Uh, I’m not sure that really matters, does it?”


      “It doesn’t not matter.”


      “But you can figure out if someone’s a jerk pretty quickly and all.”


      “Hah! You’re a real optimist, man.”


      “Meg, you were saying you’d make sure Jako and I got out even if you died. When you told us that, did you mean Vance and Bradar would protect us too?”


      “Well, that’s what the king asked us to do.”


      “I think those were more than just words. You really meant them. I’m good at noticing that sort of thing.”


      “Well, we’re pretty hardcore, after all.”


      “When I’m alone, I think about stuff like ‘What am I living for?’ It all starts to feel like it doesn’t matter, I suppose.”


      “What’s with the sudden soliloquy?”


      “I’m just saying I’m enjoying this.”


      “Huh?”


      “When I’m with people like you, it makes me think about how alive I am. Yeah. I’m having fun right now. And since we’re here together, I want it to stay that way for as long as possible. I know we’ll all die someday, but it doesn’t have to be right away, and really, it’d be for the best if it wasn’t anytime soon, right? I’ll do my best so nobody has to die. I feel like if that’s why I’m doing it, I can really give this my all, y’know?”


      “You trying your hardest’s not going to mean much.” Megmera looked down and kicked the ground with her heel. “Well, if you wanna put in some effort, then go for it. The gnomes say that according to the legend, or whatever it is, the primordial dragon’s gonna be found by a crosser. You might be that crosser. And if you are, then we won’t get anywhere without you looking.”


      “Is that why you brought me?”


      “I know you’ve got guts. And probably luck too. No matter how skilled they are, when someone’s gonna die, they’re gonna die. I’ve seen loads of them. But you aren’t one who’ll die easily.”


      “Oh yeah? Guess I’d better play shield, then.”


      “Huh?”


      “If things get risky, I’ll be everyone’s shield. That’s okay, right? I mean, since I don’t die easily.”


      “You dolt!” Megmera smacked him on the head. It didn’t hurt all that much. For some reason, Megmera turned to Jako instead of Manato.


      “Don’t let him do anything stupid. If things go bad, we’ll do something about it.”


      Jako nodded. [I am here too.]


      Manato was sure he heard that voice only in his head.


      The group entered the underground forest with Megmera leading the way. There was more to the undertrees than trunks, branches, and leaves. They also had extensive roots that spread out pretty widely. The white, faintly luminescent roots crawled over the surface of the ground. The only way to make progress through the underground forest was to walk over them. They felt incredibly strange underfoot—not steady, and not particularly firm. But they didn’t sink under Manato’s weight either.


      The trunks, the branches, the roots, all of them were translucent if you looked closely, and there were countless lines running through them with some sort of liquid flowing through those lines. So, maybe those lines were tubes. Like blood vessels. The liquid running through the tubes seemed to be faintly luminescent. It was possible to see how it flowed because of that.


      Manato tried sticking his knife into the trunk of an undertree. He pushed as hard as he could with both hands, but it would still only go in a little. And even then, when he pulled the blade out, it didn’t leave any mark. He tried slapping the trunk with his open hand. There was a dull sound and a flash of light that spread out from where he’d struck it. Impacts could change the flow of the liquid inside the tubes. He had no idea what that meant.


      Were those bits of fluff leaves, or did they simply sort of appear to be leaves in his mind? Were they simply bits of who-knows-what that only looked like cotton or dandelion fluff? Regardless, if the undertrees were, in fact, trees, the cottony stuff they had in place of leaves was definitely growing out of their branches. The size of those fluff leaves was proportional to the size of the trunk of the tree they grew from. In other words, bigger undertrees had bigger fluff leaves. There were some small undertrees that didn’t even come up to Manato’s knees, but those only had a handful of branches and a few fluff leaves growing out of them. The really big undertrees had fluff leaves bigger than Manato’s hand.


      It seemed that once the fluff leaves grew to a certain size, they fell off the branch, probably breaking apart and floating away as they dropped. That was most likely why the countless fluff leaves floating through the underground forest were all only about the size of a fingertip. But what happened to the ones that fell on the roots, and not the open ground? There were any number of fluff leaves that could be seen dancing over the tops of the roots, and they didn’t seem to dry out like ordinary tree leaves.


      Megmera and her fellow Armens had heard of the underground forest and its undertrees, but they said this was their first time seeing them.


      “Is this connected to the moldores, or not?” Megmera wondered as she proceeded down the main route in the direction that led back toward the kingdom. She wanted to know where the forest would end.


      The group didn’t just walk constantly. They occasionally took breaks at Megmera’s direction. She was carrying a gnomish watch. They’d rest every three hours, eat every six. Out of the twenty-four hours that made up a day, gnomes would sleep for three, while other races would sleep around six. Hard workers like King Moro sometimes only took short naps while sitting, which only added up to an hour or two each day.


      “They’re a bit crazy, y’know? Even with all of that, they don’t age much, and they’re pretty long-lived.”


      “Stop! Die!” Bradar said, his thick hairs shaking.


      “Yeah, that’s right,” Megmera said with a guttural laugh. “If the gnomes ever stop working, they die. The gnomes are always saying that, you know? Though, they’ve gotta stop occasionally, or overwork’ll kill them too. So, a while back, there was this gnomish craftsman who worked in the magazine, and he was there any time I went. I asked him when he went home, and he told me he was at home. A while after that, though still a long time ago, I found that gnome unmoving, posed like he’d just been working on a weapon. I thought maybe he was sleeping, but no. He wasn’t breathing. He’d kicked the bucket, that gnome. Shocking, right? And, well, he’d done a lot for me. So I was kind of like, ‘Aww...’ I wasn’t really sad or anything. But the other gnomes, they were jealous. Nothing could be better than dying at work, they said. I dunno if it’s true that they’ll die if they stop, but if they have stopped, it’s ’cause they’re dead. That’s how gnomes are.”


      “Hogoh.” Vance bent his arm and leg in opposite directions, creating a S shape. Manato figured he was trying to express the exasperation he couldn’t put into words.


      It was when they were about to take their third rest, after eating, that something strange happened in the underground forest.


      It started with an odd noise. Manato thought his ears were ringing, but Jako and Megmera also had suspicious looks on their faces. It was like an eeen, eeen, deep inside of his ears, but he knew that it was most likely coming from the environment around him. He tried covering his ears, just to be sure, and as expected, he could barely hear it at all once he did. If he moved his hands away, the sound came back.


      “What is that sound?” he asked.


      “Dunno,” Megmera replied. She waved a hand, and Vance and Bradar instantly fell into a triangle formation with Manato and Jako in the center. The three Armens intended to protect the two of them.


      Where was the sound coming from? Manato cupped a hand to each ear. This helped him hear the sound more clearly. He then tried turning his head this way and that, but nothing about the volume or how it sounded really changed. He couldn’t find its source.


      Jako grabbed Manato’s arm. It started right after that.


      All the trees in the underground forest began to pulse, and the faintly luminescent stuff flowing through their tubes was now moving in a way that it hadn’t been before. It wasn’t intermittent or chaotic. It followed a regular pattern, like ripples spreading out when a rock fell into the water.


      “Whoa, whoa, whoa...”


      As Megmera reached for the flamgan on her back, Vance pulled out one of his zorangs too. Multiple objects, apparently weapons, poked up out of the coarse hairs covering Bradar’s entire body as well. Manato hesitated a moment, but grabbed a frogin with the hand Jako wasn’t holding.


      The sound was pulsing in time with the pulsing of the underground forest’s flowing luminescent fluid. And there was a direction to that flow. It was coming toward them from deep within the forest.


      Suddenly, an incredible number of fluff leaves all fell at once, and right away, Manato noticed something odd as several of the large ones, perhaps dozens, broke apart. Up until now, the fluff leaves had always fluttered to the ground. But currently, most of them were moving in a specific direction. Not every single one of them, maybe, but all of the ones that fell nearby were coming toward Manato and the others. Was there a wind blowing? No, nothing like that. The forest was just pulsating from back to front. It was as if the fluff leaves were riding along on that wave.


      “Moldores are coming,” Jako said in a quiet voice.


      Megmera’s helmet turned toward her quickly before immediately facing forward. “I figured as much,” she grumbled.


      Visibility in the underground forest was poor. The undertrees weren’t so dense that they couldn’t walk between them, but it was impossible to go ten steps in the underground forest without one blocking the way. Even if something was coming at them, they’d only see it once it had gotten close. And because of the strange sound, they couldn’t really rely on their hearing either.


      Megmera struck the butt end of her flamgan on the undertree roots. Fire erupted from the back. “Eiday!” she shouted and immediately charged.


      Something jumped out from behind the undertree up ahead. It was a strange mass. A jumble of things patched together, generally roundish, but with protrusions that could’ve been arms or legs, making it difficult to say what it was. Its shape was rather different from the writhing things that had attacked the wall, but it was probably a moldore. In terms of size, it was maybe a bit smaller than Megmera—not as tall as her, but about as wide, and maybe a bit bulkier overall.


      “Hassaaa!” Megmera shouted, slamming the moldore with her flamgan, it went flying off at high speed until it impacted an undertree.


      Vance was bending his whole body like a bow. Then he rapidly unbent kind of like a slingshot in the opposite direction and released his zorang. The explosion-propelled spear was targeted at a different moldore than the one Megmera had bludgeoned with her flamgan. Manato was surprised to discover that it was closer than he’d thought, but the zorang impaled it to an undertree.


      “Whoa,” Manato said, licking his lips and spinning the frogin around in his hand. Moldores were appearing all over the place.


      “Jako!”


      “Yes.”


      Jako let go of Manato’s hand. Which of the moldores should he engage? He’d start with the closest. Or so Manato thought, but then Bradar pulled a big scythe-like weapon out of his thick hair and cut down that moldore.


      “Hoh, hoh, hoh, hoh!”


      Bradar was ridiculous. The scythe wasn’t even the only large weapon he had. He also pulled out a weapon with a spiked ball on the end of it, and a spear-like weapon with a three-pointed fork on the end. He then started thrusting and swinging both of them around, going on a rampage where he beat down one incoming moldore after another.


      A swing of Megmera’s flamgan might have been more destructive, but Vance’s zorang could be used as a throwing weapon as well as a thrusting one, so it had a long range. Meanwhile, Bradar had not just two but three—no, wait, now he suddenly had two scythes, so that was four weapons he could wield all at the same time, and he had a ridiculous number of moves with them, on top of the terrifying destructive power of each weapon. How was anyone supposed to beat a creature like Bradar? Manato certainly couldn’t think of a way, at least.


      “There’s nothing for me to do, though?”


      The moldores seemed to be drawn toward Bradar, who kept on taking them out one after another. Or did it only look that way? It was possible that Bradar was rushing to wherever the most moldores were. And wherever Bradar wasn’t, there were Megmera and Vance, making short work of enemies too.


      Manato and Jako were just standing there. The moldores weren’t even getting close to them. Since he was here, he wanted to smack a moldore with his frogin. But he also felt like it would be best not to start running around when he didn’t know what he was doing. Or rather, that he shouldn’t run around in general. Manato and Jako’s safety was the others’ number one priority. Currently, none of the moldores were threatening either of them. That was ideal as far as the other three were concerned. If Manato did something unnecessary, and that caused trouble for them, he’d have felt awful about it. He couldn’t go on the attack simply because he disliked standing around.


      Manato looked at Jako, who was wearing their mask. They were probably getting ready to use their worok technique, or power, or whatever it was. But for now, it was fine for both of them to cool their heels. That was what Jako was thinking.


      “All right!” Manato nodded hard. “I’m gonna...do nothing! At least as long as nothing’s happening!”


      That made it sound like he was kind of secretly hoping something would happen, but he really wasn’t. It was rough, having to sit around doing nothing, yeah, but it would obviously be best if the situation remained as it was.


      Manato noticed he was grinding his teeth, and let out a deliberate sigh. He opened and closed his mouth as he watched Megmera and the others.


      Bradar suddenly stopped. He was up to five weapons that he’d pulled out of his hair now, but he had no enemies near him to use them on.


      Vance pulled the zorang that was pinning one moldore to an undertree free, then looked around the area.


      “Huh?!” Megmera stopped with her flamgan wound back for a swing. “They’re running! Just like that!”


      Now that she mentioned it, the moldores attacking the wall had retreated before they were completely wiped out too. Was it the same this time? Was this a withdrawal?


      “No.” Jako whispered. Manato agreed.


      It wasn’t just a vague intuition. The underground forest was still pulsing with light, and he still heard that strange eeen, eeen sound. This wasn’t over yet. He was sure of it.


      “Meg—” Manato started to call out. That was when it happened.


      There was a sound like two objects rubbing together, and it seemed unnaturally loud.


      “Wha?!” Megmera fell flat on her backside.


      “Ofoh?!” Bradar bounced up high into the air.


      “Boh?!” Vance jumped sideways with his one leg.


      All three of them had reflexively dodged something. What had they been avoiding? What were those things that were winding between the undertrees, striking at Megmera and the others?


      Were they moldores, as seemed to be the natural assumption? Their weird patchwork appearance suggested that yeah, they were. They were shaped like huge snakes, as thick as multiple Manatos strapped together. There were several of the huge snake moldores attacking, but Megmera and the others had avoided their first strike. However, the huge snake moldores simply twisted and struck again.


      “Keyahhh!”


      Megmera slammed the butt end of her flamgan on the undertree roots as she got back up, and smashed a huge snake moldore without hesitation. She was successful in knocking it away, but she threw herself off-balance in the process and fell over.


      “Rrgh?!”


      “Ruohhh!”


      Bradar was trying to get over to Megmera, but a huge snake moldore got in between them, and he had to either dodge or strike it. At some point, a huge snake moldore had also wrapped itself around Vance, trapping him. Yikes.


      This isn’t working. They’re in trouble.


      “Kh!”


      Manato came very close to racing into the action. But then the moldore fragments scattered all over started to rise up into the air, so he stopped.


      He turned to see Jako drawing back a bow. Pulling an invisible bowstring. The moldore fragments—the worok—gathered, forming an arrow.


      [Hollow arrow—worokai.]


      Jako made the motion to release the arrow before it had finished coalescing. The worokai shot off, pulling in worok and growing as it flew. Jako’s worokai didn’t just fly straight; it could change course under Jako’s control.


      The first thing the worokai did was plow through the huge snake moldore that had wrapped itself around Vance. Then it pierced the one that was about to follow up with another attack on Megmera, and showered the one blocking Bradar with painful blows.


      “Huh?! Hah! That thing’s a real crack, Jako!” Megmera laughed, brandishing her flamgan as the worokai kept on shooting through huge snake moldores. On top of that, the more damage the worokai did, the more bits of moldore—worok, in other words—there were to become part of the worokai. The arrow had already grown to a size rivaling the huge snake moldores.
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      But Manato was wondering about something.


      Jako was moving their right hand in all directions. They weren’t slow motions, nor was there any regularity to them. Clearing, they were controlling the worokai as it took out the huge snake moldores that were coming at Megmera, Vance, and Bradar, and sometimes even Manato and Jako. Manato had to assume that it was delicate work that required a lot of focus. And, though he really didn’t know, he suspected it also took stamina, and, uh, well, some sort of supernatural power too. Surely Jako couldn’t keep it up indefinitely without getting tired.


      Also, the worokai was noticeably losing speed as it grew. Or maybe it wasn’t so much slowing as it was losing its ability to make tight turns.


      “Jako?!”


      He called out, concerned. Jako raised their left hand along with their right.


      [Twin hollow arrows—worokaina.]


      The worokai instantly split into two arrows of equal size.


      Jako moved their left and right hands independently of one another. In response, the worokai each began plowing through the huge snake moldores. It was beyond incredible. Manato was shocked, obviously. The only reason he wasn’t beside himself with glee was that there was still a constant stream of huge snake moldores coming from the other side of the underground forest. They didn’t back off like the ones before had. And there was something else that stuck out to him: When the worokai smashed into the giant moldores, they were completely torn apart by the impact. Because of the worokai’s size, they didn’t just put holes in their massive targets.


      The huge snake moldores were steadily being ground down by the worokai. Chunks that were cut off of their bodies, anything up to the size of an arm, were absorbed into the worokai as worok. Anything larger than that was, well, “still alive” might not have been the right term, but it remained active, flailing around.


      But putting all that aside, Manato’s focus was on the main body. Because the huge snake moldores probably did have a main body. Why did Manato think that? Well, if the huge snake moldores were snakes, then their front ends would’ve been their heads. But where were their tails? He didn’t see any. None of the huge snake moldores had an end that looked like a tail. That probably meant that all the huge snake moldores attacking from the other side of the underground forest were connected somewhere—the main body.


      “Ahhhhh!”


      Manato had been looking around more or less on his own level up until a moment ago. He’d hardly glanced down at his feet at all, nor had he looked up. There hadn’t been a reason to. Or so he’d thought. But now he was concerned about the possibility that there might be a main body. Was it deeper in the underground forest? It was hard to see very far, though, so he kind of let his eyes wander upward to the tops of the undertrees. That was where he saw it. This writhing, unbelievably huge thing.


      There were a bunch of long objects stretching up out of the underground forest toward the ceiling, twisting and swaying as they intertwined. Were each of those strands the tail of a huge snake moldore? In that case, perhaps they weren’t separate at all, and were all one entity, with that thing being the main body he’d been looking for.


      “Seriously?!” Megmera had apparently noticed too. She looked up as she backed away. “Dammit! Hey, Vance, Bradar, we’re getting out of here! Manato! Jako! You fall back first! Get back to the baikan!”


      Manato gave her a quick reply before making his retreat, but for some reason he couldn’t tear his eyes off of that thing, and ran with his head turned to look behind him.


      “Whoa!”


      It was rising up. Not of the whole thing. It might have had hundreds of arms, but only a fraction of them had been raised. And now that it had raised them, it would no doubt swing them back down. That was his prediction, and indeed, that was exactly what happened next. Plus, they didn’t just swing down, they stretched out toward Manato and the others. Rather than come down from directly above, they were rushing in at an angle.


      Manato had a single thought: It’s over. He didn’t despair. There were no dark feelings, nor was he surprised. He simply thought this was the end. He wasn’t shocked, and yet his breathing was ragged. His arms and legs weren’t moving in unison. Everything felt disjointed.


      What about Megmera? Vance? Bradar? He felt like he was seeing them, but not really. Manato had no idea who was where, or what they were doing. What he was certain of was that not only had the thing swung its arms up and then back down, there were still huge snake moldores shooting out of the depths of the underground forest. The snakes looked very similar to those arms, and he was almost certain they were the same thing, so that meant the arms that had been reaching out from every side before were now reaching out from above as well.


      “Ah!” Jako. Oh, yeah. Jako. We’ve gotta run together.


      Manato looked for Jako, but found that they were not moving. They had turned toward the thing, and had raised their hands to about shoulder-level. They were not trying to run. Maybe they thought there was no point? Honestly, Manato suspected that it would be impossible to escape too.


      [I cannot clad myself in worok.]


      “Huh?”


      [I can clad another in worok.]


      “What?”


      Manato had no clue what that meant. He felt like a bunch of different thoughts were rushing through his head all at once. Like, why was Jako not running? Or, what was Jako saying? Or, what happened to the worokai?


      Clad another in worok? What does that mean?


      What happened next was too sudden for him to even think, Wait, could this be what it means? His vision went dark in an instant and he could hardly breathe. It wasn’t that his eyes, or mouth, or nose got plugged—it was all of them. Everything was shut. It was almost like Manato had fallen into a freezing lake right before it iced over, and the instant he had sunk into the water completely, it had frozen solid, or something. Maybe that was why Manato couldn’t move. But he obviously didn’t recall jumping into a lake, and he wasn’t cold either. He was just closed off. Had he been shut away? How? And by what?


      That was when he noticed his eyes were closed. He tried opening them, but nope. He couldn’t move his eyelids. But it was more than that. More than just his eyelids. He couldn’t move at all. Nothing. Not a single thing. His body wouldn’t do what he wanted it to.


      [Manato.]


      Jako?


      [Trust me.]


      I trust you.


      [Match your heart to mine.]


      Match our hearts? Oh, I see.


      He was breathing. He could breathe. And there was no need to open his eyes. He just had to look, and he would be able to see.


      These are... Lines. The world was composed of lines. None of the lines had any color, and yet he was able to sense their hues. Blue was blue, and red was red. But he wasn’t seeing them as blue or red.


      Manato instantly understood. This was how Jako perceived the world. This was the world as the etalihina experienced it. Manato could recognize the differences, but none of it felt wrong because he had matched his heart to Jako’s. More than that, even though he had been unable to cross senses with Jako, the two of them had attempted to do so. Manato had closed the distance between them. And that was probably, to borrow a turn of phrase from Jako, because Manato was on the border of life and death. There was a boundary inside of Manato. He was alive, and yet also dead. That way of being was close to Jako, and to the etalihina.


      [Hollow machine god—Worogareon.]


      Manato knew what Jako meant by that now. It was simple. Jako had told him themself. Manato was clad in worok. Most of it was worok that had made up the worokai. Some more worok that had been lying around had joined it. And Manato was inside it all.


      How did the worok Manato was clad in look from the outside? It wasn’t a spear, or an arrow, or a hammer, or anything like that. If he were to compare it to something, it would be a person. But not a human-sized one. Manato was inside of it, so this might be stating the obvious, but it was bigger than Manato. Much bigger. Like, ten Manatos in size. Not in terms of mass or weight. Its height and width were around ten times his.


      Worogareon was like a giant knight clad in worok armor. Jako was standing on its shoulder, or more precisely, where the right shoulder met the neck.


      “Whuhhh?!”


      Megmera stared up at Manato. Bradar’s and Vance’s golden helmets turned toward him too. Well, not so much Manato as Worogareon.


      But they don’t have time to gawk.


      [Engage.]


      Right!


      He didn’t need to ask Jako what to do. This was it. Manato wasn’t the one who moved. It was Worogareon. But he didn’t need to distinguish between them. Worogareon moved without him needing to exert a conscious effort to make it move.


      [Hollow endless blade—Worobrand.]


      Worobrand!


      Worogareon spread its arms. Blades of worok grew from each arm, then branched out. More blades split off from those branches, and they pierced, slashed, and severed all of the moldore arms attacking from the underground forest. The moldore bits cut off from the main body and rendered inactive could be used as worok by Jako. Worok was material for blades. The worobrands were growing out of Worogareon. That meant part of Worogareon was being turned into blades, and as the blades branched out and extended, Worogareon was losing the worok that composed it. However, that issue could be solved by cutting off a whole bunch of moldore arms and producing worok, which could then be used.


      What in the world were moldores? That remained unclear. Jako didn’t know either. But they were similar to worok. It might be said that when worok gathered and gained a certain something, it was able to become active as a moldore. If it lost that something, then a moldore was no different from worok.


      What was worok? With his heart synced to Jako’s, Manato knew. That which was once alive, but was now dead. Remains. Dead bodies. Corpses. Or parts of them. Worok was that which had crossed the boundary.


      Moldores were made of worok. They had possessed life in some way, and then lost it. After that, they were given a temporary life and became moldores.


      Jako’s power to control worok made them a natural enemy of moldores. There were issues with their abilities, though. For instance, if a swarm of moldores were to attack them out of nowhere, Jako wouldn’t be able to do much of anything. They were powerless without worok to control. They had to destroy moldores to produce worok, and they needed to already have worok to be able to do that.


      [Hollow merging—worodaig.]


      Worodaig!


      The blades of worok that were branching out and spreading almost infinitely were absorbed into Worogareon, and it grew from all the worok the worobrands had created. To Manato, it felt as if his own body were growing by the moment. But if he got too big, he might bang his head on the ceiling. Jako seemed to have that under control, though, making the shoulders and chest jut out, the arms thicken, and the thighs and calves become more solid. It was getting to be a lot less like Manato’s body, or any human’s body, but that didn’t really make it hard to control. Worogareon leaned forward, bending its knees.


      [Manato.]


      Yeah!


      Worogareon raced forward with its posture low. Being way taller than even the tallest undertree, it easily and mercilessly trampled them as it went, but they didn’t break. It also trampled over or knocked aside the arms, or the legs, or whatever they were—the long snakey things growing out of what seemed to be either a cluster of moldores or perhaps an extremely large moldore. Worogareon headed straight for the flowerlike formation that was clearly the root of all those long, snakelike parts, and likely their source. Worogareon had swelled to a considerable size itself, but incredibly, it was still not as large as that moldore. The mass of it was unbelievable.


      That colossal moldore spat out arms toward them, but these were nothing like the arms they had faced so far. The colossal moldore wrapped arms, arms, and more arms around them, but Worogareon did not stop. In fact, it grabbed those arms, arms, and more arms and pulled on them hard. The colossal moldore was not pulled in, though. It didn’t even budge. But by tugging on the colossal moldore’s arms, arms, and more arms, Worogareon was able to close the gap between it and the colossal moldore.


      Finally, the two touched. The colossal moldore was going to swallow up Worogareon. But just before it could do that, blades appeared out of Worogareon’s arms, legs, chest, belly, and head.


      [Worobrand.]


      Worobrand!


      Manato’s whole field of vision was filled with lines. Some were blades of worok, and others were parts of the moldore. They’d been cut off of the moldores and become worok, which had instantly turned into worok blades. Those worok blades sliced up the moldore, making more worok, which turned into even more blades that spread out like a net, dismantling the colossal moldore.


      [I cannot...]


      I know.


      They couldn’t keep this up forever. Manato hadn’t overlooked that fact. He’d known.


      The collapse wasn’t a gradual thing. It happened very suddenly. Worogareon, the blades of worok, and everything else turned into just ordinary worok. Manato no longer saw them as countless lines, but as shapes and colors. To put it simply, they were the dead bodies of all sorts of living things, or fragments of them. Manato had been cast into a crucible of what had once been bone and flesh and skin and organs. Jako had used up all of their power. That was how things had ended up like this. Manato understood the cause and effect, but that didn’t mean he knew how to remedy the problem.


      “Oagh, gah, kwugh...”


      He was violently jostled by worok as he fell. He tried clinging to a larger bit, but it was more out of desperation than because he believed it would do anything. Another piece of worok quickly bashed him against the one he was holding, and couldn’t cling onto it anymore. He worried about Jako. He wanted to call their name, but he could barely hear his own voice, and though he didn’t feel any sudden impact from landing, he was still being buried alive in the worok.


      This wasn’t like being clad in the worok. Instead, it was crushing Manato from all directions. It was a wonder that he hadn’t died yet, but it was only a matter of time.


      [Manato.]


      If Jako’s voice hadn’t echoed inside his head, Manato would soon have lost consciousness. This is no time to die, he thought, reinvigorated by the voice. Manato had assumed that Jako had used up all of their power, and must have passed out. Or that maybe Jako had already perished the moment Worogareon fell apart. But neither of those things had happened.


      Jako.


      Manato tried calling out to Jako. His chest and throat were compressed, and his mouth was almost completely blocked, so he couldn’t use his voice. But if he called out like this, Jako would answer.


      If Jako was in any state to move, they would surely find him. Manato fully believed that. That was why he had to live on, even if it was through nothing but sheer stubbornness, until Jako found him. He never assumed that it wouldn’t be a problem if he died. Manato might have died once before, which would make him alive, but also dead. However, there was still a boundary inside of Manato. That was why he didn’t let himself think it might, theoretically, be fine. This time, he might die for real. The next time he died, he might not be able to come back.


      Jako. I’m alive. Find me. I’m here, alive.


      It wasn’t Jako who pulled him out. It was the worok. The worok pushed Manato out of the mound of worok. And from there he rolled down the worok slope to Jako, who had taken off their mask and were sitting on their knees atop a pile of worok.


      “You hurt?” Manato asked, his voice strained.


      Jako’s silver hair swayed. They must have shaken their head. They looked a bit haggard. Their left and right eyes were barely open, and the eye on their forehead was already closed. Jako fell toward him.


      “Whoa!”


      Manato hurriedly got up and caught Jako in his arms, but he couldn’t hold them up, so the two fell to the ground together in a tangle of limbs.


      He landed face up. But then, his eyes fell upon something floating above his head, which had been out of his line of sight. It was a spherical object of a color somewhere between gold and silver. And there was more. Someone was sitting on top of it.


      Someone.


      She was wearing black clothes. Her hemline was awfully short, and her black boots were very long. Her hair was black too.


      “Oh-hoh,” she said, speaking in a language Manato understood. “A human.”


      She’d beat him to the punch. He’d been thinking the same thing.


      That’s a human, isn’t it?

    

  

  
    [image: insert7]
  

  
    
      23. Him and Her


      “Eagh. It just keeps getting crazier and crazier, huh? Though it’s a bit late to be saying that.”


      Finding gaps in the corpse meat, bones, and other assorted remains of once living creatures that threatened to completely fill the space between the undertrees and cutting his way through, or pushing them out of the way with his arms and legs, he made a space just barely wide enough to let him advance a little farther. This was a familiar task to him, and he’d long since grown used to it, but it was by no means pleasant.


      “It’s always like this. But there’s nothing to be done about it. I can’t leave her alone, after all.”


      These remains would normally have been dead, not living, but due to a certain power, they were not dead. Or, not fully dead might have been a more accurate way to put it.


      It wasn’t that they couldn’t die, but that they weren’t alive at all, so to these undead, death had a different meaning from the cessation of life functions. If the appropriate power was applied, they could reactivate even if their form changed slightly, so it could be said that they never died.


      “I’m one of them. I know that. But I just can’t see it that way when it comes to these guys.”


      He couldn’t destroy the undertrees, so even when he got the undead out of his way and pushed his body into the gaps he created, the branches and trunks of the undertrees would still block his way. That happened constantly.


      Moving one meter forward could take an hour or two, but he did not look back on his efforts with weary or sorrowful eyes. There was no need. Even if advancing one meter took him ten days, or he only made it ten meters in a year, he would still eventually reach his goal. However, it was extremely difficult. Of all the experiences he’d ever had, it was no exaggeration to say that this was the most mentally painful ordeal.


      “Maybe I should give up.”


      He frequently considered turning back.


      “But still...”


      The undead who were trying to destroy the undertrees, or failing that, to push them aside by force, were all loyal and diligent, without exception. The path he’d cleared to get here was already closing up. Or perhaps it was sealed already. If he turned back, it would take as much effort to clear a path back through the undead as it had taken him to get here. That being the case, it was better to move forward than to withdraw.


      “I can’t leave her alone forever.”


      How far had he progressed? He tried not to think about such things. It was best not to think about the trip back either. He needed to think as little as possible. That was the trick: just keep pushing onward until he arrived at his destination.


      Then he came to an area with barely any undertrees in it. It was almost all undead. But rather than being a space that simply happened to be full of undead, the truth was that the undead were pushing the undertrees apart.


      This place was full of undead, but the undead here were different. They devoured one another, merging together into a dense mass that was gradually invading this core area of the underground forest located right beneath the Shadow Forest.


      Now that he’d run into this dense mass of undead, he could progress no further. He placed his hand on the dense mass that was harder than steel, and he called her name.


      “Merry-san.”


      There was no point in calling out to the king. The king no longer responded to him, so he called out to her instead.


      “I’m here, Merry-san.”


      This always takes a while too, he noted to himself before quickly dismissing the thought.


      “Merry-san...”


      He called her name again. And he would continue to do so as many times as it took. He’d keep calling out until his voice reached her.


      Suddenly, he felt something in the hand he’d placed on the dense mass of undead. But he wouldn’t assume it was her until he had confirmation.


      “Merry-san.”


      He didn’t want false hope. He would never stop saying her name, no matter how many times it took.


      “Merry-san.”


      Kuzaku.


      He didn’t hear her voice. He felt it as a vibration in his hand.


      “Merry-san. It’s been a while. I’m glad.”


      Why did you come?


      “Why? Because you and me are tight, Merry-san. Oh, but don’t take that in a weird way.”


      What about Setora?


      “Oh. Setora-san has her own plans. She’s off doing something, but she didn’t say what. Maybe she thinks there isn’t any point in telling me.”


      I see.


      “What about the king?”


      He hasn’t given up.


      “Oh, I see... Well, I guess I could’ve figured that out for myself, though. I mean, just looking at the state of things here.”


      There’s no need for you to stay with me.


      “Don’t say that.”


      Don’t come here anymore.


      “I can’t do that. I can’t leave you alone.”


      He...


      “Yeah... I know. I’ll head back now.”


      Kuzaku.


      “It’s fine. I’ll come again.”


      I...


      “I’m sure someday the king will find the dragon. And until he does, I’ll make sure you aren’t alone for too long, Merry-san. I’ll come to see you again and again. So...”


      Suddenly, the dense mass of undead started pushing him out with too much force for him to ever resist. He was carried away on a river of the undead, until eventually his body struck an undertree branch or trunk. From here, he’d have to search for a route out of the core of the underground forest, cutting his way through as he went. He didn’t want to think this, and he knew he shouldn’t, but he did: He was completely fed up.


      “But still, I can’t just leave her alone.”

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      Recently, I experienced what was a turning point for me. I don’t think it has much to do with December 2024 being twenty years since I started working as a writer, but I started thinking a lot about how “I need to change things, I want to change, I’m going to change, I have to change.” This manuscript was written in the middle of that period. In fact, because this volume had so many new and different developments, Grimgar may have been one of the catalysts of those thoughts.


      I want to keep on writing forever. It’s the only thing I can do. But just writing isn’t enough, and I can’t go on writing the same thing over and over, but at the same time, even if I tried my hand at writing something other than what I want to write, and what I’m capable of writing, that wouldn’t result in a book that was any good, and I couldn’t let all of you read something like that. So, how should I go about my writing? That was the sort of thing I’ve been thinking about as I’ve been writing for the past little while, and for now, I suspect that I will keep thinking about that stuff in the future.


      And that’s how you get a volume of Grimgar like this one.


      But that’s the kind of writer I started out as, and I feel like I’ve been struggling all along, so this is fine, or at least, it’s the only way things can be.


      You may have realized this by now, but I am desperately trying to stretch out the page count here. When manufacturing books, if a manuscript is a certain number of pages, the afterword needs to be a specific number of pages long. This time, I was asked to write three pages, and “Wow, that’s a lot” is my honest thought about that. I can write as much as I want, as long as it’s fiction, but when it comes to writing an afterword, I honestly don’t know what to say.


      I tried asking my editor. “So, I have nothing to write in the afterword. What should I do?” I said. I was told we could fill the space with ads for the company’s other books, but that didn’t feel right to me either. I mean, not that I’d mind.


      After that, my editor suggested, “Since Jako shows up this time, why not write about that character?” I thought I might do that, but it’s hard to talk about a novel outside of the novel. Well, in my case, it is. Other people may feel differently. I don’t know. It just feels like it’s breaking the rules a bit. Like, if you want to say something in a novel, say it in the novel. If I go talking like, “Well, actually, this is how it is,” I think that’d be doing it wrong. Or maybe not. What do you think? Well, I suppose different people will have different opinions. Because there are so many different ways of thinking. And I don’t think any of them are necessarily right or wrong. Ultimately, this is also nothing more than me eating up space.


      Jako was a character I’ve had in my head for quite a while, and I didn’t know if they would appear in Grimgar or not, but they just sort of showed up.


      Well, fortunately—is it really fortunately?—Grimgar is a place where many worlds seem to cross, so it wasn’t that unnatural for Jako to appear. They could have become the protagonist of a different story, though. There was a lot of honing, a lot of maturation involved before they finally saw the light of day, so this is kinda emotional for me. Or, no, maybe not so much. Who can say? When I decided to let them out, I thought, “So this is where you’re going to show up, huh?”


      As I said earlier, they could have appeared in a different story, but if that had happened, I doubt I’d have been able to have Shirai-san draw them, so they would’ve ended up looking fairly different, at the very least. I think it’s good for Jako that Shirai-san was the one to draw them. I mean, Shirai-san tends to care deeply for the characters they’ve drawn. I tend to start doing things to mine pretty quickly, though. I hope that everyone will take a liking to them.


      And on that note, I’d like to offer my heartfelt thanks to my editor Kawaguchi-san, to Shirai Eiri-san, to the designers at KOMEWORKS, and to everyone else involved in the production and sale of this novel, as well as to all of you out there who are now reading it, whether it’s on paper or digitally. And with that, I lay down my pen for today. I hope that we meet again.


      Ao Jyumonji
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