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  Chapter 1: The Things Left Behind


  

  Half-submerged in a hazy doze, I drifted there as though laid inside a cradle, my thoughts dissolving into a slow, indistinct blur.


  I couldn’t move. My body felt heavy and distant, as if I were submerged beneath the water’s surface.


  Ah… this is a dream.


  Even that sluggish, half-broken way my mind was working felt like proof of it. I knew my consciousness was inside a dream, yet I could do nothing. The outline of my body was vague, unstable. Trapped in fierce hunger and suffocating discomfort, I endured what felt like an eternity without doing anything at all.


  How much time passed before something shaped like a young girl reached down and took my hand?


  “Come fall with me.”


  When I tried to think about her, I felt like I had forgotten something crucial, but I couldn’t remember what it was.


  Then, when I questioned myself again, I realized I couldn’t even remember my own name. Or how old I was, either.


  It was obviously wrong, terrifyingly wrong, and yet no real sense of danger came. Maybe that was because the girl stayed beside me like a guardian angel, never leaving. Day and night, she remained at my side, as though she had no intention of taking even a single step away.


  I tried to move my fingertips, wanting to learn something, anything, about her. The instant I did, her outline trembled. Noise tore through the world that held only the cradle and the girl, and the dream began to collapse.


  White rubble rained down from the vault of the heavens. It struck the ground in avalanches, kicking up clouds of dust-like particles as the debris piled higher and higher. I had no idea what was happening. Even then, the girl told me nothing concrete. She only repeated the same phrase, like a line rehearsed too many times.


  “Come fall with me.”


  Boulders crashed down around the cradle, and shards flew through the air. I couldn’t move or even attempt to dodge, so I was forced to watch closely as a razor-sharp fragment shot into my left hand.


  I couldn’t even scream; I could only stare as everything beyond the second joint of my left ring finger was blown away.


  And while the world continued to cave in around me, something like a sense of duty, similar to an urge with the weight of a mission, began to rise from deep inside my heart.


  There are those hunting you.


  The Aros Temple Cult. The Kenneth Orthodoxy. Every one of them is your enemy.


  Run. Survive.


  The first time I managed to recall actual names, I nearly wept with relief. But before I could savor it, the girl wrapped herself around my arm. Warmth brushed my cheek. Had she kissed me?


  I didn’t even get a chance to start putting it together. The dream just faded into mist, slipping away before I could say anything to her. My consciousness sealed itself off.


  Reset.


  The conversation I’d had with the girl would probably vanish, too. Be swallowed up with everything else.


  Then the hour of waking arrived.


  “…”


  When I opened my eyes, I found myself gazing at an unfamiliar ceiling. It had the rough texture of wood grain and a tiny spiderweb in the corner. As my foggy awareness gradually cleared, I noticed a raspy sound escaping from my throat.


  “Ah.”


  Pain scraped through the back of my throat, like a scab being torn loose. I coughed and spat up a little blood. My limbs were so numb and sluggish that, for a moment, I thought my entire body had fused with the bed.


  After a while, sensation began to return. Bit by bit, I regained enough strength to sit up. I glanced down at my hands and noticed that my left ring finger was missing a piece.


  A foul, malice-like residue appeared to cling to the severed spot, prompting me to instinctively look away.


  “Where is this? Wat’s going on…?”


  Why had I awakened in a bed I didn’t recognize? Why was my body gaunt and covered in wounds? Where was I? What was my name? My age?


  The foundations of every fact about me had been scooped cleanly out, leaving only a hollow void behind. Even the precious memories of the person I had once spent my life with had been erased, and now nothing remained.


  Who?


  Who was that?


  The only things I remember are the Aros Temple Cult and whatever this Kenneth Orthodoxy is. Why do I know those names?


  After opening and closing my hands a few times, I dragged myself out of bed. There had to be someone here, the owner of this place, at least.


  More than anything, I needed answers. I tried to lower my legs from the bed, but there was no strength in them at all.


  I pitched forward and crashed onto the floor.


  Something was terribly wrong with the sensation in my body. My muscles were so stiff and tightly knotted that it felt as though I’d been asleep for months.


  No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t stand upright. In the end, I crawled forward inch by inch, dragging myself through the house. By the time I made it from the hallway into the main room, I’d grasped the rough scale of the place. It seemed to be a small wooden house.


  Outside the window, the world was dyed orange.


  For a moment, I thought I heard something dangerous out there. Shouting. Screaming.


  “What was that?”


  No, it wasn’t my imagination. A real scream pierced the air from outside, shaking my eardrums. It was the cry of someone in the throes of death.


  My heart lurched. In the next instant, strength surged through my entire body.


  Before I knew it, I had thrown myself outside.


  The moment I shoved the door open and tumbled out, I saw men armed with spears and swords running in a single direction.


  The Kenneth Orthodoxy and the Aros Temple Cult are my enemies. That obsessive certainty welled up inside me again. But this wasn’t the time to dwell on that. Grabbing a spear that had fallen near my feet and using it as a walking stick, I hurried after them.


  The girl lodged deep inside my heart spoke to me.


  That way is dangerous as you are now—


  Her emotions bled into me, layering themselves over my own until a vague, half-formed sense of danger swelled sharper.


  Danger?


  I didn’t even understand what was happening here.


  Who was the enemy, and who was an ally? Who were the people running into the forest? What was I?


  That was exactly why I had to keep moving.


  The center of the commotion lay in the forest, already swallowed by gathering dusk. I slipped past the women bracing long spears before a wooden palisade and headed toward the source of the noise.


  Someone may have tried to stop me, but I shook off the voice and plunged into the undergrowth.


  As twilight fell, the forest quietly slipped into the night ahead of everything else around it. I pushed my way through the branches and brush, heading toward a flickering light that danced like a lantern swaying in the darkness.


  Amid the rubbing of branches, a furious shout broke out. Soon after, another sound followed—a sharp burst, reminiscent of water exploding.


  As soon as I pushed through the brush, something lukewarm splashed across my face.


  A shudder raced through my entire body. The liquid was almost the same temperature as my skin, warm enough to blend into it. A metallic taste seeped through the slight gap in my lips. The moment I realized what it was, I understood, whether I wanted to or not, what was happening in this forest.


  In the darkness, one of the lights floating like a will-o’-the-wisp abruptly vanished.


  At the same moment, someone screamed.


  There was no doubt about it. The people from that village were being attacked by something, slaughtered in the dark.


  I turned half-sideways and slowly leveled my spear with my left hand forward.


  For some reason, my body felt strangely calm as the spearpoint steadied in place.


  It felt as if I was observing someone else. Somehow, I looked like I knew exactly what I was doing. My mind was in chaos, yet my body moved seamlessly, as if it belonged to a different person entirely.


  Then, a massive shadow appeared right in front of me.


  It was a black monstrosity on four legs: roughly three meters long, perhaps one and a half meters tall.


  Unlike any animal, it wore a shape twisted far away from anything that could be called natural evolution. Its fur moved in wave-like patterns, giving the impression that each strand was alive. It seemed to have at least five pairs of eyes. In fact, its form constantly shifted so smoothly that it seemed to change shape in real time.


  “Hey, you! Move!” someone shouted.


  I was still frozen in shock before the grotesque creature when I heard the voice. Instinct took over; strength surged into my legs, and I threw myself sideways.


  The force of it caught even me off guard. My body flew farther and faster than I thought possible, only stopping when I slammed into the trunk of a tree.


  I snapped my head back toward where I’d been standing.


  The monster was lashing out with a bent forelimb. Some kind of liquid dripped from its black outline, and the whole thing looked as though it were breathing with every inch of its body.


  “Who the hell is that?!”


  “I think that’s the one who was unconscious for half a year at Makena-san’s house!”


  I could see some human figures near the light, even though I had no light of my own. Right now, killing the monster was my top priority. No matter what else was happening, I had to avoid turning this into a fight between humans.


  I angled my body away from the glow and teased the creature with the tip of my spear, coaxing it forward.


  Why do I know how to fight?


  Still reeling with confusion, I watched the monster react to my movement and charge straight at me.


  I could tell. No matter how my opponent intended to move, no matter what it was about to do, I understood it instinctively.


  And I knew, just as instinctively, exactly how to kill it with this spear.


  A brush was all it would take. Use the weight of the shaft. Lean in just a little. Skim five centimeters deep through the neck, and—


  Wait, wouldn’t that be how to kill a human?


  Then again, fair point. For this monster, taking the head off would be better.


  Using the faint light to judge the distance, I faced the black beast as it rushed in and thrust the spear out with casual precision.


  The tip drove through in a single instant, piercing up from beneath its jaw and through the back of its neck.


  Not dead yet.


  I clamped its neck between my legs, used the embedded spearpoint as leverage, and twisted.


  The monster’s head tore free.


  “Huh?!”


  “What the hell just happened?!”


  The ground trembled as the huge creature fell. It was weaker than I thought, not particularly quick. Was that all it had? Just size and a menacing face?


  When I listened closely, I realized there were others. More monsters, beyond the one I’d just killed.


  I started moving across the ground toward the sounds, slaughtering a second creature, then a third. And as I fought, I became aware of a strange impulse swelling up inside me.


  Kill more.


  Kill every living thing.


  I didn’t know whether that voice belonged to the girl or to my true self, but I obeyed it anyway.


  By the time I came back to myself, the forest floor was carpeted in black fluid and monster corpses.


  I had surrendered myself to bloodlust, yet by some miracle, I hadn’t killed a single person. That alone told me how far gone I’d been in the middle of the fight.


  Barely managing to remain upright with the spear as support, I looked up to see men approaching in a loose circle around me, holding pine torches aloft and stopping at a cautious distance.


  I was too exhausted to find elegant words.


  “I’m sorry, but could someone explain the situation to me?”


  First, I needed to determine whether the men surrounding me were enemies or not.


  After all, the Kenneth Orthodoxy and the Aros Temple Cult were supposed to be my enemies.


  And so, trapped in the extreme uncertainty of amnesia, not even knowing who I should fear, I was escorted back to the village by a ring of armed men.


  If everyone in this village turned out to be my enemy… then, if this body were fully recovered, wouldn’t I be able to slaughter every last one of them?


  That naive notion was blown apart almost immediately.


  A few of the men, likely the ones in leadership positions, were clearly formidable. Even more than that. If I fought them now, I probably wouldn’t win even in perfect condition. It was a troubling realization. Still, there was something I’d overheard during the battle that bothered me, so I decided to keep my killing intent buried for the time being.


  The men around me kept repeating one particular name whenever they spoke.


  Makena.


  The person who had apparently kept an unconscious stranger in their home for half a year.


  I owed them my thanks before anything else. Deciding whether they were friend or foe could come after that.


  “May I ask something?” I asked.


  “What is it?” the gaunt man named Yuri answered. He looked highly skilled, dangerous even. “Wait. Before you ask anything else… What should we call you?”


  “Ah… I was actually going to mention that first… The truth is, I can’t remember anything,” I replied.


  “I see. So you’ve lost your memory.” Yuri exchanged a troubled glance with the man beside him and muttered, “That’s hardly surprising. Waking up at all after suffering such a severe head injury is nothing short of a miracle.”


  “Even so, when did you regain consciousness?”


  “A few hours ago, I think.”


  “The fact that you can move this much right after waking is abnormal. Well, it’s thanks to that abnormality that our lives were saved, but…”


  By then, we had arrived in front of a certain house, the same one where I had awakened.


  Right on cue, footsteps sounded from just inside the front door. The owner must have returned while I was outside, crossing paths with me just after I’d rushed out.


  The figure who emerged from beyond the door was a brown-haired woman. At a glance, she looked to be somewhere in her thirties or forties.


  “Makena-san, we’ve returned,” Yuri called.


  “Yuri-kun. That boy…” Makena began.


  “He’s right here.”


  Feeling as though I’d been summoned, I stepped forward.


  “You… You were alive,” Makena breathed.


  “Are you Makena-san, the one who took care of me while I lay unconscious for half a year?” I asked.


  “That would be me. Though I’ve got to say, I’m shocked to see you looking so lively.”


  I glanced down at myself. My clothes were in tatters from catching on branches and soaked in black fluid. Beneath my loosened bandages, ugly scars showed through, and my left ring finger was still missing a piece.


  What part of this looks lively? Well, whatever.


  “First, thank you for saving me,” I said. “But my memory is hazy. I don’t even know my own name.”


  Makena cast a look past me toward Yuri. Without a word, he nodded.


  “It seems to be true,” Yuri said quietly.


  “Oh…” Makena pressed a hand to her head, a deep crease forming between her brows.


  Well, naturally. The man she’d spent half a year caring for had finally opened his eyes, only to turn out to have amnesia. It was hard to imagine a worse outcome.


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  “No, don’t apologize,” Makena replied at once. “Though I really don’t know what we’re supposed to do now.”


  “For the time being, could you tell me about that black monster? If I hear more about it, maybe something will come back to me.”


  “That makes sense,” Yuri said. “Makena-san, please gather the village representatives. I think we need to sort out the situation again from the beginning.”


  “All right,” Makena agreed. “Miguel, go call everyone. We’ll wait in the square.”


  Behind Yuri stood a powerfully built man named Miguel. Shifting the mace on his shoulder, he headed toward the center of the village.


  Like Yuri, that man was no ordinary villager. It was only my own impression, but he seemed to possess the same sharp edge and quiet breadth one might find in someone who had once made a livelihood of battle.


  We waited in the church. Soon after, Miguel came back with five men and women in tow.


  Yuri and Makena then shared all they knew: where I had been found, the circumstances surrounding it, the nature of the black monsters, and the current state of the village.


  Half a year ago, Makena had found me collapsed by a mountain stream and carried me back to her home, where she’d given me emergency treatment. The wound to my head had been severe, and my right arm had suffered terrible burns, so they had assumed I’d been attacked either by heretics or by a magical beast.


  “Heretics,” apparently, was what they called members of the Aros Temple Cult. Since they stood opposed to the Kenneth Orthodoxy as a “wicked” faith, that was the label given to them.


  According to the girl in my mind, both the heretics and the followers of the Kenneth Orthodoxy were enemies pursuing me. But I couldn’t fully trust her words. Makena herself was one of the Kenneth faithful, and she was also the benefactor who had cared for me for half a year.


  As for the black monsters I had killed, they were apparently known as magical beasts. They were considered a completely separate category from ordinary animals, and unlike animals, magical beasts did not reproduce. Sometimes they were simply referred to as monsters. Some took insect-like forms, while others resembled beasts. The ones that had attacked Yoyam Village this time were quadrupeds. According to the villagers, the attacks had been increasing in frequency over the past few weeks.


  “We’ve had to deal with magical beasts before,” Makena said, her expression darkening, “but these recent attacks feel different.”


  “Different how?” I asked.


  “Even if magical beasts move in groups, I’ve never heard of them gathering and acting in numbers of several dozen,” she replied. “I once read materials about them in the Holy Capital’s library, and those texts said they had low intelligence and little sense of social behavior. But these ones… exhibit behaviors that don’t match those descriptions. Ah, sorry. I’m rambling.”


  There were parts of that explanation I still didn’t fully understand.


  Even so, one thing seemed clear enough: recently, Yoyam Village had been under threat from both heretics and magical beasts, and the villagers were wearing down under the strain.


  Today’s attack had claimed lives.


  Two men were dead.


  Yoyam Village had a population of only around forty to begin with, so every loss cut deep. If the number of people able to fight kept shrinking, things would only get worse.


  A grim understanding settled over the church.


  At this rate, we won’t last.


  A single magical beast was terrifying enough on its own. The fact that they were now attacking in packs made the situation far worse. Honestly, I began to think the true absurdity was that anyone could fight creatures of such size at all. Yoyam Village had lasted this long only because its residents were stronger than most villagers could normally be.


  “So,” Yuri said at last, “that’s the situation as it stands. Have you remembered anything?”


  “No,” I replied. “Nothing.”


  “I thought as much.”


  “Then could you at least give me a name?” I asked. “It’s awkward, isn’t it? Calling me ‘you’ all the time.”


  “Then, let’s go with Larry,” Makena said at once.


  “Any reason for it?” I asked.


  “None at all,” she replied.


  And just like that, I acquired the temporary name, Larry.


  With Makena supporting my weight, I was helped over to a sofa. Once she stripped off the thin clothes I’d been wearing, an unnatural scar came into view: a single line running straight from below my Adam’s apple all the way down past my navel.


  Makena barely reacted.


  “Oh dear, this wound’s opened up again,” she murmured, as casually as if she were commenting on torn fabric, and began applying medicine to the scar.


  What the hell is this? I wondered. Was I some kind of human test subject?


  That massive scar wasn’t the only one. My body was marked all over with injuries like that, and the half-missing ring finger on my left hand only made the theory feel more plausible.


  So, to sum up the situation:


  Half a year ago, I was gravely injured in an attack by either heretics or a magical beast. Makena found me, took me in, and brought me to Yoyam Village.


  Two weeks before I woke up, packs of magical beasts began appearing near the village.


  Then today, I regained consciousness with my memories gone and, acting on pure instinct, managed to play a part in exterminating the beasts.


  That was the situation, as far as I could tell.


  While Makena was applying the medicine, I had nothing to do but look around. My gaze drifted back to her… and then lingered.


  She wore a ring that looked very much like a wedding band, yet there was no sign of any family in the house. More than that, if she’d spent half a year looking after me, then surely I must have caused trouble for the people she lived with.


  Perhaps she sensed the shift in my expression. As she rewrapped the bandages around me, she spoke in a quiet voice.


  “I had a husband and a son, too.”


  “Had?”


  “Yes,” she said. “If my son were still alive, he would be around your age now… but a few years back, he disappeared along with my husband. I think heretics attacked them. My son’s name was Steve, and… he was a clever boy.”


  Steve.


  The name struck something in me. It sounded familiar, as if I’d heard it somewhere before.


  A sharp ache suddenly bloomed in my head. The girl’s voice echoed through my mind, coaxing me.


  Want me to tell you?


  I shook it off.


  “When he was little, he loved going up into the mountains to gather medicinal herbs,” Makena went on. “He used to imitate me all the time and say, ‘It’s medicineee,’ then try to make me drink whatever concoction he’d mixed together.”


  “I’m sorry,” I said.


  “It’s fine. I’m sure I’d have told you about him eventually anyway.”


  By the time she finished, my upper body had been wrapped so thoroughly in bandages that I looked practically mummified. Then, with a bright, “There, all done!” Makena smacked me on the shoulder.


  The pain was immediate and blinding.


  “Ow! That hurts!” I yelped.


  “You’re staying in bed for a while,” Makena said firmly. “At least three days.”


  I felt a mix of gratitude and confusion.


  Makena was probably, at heart, an unfailingly good person.


  And yet, my gratitude toward her was overshadowed by an obsessive conviction that kept surfacing within me, unsettling my chest: The Kenneth Orthodoxy is your enemy.


  I had to escape from both the Kenneth Orthodoxy and the Aros Temple Cult.


  But Makena belonged to the Kenneth Orthodoxy. Yuri, Miguel, the rest of the villagers… They too. Even the church I was in had to belong to the same faith.


  Already, a contradiction had opened up between the reality in front of me and the feelings churning inside me.


  I don’t want to repay kindness with betrayal. As long as they let me stay in this village, I’ll do everything I can to be useful.


  First, I had to heal. Then I would help drive the magical beasts away from Yoyam Village.


  I could take my time recovering my memories after that.


  Once we had finished going over the current situation and I had finally calmed down a little, Miguel took a seat in front of me.


  Just as I had suspected, he had once served as a soldier of the Kenneth Orthodoxy. The village watch of Yoyam Village was probably built around him.


  “Still, kid, you were damn strong,” Miguel said, eyeing me with frank admiration. “You woke up and immediately put down six magical beasts. Were you some famous soldier before this?”


  “Was I…?” I murmured.


  I reached up and touched the scar etched across my forehead. It was swollen and uneven beneath my fingers, like an ugly welt left by a bite.


  This injury was probably why my memories were gone.


  What a pain.


  And yet, despite how suspicious my circumstances were, the people of Yoyam Village didn’t seem to look on me badly. Killing several magical beasts had clearly worked in my favor.


  They were beginning to accept me.


  There was pity mixed in with it, yes, but for now, I needed to value this fragile connection. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t survive in this world.


  After sorting through everything, I made a quiet vow to myself.


  ※※※


  


  The next day, with Makena’s help, I was brought before the villagers to introduce myself properly and begin making myself useful to Yoyam Village.


  About forty people had gathered in the square, where an unusual monument stood, possibly representing the Kenneth Orthodoxy. Out of these, fewer than half seemed ready to fight, a total of thirteen individuals.


  It was a small group, including several grown men. They carried bows and spears, and they had the eyes of people who knew battle.


  This tension in the air before a fight… Somehow, it feels familiar.


  Yoyam Village’s most urgent problem was simple: the magical beast attacks. And if I was going to help deal with that, then I needed to build at least a minimum level of trust with the villagers first.


  After introducing myself under the name Larry—though “introducing myself” mostly amounted to admitting I had amnesia—I told the villagers that I wanted to help exterminate the magical beasts for the sake of the people who had saved me.


  I revealed everything to them. That I had forgotten my entire past, that my body bore unnatural scars, that, although my mind retained no memories, my body still knew how to fight. I also expressed my desire to join the hunt, even though I knew they didn’t fully trust me.


  Right now, I had nothing, so I committed myself to it with all my determination.


  Maybe that sincerity got through, because the response was broadly favorable.


  That said, when I stripped to the waist and showed them the scarred state of my body, the villagers definitely began to murmur.


  It was a performance, in part. A display of total transparency to prove that I had nothing to hide. By exposing the ugliest parts of myself, I hoped to seize control of the mood and force them, in a sense, to accept me.


  Of course, I doubted that convinced everyone. As for the ones it didn’t, I would just have to speak with them one by one.


  Though, in truth, perhaps the scars frightened them, because not a single villager tried to approach me afterward.


  When I returned to Makena’s house, my temporary lodging, she was genuinely pleased that the villagers had begun to accept me.


  I intended to remain in the village until the immediate crisis was resolved, so her warmth left me feeling faintly awkward.


  I passed the cupboard lined with jars of medicinal herbs and preserved mushrooms, then sat down on the sofa in the living room. And once again, the day became an endless barrage of questions about this world.


  Whenever I was at the house, I spent the time building up knowledge, anything that might help restore the memories I had lost.


  Among the things I had learned recently, a few details stood out.


  First, among the followers of the Kenneth Orthodoxy, there existed the Seven Executives, and the country itself was ruled by those seven, each of whom had supposedly been granted the power of magic. It was hard to imagine, but apparently, every one of them possessed enough power to start a war single-handedly.


  Second, the Aros Temple Cult also had its own Seven Executives, but their identities were shrouded in secrecy.


  The reason no one had managed to find the heretics’ base, apparently, was because of the magic wielded by one of the Aros Temple Cult’s executives. That was what kept the extermination of the heretics from making any real progress.


  Magic.


  What kind of power was it, exactly? I wanted to see it for myself at least once.


  Since Miguel had once served as a soldier of the Orthodoxy, he had apparently witnessed the magic of one of the executives firsthand. I had asked him about it the day before.


  His answer had been blunt.


  “Even if heaven and earth were turned upside down, you still couldn’t win. It is a sacred power granted by the Lord himself. Simply being allowed to witness it was the greatest honor of my life. There seems to be some kind of logic or order behind it, but I couldn’t make heads or tails of it.”


  “Could they really cause some kind of natural catastrophe or something?” I had asked, half joking.


  Miguel had turned to face me fully, then gave a solemn nod.


  “Those people probably could,” he had replied in a low, weighty voice, staring straight into my eyes.


  The awe in his gaze had burned itself into my mind.


  Miguel was strong. During the recent magical beast assault, he had reportedly killed nineteen of them with nothing but a mace.


  I had managed around ten at most.


  Part of that difference probably came from his experience as a former soldier, but even so, he was on another level entirely. He was so broad and heavily built that it felt as though most problems in life could probably be solved by the force of his arms alone.


  And yet he was the one who declared, without hesitation, that he could never defeat those fourteen magic users.


  My understanding of this world was still narrow. Even so, “Even if heaven and earth were turned upside down, you still couldn’t win” sounded impossible.


  There was also something else, something no one had explicitly told me, but that I had started to sense gradually. The people of Yoyam Village were unnaturally hard to break.


  A horde of magical beasts had come pouring down on them without end. Villagers had died. And still they refused to collapse. If anything, they remained defiant, clinging fiercely to reality and pushing on.


  It was a strange group.


  “We still have a few more days before help from the Orthodoxy soldiers arrives,” someone said.


  “Look at it the other way,” Makena replied. “In just a few more days, this will be over. Let’s try to stay positive.”


  Some of the villagers had already set out for the nearby town of Sater to request reinforcements from the Orthodoxy army.


  Traversing the forest and following the mountain stream took an enormous amount of time. Under normal circumstances, it apparently took four days to reach the city from these deep woods, yet the separate party that had gone for help was expected to make the trip in just two.


  Even in terms of sheer stamina, that was hard to call anything but abnormal.


  As I spent more time outside the house, getting to know the villagers, I found myself interacting with the children as well.


  Maybe they were especially sensitive to strangers or unfamiliar things, because the moment they spotted me walking around, they swarmed me and peppered me with questions. I’d only just explained myself the other day, but perhaps they hadn’t heard it then because they’d been kept indoors.


  “Mister, where did you come from?”


  “I don’t know,” I answered. “Somewhere in the forest, maybe.”


  “The forest?” one child said. “Mister, are you an elf?”


  “What’s an elf?”


  “Huh? You don’t know?”


  “I don’t.”


  “That’s weird!”


  “They’re people with ears this big!”


  “And they can live for a thousand years!”


  The children seemed eager to teach, so they happily explained the world as they saw it. In its own way, it was a valuable perspective, and I accepted the knowledge gratefully. Children, though, were often sharper than adults at sensing when something was off, and even so, they treated me with simple kindness despite the obvious shadows hanging over me.


  While we were at it, they started swinging sticks around and pretending to be swordsmen.


  I picked up a stick of my own and played along, and even in a children’s game, the clash of wood against wood stirred a strange exhilaration in me. It felt very much like the instinctive familiarity I’d known while fighting the magical beasts.


  Unless I was flattering myself, perhaps I had been a swordsman before I lost my memory.


  That would at least explain the countless scars covering my body. However, it still did nothing to explain the single line running down the center of my torso, or the missing section of my left ring finger.


  “It’s almost prayer time!” one of the children shouted.


  “Let’s go, let’s go!” the others cried.


  Just before noon, the children tossed aside their wooden sticks and ran for the little church. Kneeling among the adults, Makena included, they fell silent, their lips sealed tight. The noisy commotion from only moments ago vanished as though it had never existed.


  I copied them as best I could, mimicking the motions. Apparently, this was a Kenneth Orthodoxy prayer. I didn’t know the proper form, so I was only imitating the posture at first, but someone kindly showed me how it was meant to be done.


  “You face our Lord in the heavens, fold your hands together before your chest, and let your thoughts reach upward,” Makena explained. “It’s even better if you do it before the monument.”


  “So this monument is what your god looks like?” I asked.


  “That’s what we’re told,” Makena replied, “though no one really knows the details. I’ve heard the first Seven Executives, the ones who first received divine power, were the ones who made this statue.”


  I sifted through what I had already learned from her.


  The current year was 1319 in the Dawnlight Calendar.


  Long ago, in the ancient age that marked the beginning of that calendar, seven followers of the Orthodoxy faith all claimed one thing: that they had encountered God in a dream and received magical powers. They were known as the Seven of Dawn, the first executives of the Kenneth Orthodoxy.


  It was said that they had performed astonishing feats, scattering hordes of magical beasts, stopping great disasters, and more.


  And so, the monument said to resemble the form of the god those Seven of Dawn had witnessed had been passed down into the present age, preserved as a sacred symbol of the faith.


  If I had to describe the monument’s appearance, I would say it looked like a mass of geometric patterns gathered together into the shape of a human being.


  The part that should have been its face lacked any clear contours, blurred like a mosaic. Its body, neither wholly male nor female, possessed a kind of majesty that did indeed seem fitting for a single god said to transcend sex itself.


  “O one absolute God who dwells in the heavens, grant salvation to us who are weak,” Makena prayed.


  The instant she spoke those words, the small church fell into an almost absolute silence, making breathing seem forbidden. Paired with the quiet that had already settled over the room, it became so silent that I almost questioned if everyone there had genuinely stopped breathing.


  I could imitate the outward form of prayer well enough, but I was nowhere near prepared inwardly to think like a true follower of the Kenneth Orthodoxy. So I simply held my breath and endured, waiting for the ritual to end.


  After several minutes, the villagers finally began to disperse.


  I let go of the painful posture at once and dropped onto the floor with a thud.


  The one absolute God, huh.


  I had never seen such a being myself. Still, if this god had truly granted magic to the Seven Executives of the Kenneth Orthodoxy, then I could understand why people had worshipped that existence for so long.


  To them, God was a miracle itself. And if such an absolute being was watching over them, then of course it would give rise to boundless strength.


  Besides, they said it was thanks to those executives that the nation had been protected from magical beasts, natural disasters, and, more recently, the fierce attacks of the heretics. If the people’s reverence for the seven continued to grow, their devotion to the one true God would naturally soar with it.


  I would really like to meet this so-called god just once.


  As I stood there looking up at the monument, a thought suddenly came to me.


  Were there no gods in this world besides the one absolute God?


  After all, the heretics also had seven executives who wielded magic. If there truly was no god other than the one worshipped by the Orthodoxy, then who had granted power to the heretics?


  I considered asking Makena, who had answered every question I’d thrown at her so far. But this time, I had a feeling the answer would not come so easily.


  “Makena-san, the head of the heretics is a man named Aros, right?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” Makena replied. “That’s their founder.”


  “Then who gave him his magical power?”


  “If I remember right, their official story is that Aros-sama bestowed that power on them himself. Ridiculous nonsense. At the very least, it certainly wasn’t granted by our Lord.”


  The full truth behind the Aros Temple Cult was shrouded in mystery. Its history was shallow, barely a quarter century long, yet it had somehow amassed enough power to stand against the Kenneth Orthodoxy, which effectively was the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid itself.


  For a religious group founded only a few decades ago to produce magic-users and contend with an army as powerful as the Orthodoxy forces was unnatural.


  No, more than unnatural. It was absurd.


  There had to be something behind it.


  History itself lent credibility to the mystical. There was meaning in something continuing to be worshipped across the span of ages. That weight, that authority born of time, was precisely what the Aros Temple Cult lacked.


  Maybe that was why a new religion always seemed to lack true mystique. It did not yet possess the persuasive force of history.


  The idea had made a certain kind of sense to me: that one example of the mystique born from long history and deep faith was the emergence of magic users. That was the conclusion I’d reached while learning the world’s history from Makena and the others.


  But the moment I tried to factor in the Aros Temple Cult, everything in my head turned to mud.


  It was aberrant.


  Even in this world, where I still understood so little, that name carried a suffocating weight. It had sunk deep into my mind and taken root there like something dark and immovable.


  “The Aros Temple Cult…” Makena muttered, her voice sharpening with hatred. “Wretched bastards. They stole my family from me.”


  The fury in her tone was only natural. They had taken her son.


  “More to the point,” she went on, “where are the heretics even getting their people from? The Kenneth Orthodoxy is the foundation of the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid itself, practically the state in human form. If they’re going to stand against that, they’d need an enormous number of followers.”


  “That’s true, but the heretics repeatedly abduct children, don’t they? And I’ve heard some people join their faith out of curiosity, too. Couldn’t that be enough to keep their numbers up?”


  “No, that wouldn’t be nearly enough to cover the losses they’d suffer fighting the Orthodoxy soldiers. There’s a limit to how many people can be kidnapped, and their rate of life consumption is too fast compared to the time required to raise new ones. While there are rumors of brainwashing, I believe they’re likely employing something even more terrifying.”


  “What do you mean by—”


  Pain lanced through my head, striking without warning as a violent current ran through my temples. Behind my closed eyelids, a fragment of memory flashed: I saw myself inside a vessel filled with green liquid, tubes running into my body from every direction. The moment that vision emerged, I nearly lost my mind and instinctively clutched at my throat.


  W-What was that?


  When I jerked my head up again a few seconds later, after what felt like a brief lapse in consciousness, I realized there was a commotion at the village entrance.


  I turned toward it and saw that the villagers who had gone to the nearby town for help had returned.


  More villagers started gathering one after another, but as soon as we saw the grim that colored the returning man’s face, we all immediately understood. The plea for help had failed.


  “I’m sorry, everyone,” the man said, his face pale as death as he forced the report out. “I talked to everyone I could and tried to get them to send reinforcements, but… even at the earliest, it’ll take ten more days before they can dispatch a unit.”


  His voice shook as he continued. He had made it all the way to the garrison in town, only to learn that heretics had been appearing across multiple regions, and requests for assistance were flooding in from elsewhere as well.


  Since Yoyam Village was a tiny settlement, the man explained, the Orthodoxy authorities had deprioritized it.


  At that, the villagers’ shoulders sank.


  “The higher-ups say places like ours, remote little villages, can wait,” the man said bitterly.


  “With the strength we have now, how much longer can we hold out?” someone asked.


  “There are plenty of wounded already,” another replied. “Two more attacks at most, and we break.”


  “It’s practically a miracle the fighting force has held together this long,” someone else muttered. “And now we’re supposed to wait another ten days… No, once you factor in the forest crossing, it’s closer to fifteen…”


  “If only those people would come help us, we wouldn’t have to fear the magical beasts anymore…”


  “Those people are busy directing all the other branches. There are countless villages like this one. They’re not coming.”


  Miguel lowered his head into his hands.


  Even with Yuri, Miguel, and me here, the next assault might bring over a hundred magical beasts. And if that happened, then no matter how strong we were, Yoyam Village would be wiped out.


  That was why they had gone to request reinforcements in the first place.


  And now, faced with that harsh reality, I could feel the villagers’ morale collapsing.


  Then, as if to give shape to the dread that had just crossed my mind, another villager cut in with yet more bad news. He, too, was breathing hard, his face drained of all color.


  “There’s more,” he said. “We found traces of magical beasts around the village, and not just a few, but far more than we’ve ever seen before. They’re going to attack again soon.”


  That second report drove the villagers even deeper into despair. Some simply hung their heads and went still. Others, overwhelmed, could do nothing but pray. The reactions varied, but all of them carried the same crushing weight.


  Yuri and Miguel said nothing. They only pressed their lips together, wearing the bleak expressions of men who had already braced themselves for the worst.


  “Ahh, God…”


  “Please, save us…”


  A few of the villagers began to pray, but miracles were called miracles precisely because they did not happen whenever it was convenient.


  As things stood, it was safer to assume no divine rescue was coming.


  I exchanged glances with Miguel, Yuri, and Makena. Among the men, only a handful still seemed to have the will to fight.


  Then I’ll do it.


  No… we’ll do it.


  “How many?” I asked.


  “Until now, it’s usually been ten, maybe twenty at most,” the scout answered. “This time… a hundred, maybe more. I don’t want panic spreading, but…”


  “Miserable,” Miguel muttered.


  Miserable hardly covered it. If more than a hundred of those hulking creatures came, this would be far beyond miserable.


  Yuri scratched lightly at his temple and spoke in a faint voice.


  “We’ll have to handle it ourselves.”


  ※※※


  


  Few days later, one of the scouts tracking the magical beasts’ trail found signs that an attack was imminent and spread the warning through the village.


  “There’s a chance they’ll strike tonight.”


  At last, the decisive battle was at hand.


  In one corner of the village, where the sinking sun was beginning to dissolve into darkness, I picked up a sword that had been lying forgotten in a shed.


  With a torch in one hand, I borrowed ointment and bandages from Makena’s house. The villagers had all withdrawn into their homes, which suited me perfectly, as it allowed me to fight without restraint. I gave the sword a few test swings.


  Behind me stood Yuri and Miguel, and besides them, it looked like several other men intended to fight as well.


  “Larry, I’m sorry,” Miguel said.


  “For what?” I asked.


  “For dragging you into this mess right after you woke up.”


  “No,” I said, shaking my head. “You saved my life. At the very least, let me do this much in return.” Taking a lit torch from Miguel, I added, “Still… a hundred of them, huh? I can’t even picture it.”


  “That’s five times what we’ve dealt with before,” Miguel replied.


  “I can do basic math, you know.”


  In the time we’d fallen into that exchange of dry banter, doors all across the village were beginning to open.


  The villagers who had looked ready to collapse in despair only a short while ago now came toward us one after another, carrying spears and torches.


  They said they would fight too.


  “Weren’t you all planning to lock yourselves inside and give in to despair?” Yuri asked, his tone edged with irony.


  The villagers, including Makena, answered him with crooked grins.


  “Oh, shut up,” Makena shot back, laughing as she swung an axe one-handed. “We’re not so weak that we’ll just lie down and die for free!”


  “Even if we fall into despair once,” another villager said, “that doesn’t mean Yoyam Village is weak enough to throw reality away.”


  “That really is our best quality,” Yuri admitted.


  “No argument there,” Miguel said.


  Our voices, trading jokes on the eve of battle, rippled through the forest wrapped in darkness.


  And amid the sound of branches scraping together, something inhuman breathed.


  ※※※


  


  Because Joanne shared a bond of the heart with Oakley, she could faintly perceive fragments of his emotions. That said, sensing emotion was different from understanding his thoughts, so she had no way of knowing exactly what he was doing or where he was.


  Still, that would become clear soon enough.


  After all, she and Oakley were bound together by fate itself, two souls that had melted into each other.


  “So, you’ve finally woken up, Oakley,” Joanne murmured.


  The beautiful girl—her hair a little longer now, her allure sharpened into something even more dangerously seductive—opened her eyes in her private chamber within Metasim.


  Half a year bedridden. He had taken an awfully long time to recover.


  Even now, the heretics were still searching for Oakley’s corpse. He was, after all, a great sinner in their eyes. The man who had slain Fuankilo, followed by her executive candidate, Karatena, and finally Gerugoroi, the spearhead of Shadik’s forces. In doing so, he had dealt a catastrophic blow to the Northeastern Branch.


  According to Joanne’s guess, if they ever found Oakley’s body, Pawk’s magic would force him back to life and subject him to suffering beyond imagination.


  A literal desecration of the dead.


  Sensing that the tide had shifted, Joanne summoned Alex to her room.


  “What is it, Joanne-sama?” Alex asked.


  “Oakley has revived somewhere far away,” Joanne said.


  “Seriously? That guy’s alive? He’s absurdly hard to kill.”


  “It’s him. I’d be disappointed if he didn’t pull off something like that. Now for the real matter. I want you to find where he is.”


  “For real?”


  “You refusing?”


  “No, not at all. I’ll do it,” Alex said quickly. “Any idea where to start?”


  “All I know is that it’s somewhere in the north. Judging from the shape of the underground waterways, he’s probably near the town of Sater, roughly where Executive Candidate Koranda is currently conducting experiments.”


  “The same area where they’re running drills for the Holy Capital of Sasfect assault operation?”


  “That’s right. And if he’s not there, then search by sheer determination.”


  “Seriously?”


  “If you find him, wave a piece of my flesh around as a signal,” she said. “Depending on the situation, I might head over myself.”


  “Understood. I’m heading out now.”


  “I’m counting on you.”


  The girl—her long, pale legs so white that the fine web of capillaries beneath the skin almost seemed visible—kicked them idly as she tore a strip of flesh from her own thigh and handed it to Alex. Then she watched from the corner of her eye as the blond, shaven-headed boy left for the town of Sater.


  “At last,” she murmured.


  If her theory was correct and Oakley had indeed awakened somewhere near Sater, then a clash with Executive Candidate Koranda was inevitable.


  Joanne was not underestimating Oakley’s combat ability. But in his current state, with brain damage having robbed him of his memory, he could hardly be as strong as he had once been.


  As things stood, which of them would win would come down to luck.


  If anything, Oakley was slightly at a disadvantage.


  Koranda Fedelt, an executive candidate subordinate to Pawk and well-known among heretics as the Beast Tamer, favored the company of animals and magical beasts over humans. She had the rare ability to communicate directly with magical beasts.


  From Joanne’s perspective, however, her evaluation of Koranda was much harsher. A disgusting creep. Trash who does nothing but command weaklings. The Burrowed Bug Unit is far stronger than she is.


  That said, it was obvious that Koranda would be an obstacle in the search for Oakley.


  The worst possible outcome is Oakley growing attached to the Orthodoxy and starting to see them as comrades. That would get in the way of the future I want. He’s probably staying in some Orthodoxy settlement already… but maybe the suggestion I planted is still working?


  For half a year, every single night, Joanne had continued whispering suggestions into Oakley’s mind, urging him to view both the Orthodoxy and the heretics as enemies.


  In the end, Oakley had not turned openly hostile toward the Orthodoxy, but her implanted suggestion had still left claw marks on his heart.


  Even now, Joanne remained connected to his heart, and through that bond, she could faintly sense his hesitation. He was wavering.


  That fact sent a feverish thrill through her body.


  Nngh… Oakley’s emotions, the first I’ve felt from him in half a year… This feels too good. I could seriously get addicted to this. Just knowing he’s alive somewhere in this world makes me this happy…


  At present, she had heard that Koranda was conducting live field tests near the town of Sater, using magical beasts she had brought under her control. Apparently, it was a rehearsal for the operation to attack the Holy Capital of Sasfect during the Phantom Night Holy Festival, taking advantage of the crowds and confusion.


  If Joanne remembered correctly, Koranda kept roughly a thousand magical beasts under her command. She had probably not deployed every last one of them right now, but it was safe to assume she currently had several hundred in motion.


  Hmm… if it’s Oakley, then dealing with a mere hundred would be easy. He practically wiped out the Burrowed Bug Unit, and magical beasts are just oversized brutes. Besides, he’s my man, so there’s no way he’d be weak.


  The real danger is if he runs into Koranda herself. With his body still sluggish from just waking up, even he might struggle against her.


  If possible, Joanne wanted her suggestion to reach him fully. She wanted the two of them never to meet at all.


  “Hah…” Joanne exhaled softly. “Oakley… I want to see you again soon…”


  Once Joanne found Oakley, she intended to have Alex help her imprison him.


  And after exhausting and weakening both the Kenneth Orthodoxy and the Aros Temple Cult through the assault on the Holy Capital, she intended to destroy both sides from within, slowly and methodically, through infiltration and subversion.


  All while continuing preparations for her “Small World” and waiting for Oakley’s memories to return.


  If she placed her faith in his monstrous luck, then his memories would likely come back at the worst possible moment—and the best one. If everything proceeded according to plan, her design would be completed.


  “Hnn… hnn… I want to touch you soon, Oakley…”


  Joanne opened the safe hidden behind a secret door in her room and took out a bottle. Inside, preserved in formalin, was one of Oakley’s fingers.


  [image: 01]

  She rubbed her cheek against the glass.


  Her damp skin clung to the surface with a wet, intimate sound, the faint squeak of flesh dragging across glass echoing through the room.


  It had been about half a year since she had been separated from Oakley.


  Her mental state had become… somewhat unstable.


  ※※※


  


  Night fell over the forest, and with the sound of the wind, darkness took command of the world.


  The only light came from the faint sparkle of the stars and the scattered village torches. The flame in the torch I held aloft in my left hand bent and warped in the wind, raising unease as the lurking, writhing presences beyond the village stirred.


  Even the women and children had come outside now, weapons in hand, reinforcing the barricades. Gaps had been left between the barriers so they could thrust spears through them, which should at least buy us some time.


  On every side except the main entrance, a deep ditch had been dug around the village, with water pooled at the bottom.


  There are too many of them. Will this ditch actually be effective?


  Miguel moved among the villagers, barking out instructions on where everyone should stand and repeatedly warning them not to act alone. The women with less physical strength had been assigned the task of knocking down any magical beasts that tried to leap the ditch.


  Maybe they trained for this regularly, because the way the women and children drove spears through the gaps in the barricade was remarkably refined.


  They might hold for a while.


  All I could do was pray the corpses wouldn’t pile up high enough to fill the ditch.


  As I moved between the houses, observing them rehearse their final actions like a form of image training, the sound of the underbrush scraping grew louder.


  It was an eerie sound, as if the forest itself was laughing.


  A tremor ran through me—not entirely fear, but the kind that came before battle—and I wrapped my hand around the hilt of my sword, willing myself forward.


  The sword I had taken from the shed had lain in its scabbard under a coat of dust, but the moment I drew it from that plain, inelegant sheath, it flashed with a seductive gleam.


  It was a beautiful blade, so beautiful it almost seemed to be declaring that it had waited all this time for the moment it would cut an enemy down.


  “Larry, it’s too early to wind yourself up like that,” Miguel said. “Calm down. There are just so many magical beasts that it only feels like they’re already right on top of us. At the earliest, they won’t reach us for another thirty minutes.”


  “My apologies.”


  “This time, we’re intercepting them inside the village. So don’t go running off on your own, all right?”


  “Understood, Miguel-san.”


  “Good.”


  Due to the land’s unusual shape, it seemed that even sounds from the distant forest could carry all the way into the village.


  A little calmer now, I headed for the front line where Yuri was waiting.


  “This is for you,” Yuri said.


  He had been poking at the campfire with a stick. From it, he handed me a heated stone, which I tucked into my clothes. Summer was nearing its end, so the night air wasn’t bitterly cold yet, but this was a precaution to keep my fingers from stiffening in the chill. For now, I waited with my hands tucked against the warmth at my chest. Better safe than sorry.


  Miguel, Yuri, and I, together with seven others totaling ten people, would be guarding the village entrance. On the wooden bridge, caltrops had been laid out to prevent the magical beasts from charging in. They looked like little three-sided spikes, nasty things designed to keep at least one point always facing upward.


  To test them, I dropped a nut onto one. It drove straight down, impaled nearly to the midpoint on one of the spikes.


  “Makena-san coated those with her own special poison,” Miguel said. “No idea whether poison works on magical beasts, but try not to step on them.”


  “I’m grateful I didn’t have to test that with my own foot.”


  “Idiot,” Miguel snapped. “What good are you if you get injured before the fight even starts?”


  A simple wall had also been set up on the bridge to provide cover.


  This was the final defensive line.


  “They’ll be here soon,” Yuri said.


  “Yes.”


  “Larry-kun, are you prepared to die?” Yuri asked.


  “I have no intention of dying,” I replied.


  “Good.”


  Yuri tossed me a wooden shield. I caught it, then nearly buckled under the weight. It was heavier than I had expected.


  When I turned it over to inspect it, I saw that both the rim and the center had been reinforced with iron. Apparently, if I caught an attack on the shield’s middle, I could deflect almost anything.


  He had warned me not to trust it too much, but this was all trial by fire. To be honest, I had no idea how well I could use it.


  Miguel tipped back the contents of a gourd, then let out a hot breath and raised his voice.


  If even one of us fell, we would never recover.


  This was a single, decisive stand. There would be no second chance. Death would come first.


  “Everyone, stay sharp! We’re all making it out of this alive!” Miguel roared.


  “Yeah!” the men answered as one.


  At Miguel’s call, the men quickly drew their blades. I followed shortly after, raising my sword as well.


  The scabbard at my waist was getting in the way, so I threw it behind some cover. It hit the ground with a dull clang.


  Shortly after, the silence of the night enveloped us.


  I couldn’t shake the fear that some monster might swallow me whole from the toes up. I had my sword ready, yes, but there was no telling where the magical beasts would come from.


  Don’t come.


  Come on, then.


  Both feelings lived side by side inside me.


  Then, hidden beneath the rustle of bamboo grass, I heard it… a faint, unnatural sound, the subtle shifting of a massive body.


  Front right.


  Miguel reacted immediately, letting out a sharp, beast-like roar into the darkness as a warning. However, despite the tense atmosphere ready to break, the enemy still did not emerge from between the trees. The underbrush remained still, and nothing revealed itself.


  As if on cue, the wind fell still, and in the next instant, beneath the torch hanging over the gate at the village entrance, I saw it.


  The shadow of the beast I had fought before, slipping past the light.


  “They’re here,” Miguel growled.


  “Close!”


  “Shields up! Watch the forelegs and the fangs!”


  Twilight had long since ended. The world now belonged to the dark.


  Anywhere the torchlight didn’t reach, it was almost impossible to make out the black magical beasts with the naked eye.


  “Larry, on your flank!” Miguel shouted.


  He brought his mace crashing down toward my side.


  The impact rang out as a struck bell, and a magical beast’s head burst apart.


  However, my own gaze was already fixed elsewhere: Miguel’s blind spot.


  A beast came leaping down from above. I swept up the shield strapped to my left arm and knocked its forelegs aside. Miguel’s eyes flew wide in shock as the creature’s body pitched upward. Riding the momentum of my counterclockwise turn, I brought my sword around in my right hand and severed its neck.


  Spraying black fluid, the beast’s massive corpse plunged into the ditch below.


  “Oh… You saved me there,” Miguel said.


  “If there are really a hundred of these things, this is no joke,” I muttered.


  “Reality doesn’t care.”


  The two beasts we had killed were only the beginning. From that moment on, a full-scale battle erupted across Yoyam Village.


  Around the bridge, fierce clashes broke out around the oversized caltrops and the barricades. We used the terrain and the traps as well as we could. The bridge’s narrow width also played to our advantage, allowing us to repeatedly set up one-against-many scenarios.


  As for the magical beasts that tried to avoid the caltrops by leaping at us, Yuri and the others with long weapons intercepted them like men bracing a vaulting pole, knocking their landing points off course and hurling them down into the ditch lined with stakes.


  “How many is that now?!”


  “I stopped counting already!”


  “That only made ten!”


  “Then all we’ve gotta do is repeat the same thing ten times, and we win!” Miguel bellowed.


  But once we had cut down ten of them, the strain started to show in our defenses.


  Chunks of dead flesh tangled around the caltrops, rendering them useless. The corpses of beasts kicked off the bridge began to fill the ditch and bury the stakes. The speed of the enemy’s advance was rising.


  I moved to support Miguel, who was fighting at the front, when I heard something below me.


  I slashed down toward the sound without hesitation, and a tremendous impact jolted through my right wrist.


  The weight was beyond anything I could have imagined.


  My sword had pierced completely through the body of a magical creature that had leaped at me from below.


  “Miguel-san! We need to pull the line back a little!” I shouted.


  “Why?!” Miguel barked back.


  “The corpses piled up in the ditch are turning into footholds! They’re attacking from underneath now! At least fall back far enough that their jumps can’t reach us!”


  “No!” Miguel roared. “If we move off this bridge, we bring them closer to the village entrance! Not one step back! You cover me! You can do that, can’t you?!”


  “That’s… too much to ask—!”


  “If it comes down to it, use my life well!”


  “Don’t be ridiculous! Don’t you ever say something like that again!”


  I ripped the long blade free in a flashing arc, and a shrill scream tore from the beast. The motion carried through, and my sword knocked aside two—no, three—more magical beasts below me.


  At that point, “cut down” was the wrong phrase. It felt more like I was smashing them away with a slab of iron.


  Every beast I struck left more fat and skin clinging to the blade, and with each one, the sword’s edge dulled further. Its killing power was dropping fast.


  They had told me blood and grease would ruin a blade’s sharpness, but I hadn’t expected it to happen this quickly. Maybe weapons that didn’t rely on an edge were better suited to mass combat after all. Looking over at Miguel with his mace, I suddenly understood.


  When I glanced at my blade in the firelight, I saw that the tip was already chipped. The smooth beauty of its curve had been ruined, bitten apart by jagged notches along the edge.


  Wiping the blood from the blade against my side, I immediately shifted into the killing strike stance, a technique Miguel had taught me: reverse the sword, grip the blade itself with both hands, and use the hilt as a bludgeon.


  I planted myself beside Miguel and swung the longsword—now little more than a club—into the magical beasts’ skulls, cracking them open one after another.


  At some point, Yuri had moved in behind me.


  To cover the openings left by my wider swings, he followed through with thrusts of his spear, protecting the gaps after each of my strikes. But his weapon, too, seemed to be wearing down badly. He had already shifted away from flashy cuts, relying instead on thrusts.


  The ten of us, all showing signs of wear now, closed ranks in the middle of the bridge without a word, weaving around the magical beasts lunging at us from every direction.


  Deflecting them was still manageable. The problem was finishing them off.


  In that regard, Miguel, with his blunt weapon, still held the line best, crushing the heads of anything that came within reach with grim reliability.


  We had killed only around thirty so far.


  My blade was already at its limit. I was gripping the sword by the edge and swinging it as a weapon anyway, and in return, the skin of my right hand had been sliced open so deeply it felt as though the cuts might soon reach bone.


  At this point, the only option left was to use the shield offensively and fend them off with sheer impact.


  “Tch! That makes thirty-four!” Yuri shouted.


  He drove a bolt from his crossbow through the skull of a beast farther back. His spear had already been broken around the middle, and the only weapon he had left now was a jagged spike torn from one of the shattered caltrops.


  Miguel’s weapon was finally beginning to fail as well. The striking head of his mace had warped. It had become so badly deformed that putting his full strength into another blow was starting to look dangerous.


  “Damn it!”


  I switched my grip back to normal and stepped forward.


  As I passed the beasts, I carved slanting cuts across the joints of their limbs and through their necks. I had no idea whether they could bleed to death, but that hardly mattered. The point was to inflict as much damage as possible on as many of them as I could.


  When one lunged with its jaws spread wide, I drove a kick up beneath its chin. The moment it reeled back and exposed its throat, I sent my blade through it.


  When another came from behind with a swipe of its foreleg, I diverted the strike with the flat of my sword and opened up its flank. The beast staggered hard from the blow, then collapsed moments later as if its strings had been cut.


  Behind me, Miguel and Yuri were staring.


  For some reason, both of them looked dumbfounded.


  Why?


  The more cornered I became, the more my body responded.


  My thoughts sharpened. My body simply moved on its own. It almost felt as though I had once fought an enemy so far beyond this that even a horde of magical beasts seemed almost adorable by comparison.


  And if I had to put a shape to that imagined enemy, it would be… a monster in the form of a lovely young girl.


  Something you could kill again and again and never truly kill. A creature that would revive from even a scrap of flesh, so long as any fragment of it remained.


  Even if I threw my full strength at her, she would brush it aside with a single fingertip. No… more than that. She was the kind of being who could wrap herself around my most desperate attack and hold it close.


  And above all else—


  I loved that girl.


  Pain exploded through my head. A hideous sound like grinding teeth ripped through my eardrums, and my body froze.


  In that instant, a magical beast lunged in and tore away part of my left shoulder. The impact ripped the shield from my arm and hurled it far across the ground.


  “Gah…!”


  “Larry!” Miguel shouted.


  What were those memories?


  I had only meant to imagine a terrifying enemy, and yet it had felt as though I were dredging up my own memories.


  Are my memories starting to come back?


  The image of the girl living inside my heart overlapped too perfectly with that of the overwhelming enemy. Fragments of memory were deceiving me, and my confused thoughts fueled even more illusions.


  Then, the girl’s voice whispered to me again.


  Every one of them, Orthodoxy or heretic, is your enemy.


  Run. Or kill them.


  Driven by that curse-like surge of emotion, I swung my sword not at the magical beasts before me, but toward Miguel and the others.


  “What are you doing, Larry?!” Yuri shouted.


  Calm down. Miguel and Yuri are allies. Makena too. The other villagers as well… They’ve all shown me kindness.


  My enemies are the heretics and the magical beasts.


  Put the sword away. Don’t let her voice lead you astray. She isn’t my enemy, but she isn’t my ally either.


  What am I doing at a time like this? I thought in horror. I really am losing my mind. This isn’t how a sane person thinks.


  And yet the hostility I felt toward the Orthodoxy seemed to rise from somewhere deeper, from the very core of my soul, like a scream trying to claw its way out.


  The moment I tried to examine that incomprehensible feeling, another unknown image flashed across my mind.


  A white beast.


  A monster with a purple streak like a shooting star running across its brow, spiral eyes, and a scent that was both blood-wet and cloyingly sweet.


  Then came the killing intent.


  And yet, at the same time, I understood instinctively that the beast was the other half of my own existence. I understood that it truly cared for me, enough to turn the whole world into its enemy for my sake.


  That only twisted my heart further, churning everything inside me into chaos.


  Forcing the bloodlust back down, I cut down the magical beast lunging at us from behind in a single stroke.


  “Miguel-san. Yuri-san. I think I’m done for.”


  “What the hell are you saying?!” Miguel roared.


  “You were the one who said you had no intention of dying!” Yuri shouted. “Don’t give up now!”


  They were trying to pull me back, but that wasn’t it. That wasn’t the problem.


  I was mad.


  If someone in this state of mind stayed on the line, the defense would break. Sooner or later, I would bring my sword down on an ally.


  I couldn’t stay here. Everything inside me was a contradiction, making me sick.


  I gagged as a sour belch rose from deep in my stomach, bile spilling into my mouth.


  Watching me, the beast-girl smiled in satisfaction.


  No.


  The blood of magical beasts wouldn’t calm me anymore.


  If I didn’t see human blood, my heart wouldn’t settle.


  I gave up on my own mind. And in that moment, I made the decision to sever myself from Yoyam Village.


  I stepped forward, moving fully off the bridge and outside the village. Then, without slowing, I brought my blade down and cut through the support pillar holding up the bridge.


  “What?! Hey! Larry!” Miguel shouted.


  Part of the bridge crashed into the ditch below, sending up a spray of water.


  With that, the village was cut off from the outside world.


  My own escape route vanished with it.


  The village’s defenses had become that much more secure.


  Well, I had planned to leave Yoyam Village someday anyway; that day had simply come sooner than expected.


  Without sparing Miguel and the others another glance, I ran into the forest.


  The wound on my left shoulder appeared deep, so deep that all the strength had entirely drained from the arm beyond it. A sticky heat pulsed through it, and with every throb came a pain sharp enough to bring a cold sheen of sweat to my skin. The magical beasts had formed a loose ring around me, watching for their chance to finish me off, but perhaps because of how violently I’d fought so far, they seemed hesitant to close in.


  Swinging my half-ruined longsword, I kept adding to the pile of monster corpses around me.


  As I forced my way toward the forest, one thought lingered in the corner of my mind.


  There was something deeply wrong about this. Magical beasts were not supposed to gather in packs, and yet here they were, swarming the area around Yoyam Village. Their movements were too coordinated, too disciplined.


  The only conclusion those facts suggested was that there had to be something hidden behind them, something controlling the beasts.


  My theory was this: a heretic capable of commanding magical beasts was trying to strike not only Yoyam Village, but Sater as well.


  I knew it sounded absurd. I distrusted the thought enough that I had never mentioned it to anyone in the village.


  And yet…


  Some part of me, some part I could not put into words, was certain it was true.


  Amid the currents of pain flashing across my mind, one ominous phrase surfaced: Executive Candidate.


  “GRAAAHHH!”


  I lashed out in anger and confusion, and at last all sensation vanished from my left arm entirely. It didn’t look like I’d even have time to apply the ointment Makena had sworn by.


  Seeing the state I was in, the magical beasts drew back another step, almost as if to say, “Take your time. We’ll enjoy watching you die.”


  They were far outside the reach of my sword, yet still close enough that if they chose to pounce, they could close the distance in an instant.


  Were they planning to wait until I bled out?


  The speed with which the entire pack seemed to arrive at the same decision was unnatural.


  Again, it clashed with what Makena had told me. Magical beasts were supposed to be creatures of low intelligence and little social instinct.


  “You’ve got a commander, don’t you?” I snarled. “Where is it?!”


  The blood loss from my shoulder was worse than I’d imagined. It was infuriating.


  Acting on impulse, I kicked up a stone at my feet. It shot through the dark as though drawn into the eye of one of the beasts and smashed straight into it.


  The creature yelped.


  I raised my sword high and brought it down. If I struck the skull, the blade would lose. So instead, I guided the edge into the joints of its neck and hacked through there.


  I was no longer calm.


  I was insane.


  And yet, in this state, I was strongest.


  Whenever I tortured myself with the question of who I really was, my body moved with the greatest freedom. Whatever I had once been, it must have been something like a soldier who had walked the edge of death over and over. The motions of extremity were carved into my flesh.


  I gave myself over to that explosive impulse and let my body spring right and left. I parried simultaneous attacks from every direction. I twisted, leaped, and let claws skim the surface of my skin as I slipped past them. Then I cut off the tips of the limbs the beasts had stretched out to strike me, shattered their balance, and drove my sword into them in the same breath.


  Throat. Cervical spine. Heart.


  I stabbed with cold precision, one vital point after another.


  And I understood something.


  These magical beasts had killed many humans.


  They knew the human body too well. The bases of the arms and legs, the chest, the neck, the head. They knew instinctively where to strike to make a person drop to their knees.


  That was exactly why they were easy to read.


  The more precise their attacks were, the easier they became for me to evade. They probably aimed for weak points because ordinary people could never dodge them, but to me, lost in the heat of it, their attacks felt painfully simple. Pathetic, almost.


  There was a commander.


  That conclusion only grew firmer each time I crossed blades with another beast.


  I know a girl who was far stronger than these things. A girl so strong she could have flicked monsters like this away with a single finger. She should have been…


  It felt as though I was about to remember… and yet I couldn’t.


  Fear and dread churned my brain as I fought. Inside my head, it felt as though three wills were crammed together at once: the me who had lost his memories, the me from before I lost them, and the white girl. The disgust of it nearly tore my sense of self apart. I was on the verge of snapping completely, and by the time I came back to myself, a mountain of magical beast corpses had risen around me.


  More than fifty of them.


  The original estimate had been one hundred. That meant I had hunted down nearly all of them by myself.


  “Hah…! Hah…!”


  When my sanity returned, my knees were trembling violently. My breath was ragged. I was already at the edge of collapse. Wounds covered my entire body, and the skin across my upper torso had split open layer after layer. Most of them were shallow, but I had clearly lost too much blood.


  Beneath it all, more dangerous than any headache, a hunger was swirling inside me.


  When I faced that torrent of feeling head-on, despair crashed into me.


  Do I enjoy being hurt?


  The more I was hurt, the faster my body moved. There was no denying it anymore. I was abnormal.


  The fact that I could stand alone against creatures that took groups of hardened men to fight was proof enough. There was no way I had once been an ordinary person.


  This power of mine was driven by something warped.


  By a twisted desire.


  By a hideous impulse, something no sane human society could ever accept.


  Fighting back the sensation that the blood vessels in my brain were about to burst, I flung my own blood into the face of the magical beast in front of me, blinding it.


  Then I cut it down while it was still searching for me.


  The next beast, I slipped beneath as if passing between its legs, moving outside its field of view. I drove the blade in through its hindquarters and severed a major artery. As it convulsed and twisted in agony, I followed with the finishing blow, thrusting the sword into its heart and twisting hard to make certain it died.


  A shrill cry, almost like a wolf’s howl, ripped through the night.


  The beast pinned on my blade had been the last of the pack.


  Its head tipped upward. It let out one hollow, empty call, then slowly folded to the ground.


  After that, it did not move again.


  Breathing with my entire body, I called out into the darkness.


  “You’ve been watching from somewhere, haven’t you? Executive candidate of the heretics.”


  It was only a hunch, but it hit the mark.


  A woman’s voice drifted down from above.


  “I’m impressed,” she said. “To think we’d meet in a place like this… Former Executive Candidate Oakley Mercury?”


  Up in the branches, I saw a monstrous beast several times larger than an ordinary magical beast, and perched on its back, a girl in a black robe.


  She looked to be around 140 to 150 centimeters tall. Beneath the oversized robe, she seemed to be wearing an equally oversized shirt and a pair of shorts.


  The torchlight from below crept up over her face, revealing it piece by piece. As if indulging that light, the girl flicked back her hood. Golden hair spilled out, vivid even in the dark of night, and her mugwort-green eyes narrowed in ecstatic delight.


  Even at night, that gold stood out. Around her collar and behind her ears, streaks of red showed through as an inner color beneath the blond.


  She wore an atmosphere as gaudy and unsettling as her appearance. It was different from the martial weight Miguel carried. This was something fouler, an invisible poison, a miasma that seemed to promise anyone who got involved with her would regret it forever.


  “Who are you?” I asked.


  “My name is Koranda,” the girl said. “Koranda Fedelt.”
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  “I’ve never heard of you.”


  “You make me introduce myself, and that’s your response? Ouch. That hurts. We were both candidates aiming to become executives once, weren’t we?”


  “Candidates? Me? Seriously?”


  “‘Seriously’?”


  Sitting atop the massive magical creature with one leg crossed over the other, she had been bouncing her foot in restless irritation, but suddenly the movement ceased. Without blinking, she tilted her head like an owl.


  “Don’t tell me…” she said slowly. “You really don’t remember? You lost your memory?”


  “That seems to be the case,” I replied. “I truly don’t know you.”


  “So that’s why your reaction was so dull when you saw me.”


  Koranda’s eyes widened. Her stare drilled into me, thick with anger and hostility, but it all felt strangely distant. That was only natural. I had lost my memory.


  More than that, though, one ugly phrase in what she’d said caught in my mind.


  Did she just say I was Oakley Mercury, a former executive candidate?


  From the way she spoke, the obvious conclusion was that I had belonged to the heretics.


  Makena-san said it herself. The heretics conduct human experimentation, and one side of what they do is abducting Orthodoxy believers as test subjects. So my scars really were the marks of human experiments.


  I didn’t understand why, but the realization brought me a strange sense of relief. Maybe because the self I had always feared was broken and terrifying, turned out to be just that: a real monster.


  I see.


  So, I had indeed been an executive candidate for the Aros Temple Cult.


  Somehow, that fit.


  Honestly, being told “No, you really were just an ordinary man” would probably have shattered me far more.


  Just as Makena and the others had said, the heretics truly were full of lunatics.


  Having recovered a little of my composure, I looked up at Koranda and asked, “What happened half a year ago?”


  “Don’t you dare stand there and say you don’t remember!” Koranda snapped. “You killed Fuankilo-sama, and then you killed Karatena and Gerugoroi too, didn’t you?! Because you betrayed us, the Northeastern Branch was thrown into chaos. And even our trump card, the mobile fortress plan, stopped progressing properly. This is all your fault!”


  So the man I used to be had betrayed the Aros Temple Cult?


  I had already felt something was strange about a former heretic ending up in a place like this, but if that was true, then after betraying them, I must have been gravely wounded while fleeing my pursuers… and then saved by the people of Yoyam Village.


  “Thanks to you, Joanne-sama was devastated!” Koranda spat. “She went a whole week without food or water and couldn’t even sleep! Ah, right. You don’t even remember Joanne-sama, do you? Damn you!”


  Fuankilo. Karatena. Gerugoroi. Joanne.


  I knew none of those names. And yet, when I heard “Joanne,” my heart gave a small, strange throb.


  “I always hated you anyway,” Koranda spat. “So I’ll take your corpse back and offer it to Pawk-sama.”


  “Take my corpse back? The one dying here is you, Koranda.”


  “With that pathetic weapon and that wrecked body?”


  “Can’t you see the corpses piled behind me?” I asked. “I’ll just do the same thing to you.”


  “Do I really look to you like some weakling who can only order magical beasts around?”


  “I didn’t say that. Or is that how you see yourself?”


  “Well, you’ve got a mouth on you. The old me would’ve flown into a rage over that… but I’ve changed. I had to, if I’m going to become someone worthy of Pawk-sama and Aros-sama!”


  Koranda raised her right hand high and snapped her fingers.


  At that, the forest shuddered.


  From the dark around her, thirty new magical beasts emerged. Like the one she had been riding, each was grotesquely oversized.


  “Even on my own, I wouldn’t lose to you,” Koranda said, “but there’s no harm in being extra careful.”


  I had thought she meant to sit back and watch from above, but instead, she dropped lightly from the tree to the ground below.


  Then, she drew two curved blades from the sheaths hidden at her back and settled into a loose, almost lazy stance.


  “Everyone!” she called. “He’s not the kind of opponent you can beat while holding back, but try not to damage him so badly that his face becomes unrecognizable! Understood?!”


  Koranda’s voice drove the magical beasts forward.


  These ones were two, even three times larger than the creatures from before. With nothing but a half-broken longsword, I doubted I could even pierce their thick hides.


  So the real target was Koranda herself. If I killed her, the beasts would lose their commander, and then I could wipe them out all at once.


  I swung my left arm—nearly numb by now—and forced the shield back into position.


  While communicating deftly with the magical beasts, Koranda attacked from above, below, left, and right as though she could see straight through the darkness.


  A coordinated rush from several beasts at once, followed the instant after by a slash from my blind spot, timed to catch me the moment I dodged. Or else a thrust aimed precisely at my throat or heart, hidden behind the bulk of a magical beast.


  I somehow managed to keep slipping through the gaps, but Koranda was relentless about striking and withdrawing, never lingering long enough to be caught. I was trapped on the defensive.


  I had no memory of fighting other people. Only experience against magical beasts had accumulated in my body.


  That was why, no matter what I did, I should have been a step too slow against Koranda.


  That should have been the case.


  But after taking four of her attacks, my eyes began to track her movements perfectly.


  I thrust with the sword, carefully preserving what remained of the edge, and sliced across the girl’s cheek.


  There, in the night, amid the waves of giant magical beasts and Koranda’s mean, opportunistic attacks hidden among them, I had landed a precise counter.


  That fact darkened her expression.


  “Tch… too shallow.”


  Maybe I was actually better at fighting people than monsters.


  Because human beings fought from a foundation of wanting to win safely, certainly, decisively, I could trust in that instinctive logic and move accordingly. I could rely on my opponent’s competence.


  Koranda’s method was simple at its core: use the giant beasts to draw my attention, then wait for an opening and drive in a fatal strike. Naturally, if the magical beasts could kill me for her, so much the better, which meant her attacks leaned heavily on their movements. Part of it was probably caution, too; she was still wary because she couldn’t quite let go of the image she had of the man I used to be.


  Either way, because Koranda was locked into those assumptions, every time I avoided the beasts’ attacks, a chance to strike at her was guaranteed to appear.


  Some of the magical beasts had already taken enough shield bashes to the face that their features were beginning to deform, their movements noticeably slower.


  A decisive opening would come. It had to. All I needed to do was endure until then.


  Maybe I should fake being cornered once, pretend I was on the verge of collapse. She might take the bait.


  No, I decided. She probably wouldn’t fall for an act like that. It would be wasted effort.


  Better to do it straight… kill her normally.


  That was the almost carefree train of thought running through my head when, at last, the longsword gave out. The moment it took another blow from a magical beast, the blade shattered clean through the middle.


  It broke with a clear, crystalline sound, like glass exploding, and fragments sprayed across my face.


  I managed to protect my eyes just in time and sprang backward, but in the same instant, a magical beast slammed into me head-on, sending me flying, shield and all.


  My back crashed into the trunk of a tree, and the beast crushed me against it. Its momentum won out, and the tree’s roots tore loose from the ground, flinging me even farther back.


  “Gah!”


  All the air in my lungs burst out at once, and the impact left me reeling. Even then, giant magical beasts kept attacking one after another from the dark.


  My fingertips clawed at the earth, mud packing beneath my nails as I barely evaded their follow-up strikes with movements so pitiful I felt like some insect crawling desperately across the ground.


  This was it. My moment of carelessness had turned fatal.


  Without a proper weapon, there was no way I could ever kill Koranda.


  She had already shifted to a new approach, leaving everything to the magical beasts and pulling farther and farther away from me.


  As I rolled across the ground, I snatched up a fallen branch in desperation. I rammed the tip at the foreleg of a beast I had only just avoided with a twist of my neck.


  Naturally, it did nothing. The tip bent uselessly.


  The path to victory was disappearing before my eyes.


  I didn’t know the way back to the village. Even if I did, I had no intention of returning. I had to kill Koranda and the magical beasts myself.


  Like the longsword, the shield on my left arm was beginning to fail as well. Holes had opened in the wooden face, and even the iron rim had buckled and warped.


  The branch I’d swung a moment earlier had pierced straight through the back of my left hand.


  I crushed it in my fist and ripped it out.


  I felt the pain as I yanked the branch free, and that alone told me the nerves in my left arm were still intact. Both arms could still move.


  Come to think of it, the villagers were supposed to have opened up this area as a logging site. If I search nearby… maybe I can find something I can use.


  I tore my gaze away from Koranda and sprinted toward the stretch of ground lined with tree stumps.


  “After him!” Koranda shouted. “Don’t let him escape!”


  The magical beasts came after me in utter silence. One nearly raked open my back, but I spun and hurled my shield behind me. It smashed upward into the underside of a beast’s jaw, crushing it and knocking the giant creature flat, tangling the others up with it.


  “Damn it!” Koranda hissed.


  That bought me a little time.


  I threw away the branch and ran into the forest of stumps.


  Hidden in the dark, I searched desperately for anything man-made. My head whipped left and right as blood and sweat streamed down my body. I chased the faintest shred of hope.


  Then, suddenly, the feel of the ground beneath my boots changed.


  I must have hit a game trail, or maybe a maintained path. The wild brush away, and the earth beneath me was hard-packed.


  There had to be something.


  Please, let there be something.


  I ran with that prayer pounding through me and caught my toe on a root.


  I slammed face-first into a fallen log and nearly blacked out from the pain.


  Of all times to trip…


  Cursing myself, I reached out blindly with my right hand and felt it.


  A chill. A hard, cold touch against my palm.


  “!”


  Startled, I pushed myself upright.


  It was an axe.


  Its thick, single-edged head caught the moonlight filtering through the canopy and gleamed with a dull, heavy sheen.


  My arm moved on reflex. I snatched up the handle, got to my feet, and brought the blade around to face forward.


  A logging axe… Not exactly meant for fighting, but I don’t have a choice!


  I steadied my breathing. Then, without a sound, the magical beasts closed in. The only reason I caught them in time was the moonlight.


  I tracked a jet-black body on pure reflex and swung with the weight of the axe head, blasting the creature up beneath the jaw.


  In sheer weight alone, the axe was no worse than the longsword.


  By some miracle, I had found exactly the weapon this situation demanded.


  The next magical beast came straight down from above, jaws spread wide. I drove the haft of the axe up into its open mouth.


  Because I jammed it in before its jaws could fully close, the handle punched through into its brain. The beast’s whole body jerked stiff and died on the spot.


  Did these things even have brains?


  No matter how many I cut apart, all that ever came spilling out was that thick black sludge. Even while that useless thought flickered through my head, the beasts kept coming, one after another. They did not care whether I had regained my footing or not. They came for one purpose only: to kill.


  One of them used its massive body itself as a weapon, trying to crush me with its own corpse if necessary.


  It spread all four limbs wide and dropped straight down from above in a full-body press.


  A suicidal move, in its own way.


  “Don’t screw with me!”


  I swung the axe up from below.


  The blade split it from the lower jaw clear through the crown in a single stroke.


  Its consciousness vanished instantly. Then gravity took over, and the dead beast collapsed right on top of me.


  I barely avoided being pinned beneath the whole thing, but my left foot was caught.


  “Gh—?!”


  The beast’s huge weight came down across the top of my foot and twisted it the opposite way from where the rest of my body had been turning.


  The tendons in my leg stretched past their limit, and the pain was so violent I heard a phantom snap inside my head.


  I screamed and thrashed, then regained consciousness.


  I was lying flat on my back, with several shadows looming above me.


  I was completely surrounded.


  “Kill him,” Koranda ordered coldly.


  They came at me from every direction at once. With bodies that large, they meant to crush me to death.


  My left leg would not move.


  It felt engulfed in heat.


  Even the impulse that had driven me until moments ago was gone now, drowned beneath the agony.


  On the edge of my vision, I saw the look on Koranda’s face. She was certain she had won.


  Makena-san. Miguel-san. Yuri-san… I’m sorry!


  I shut my eyes and braced for the impact.


  In the end, it was over before I learned anything.


  My true identity. The meaning of my life. Everything would remain unknown…


  My greatest regret was that I had failed to wipe out the magical beasts. I had not been able to erase the threat hanging over Yoyam Village.


  I was afraid to die. There were still things I wanted to do. Things I needed to confirm…


  Why hadn’t the impact come yet?


  Something was wrong.


  Slowly, cautiously, I opened one eye.


  What reached my ears was a sharp, light sound, like the slicing rush of wind. The instant after that sound, the magical beasts screamed and collapsed to the ground.


  “The hell?! What was that?!” Koranda shouted.


  Thud. Thud. Thud.


  The earth trembled repeatedly as black fluid—part mud, part slimy substance—splashed into the air.


  Koranda darted for the treetops, hiding herself in panic.


  Only I was still struggling to grasp what had happened.


  Arrows…?


  Keeping low, I stared at the fallen beasts.


  Their bodies were bristling with arrows. They had been shot clean through the eyes, the brow, and even the ear canals. Whoever had fired them had done so with terrifying precision.


  There was moonlight, yes, but in darkness like this, the number of people who could loose arrows without alerting Koranda was very small.


  “Miguel-san! Yuri-san!”


  “Damn right!” Miguel shouted back. “The village is holding for now. We came to get you!”


  Off to my rear, one corner of the forest suddenly bloomed with warm light. There were nine figures standing there, the same men who had been holding the bridge earlier.


  As soon as Miguel and the others lit their torches, they began hurling them around the logging ground, widening the area touched by light.


  “Larry-san, we’ll cover you!” Yuri called. “Everyone, nock your arrows!”


  The villagers raised bows and crossbows and began firing into the magical beasts hiding among the trees.


  Several of those shots struck cleanly through the beasts’ heads, snuffing out their consciousness with brutal precision.


  While the volley pinned the enemy in place, Miguel hauled me up by the shoulder and dragged me back toward Yuri and the others.


  “You all right, Larry? We’re pulling back for a moment,” Miguel said.


  “You’re saving my life,” I managed.


  I was half-dragged behind a fallen log. With the men keeping the beasts from closing in by aiming their ranged weapons, I was finally able to catch my breath.


  We had escaped the worst of it.


  That relief and the sheer unexpectedness of their arrival let a little of the tension seep out of me.


  “Are the magical beasts in the village under control now?” I asked.


  “Yeah,” Miguel replied. “Thanks to the hell you raised out here, what’s left is just cleanup.”


  “Larry-kun,” Yuri said, his eyes narrowing, “those giant magical beasts… What exactly are they?”


  “Everyone, listen…” I said. “This whole string of magical beast attacks was orchestrated by an executive candidate of the Aros Temple Cult… Koranda Fedelt.”


  The moment I said those words, the men around me visibly tensed.


  Miguel changed the most.


  As a former Orthodoxy soldier, the words hit him like a blade.


  “An executive candidate is here?” he asked, his voice low.


  “Yes,” I said. “She commands magical beasts.”


  “So that’s what this was…”


  His thick, log-like arms flexed, and the bow in his hands creaked under the force of his grip.


  “Did the executive candidate run?”


  “No. I don’t think she’ll run.”


  “What?”


  “I’ll explain why later. But Koranda is after me… So I’ll take Koranda myself. Can I leave the magical beasts to all of you?”


  Miguel stared at me for a moment, then nodded once.


  “All right. Out of the ten of us, you’re the strongest,” he said. “But your leg’s hurt. If it comes down to it, you fall back. Your life comes first, got it?”


  “Thank you.”


  Even as I said it, unease gnawed at me. Was it really all right to leave the magical beasts to them?


  Then my gaze caught on the bows and crossbows in their hands.


  When I looked more closely, the bowstrings gleamed so darkly and tightly drawn that they almost looked as though they were made of steel.


  Maybe they noticed the surprise in my stare, because the men laughed with a rough, fearless sound.


  “If my knee hadn’t gotten wrecked, I’d have been on the fast track for promotion,” Miguel said with a grin. “I’ve fought magical beasts hundreds of times. They don’t mean a damn thing to me.”


  “Everyone here comes from a line of hunters,” Yuri added evenly. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mistake our village for some ordinary little settlement.”


  “So, Larry,” another man said, his voice hardening, “you make sure you kill that executive candidate. My comrades and our villagers were wounded by those bastards. Some were killed. Avenge our people. Make them pay.”


  Our people.


  That phrase stabbed into my chest.


  If Koranda was telling the truth, then my real identity was Oakley, a former executive candidate of the Aros Temple Cult.


  And somewhere inside me, I knew her words were true.


  I had been a heretic. A traitor too, apparently.


  What kind of mind had I possessed before I lost my memory? What had I felt, serving within the Aros Temple Cult?


  Miguel’s words sank into me and stayed there, heavy as lead.


  Even now, even in this situation, I wanted to kill him and the others so badly I could hardly bear it.


  That girl’s voice would not stop.


  Kill them, it whispered, over and over.


  The contamination had spread through every corner of my thoughts. Orthodoxy, heretic… It no longer mattered. I wanted to kill them all. I wanted to kill and kill until nothing remained.


  Crush them.


  Smear them out of existence.


  The world had no need for anyone but me and ■■■■■■.


  Not just for Yoyam Village… For my own sake as well, I would kill Koranda.


  And with that, I would settle my past, even if it was only in appearance.


  “I’ll kill her,” I said. “No matter what, I’ll finish this.”


  I turned toward the direction Koranda had fled, then drove off the ground with my injured left leg, pain screaming through it.


  Behind me, I could hear Miguel and the others still fighting. With arrows covering me from the rear, I shouted into the darkness at Koranda.


  “Koranda Fedelt! Quit hiding and come out! You want my head, don’t you?!”


  No answer came.


  Of course not. She wasn’t stupid enough to give away her own position just because I called for her.


  She had been riding the largest of the beasts. If I could catch the sound of brush scraping, or even the slightest shift in the air, I could pin down where she was.


  I couldn’t hear Miguel and the others anymore. I had run far enough that the distance between us had grown wide.


  Sharpen every sense you have. If what she said was true, Koranda wants to take my corpse back with her.


  There was no way she would let the man who had disgraced her precious leader slip away. Meeting me here was a trial for her, too.


  Eventually, she would make her move. When that happened, I would respond with a counterattack.


  The chaos from before now felt impossibly far away. Perhaps she had realized how capable Miguel and the others were, because it seemed she had sent nearly all the magical beasts against them, hoping to wipe out the villagers’ group in one blow. Most likely, only the boss beast remained with her now.


  That woman is strong even without the magical beasts. No, now that she no longer has to split her focus between fighting me and directing them, I should assume she’s at her most dangerous.


  I centered myself.


  My eyes widened until they felt ready to catch even the movement of the finest particles drifting through the air, and I forbade myself from blinking. Smell and hearing mattered just as much when it came to detecting an enemy’s presence.


  As my body entered that state of ultimate concentration, even the pain faded away, replaced by a loose, almost languid relaxation.


  Saliva slipped from my half-open mouth.


  Both arms hung limp at my sides.


  Koranda had to hurry. If she didn’t, Miguel and the others would slaughter the magical beasts to the last.


  As if responding to that thought, the pitch-black beast carrying Koranda suddenly emerged from above and behind me, visible through a thick cluster of green leaves.


  Monster and rider moved as one, hurtling toward me with the speed of an arrow loosed from a drawn bow.


  Fast.


  I caught her presence by sound, then fixed the direction of the attack with my eyes. A flash of steel came for my neck. I barely managed to deflect it with the flat of my axe.


  “Agh!”


  The moment our blades struck and sparks burst between them, Koranda was already gone, swallowed back into the dark.


  Then another slash came from a completely different angle. It was a barrage of blindingly fast surprise attacks, as though she were mocking the fact that I had been waiting to counter. This was nothing like before, when she had been splitting her attention between controlling magical beasts and probing for openings. This was on an entirely different level.


  All I could do was desperately deflect her blows with the axe.


  There was no hesitation in Koranda’s swordplay. She cut, withdrew, stepped in, stepped back, and read every movement I made.


  As if she and the beast beneath her were one creature.


  As if she were flying.


  She bewildered me with movements so fluid they seemed to ignore every rule of space itself.


  “Guh!”


  My eyes could no longer keep up. I did not even have time to turn my body fully toward her.


  All I could do was throw the axe up to whatever part of me instinct screamed was about to be cut.


  No counters.


  No openings.


  Just one-sided devastation.


  I had assumed her greatest strength was her ability to command magical beasts.


  Apparently, I had been wrong. Koranda was simply a born killer who also happened to possess the miracle of controlling magical beasts.


  That power was the bonus.


  Her true gift was murder.


  She used the forest itself—a three-dimensional battlefield choked with trees on every side—to unleash strike after strike. I would think she was coming from the front, only for her to slip behind me in an instant. By the time I had turned halfway to meet her, she was already exploiting the opposite side.


  Somehow, I was still avoiding fatal blows. But those two slickly gleaming curved blades were steadily draining away my strength.


  Worst of all was the beast she rode.


  Every so often, it would hurl itself at me.


  A body more than three meters tall and over six meters long came hurtling in at speeds too fast for the eye to follow. If it slammed into me head-on, my body would be torn apart on impact.


  I did not even understand how I was still avoiding it.


  No, that was not quite true. In reality, it had probably clipped me again and again already. From the elbows down and the knees down, my limbs had turned a dark purple. My left leg, already compromised by the ankle twist from earlier, had taken the worst of the cuts and blunt-force hits.


  A dull heat blanketed my entire body, and waves of numb, needling pain rolled through me one after another.


  I had already lost count of how many times her blades had cut me.


  Once things reached this point, once everything went this badly, the fear of death and the panic of defeat began to burn away, replaced by a boiling rage.


  “Korandaaa!”


  If you’re going to kill me, then do it already.


  And if you’re the one who’s going to die, then hurry up and die.


  You hack.


  If I were you, I’d do this better.


  You’re annoying me.


  The only one allowed to damage my body is her.


  My thoughts raged in that incoherent fury, and sparks burst at the corners of my vision.


  A hallucination.


  On a field of snow, a girl stood facing me with a guandao in hand, and in that impossible vision, she killed me again and again.


  I was carved apart by that blade over and over, coughing up blood each time. The dull silver edge disappeared into the snowy landscape, and I lost sight of where her attacks were even beginning. Each time I neared death, I was revived, only to be cut down once more in a one-sided slaughter.


  Compared to the speed of that guandao in the vision, Koranda and her beast were nothing.


  The moment that thought crossed my mind, the girl inside my heart smiled, a sticky, clinging sort of smile.


  I love you so much.


  I thought I heard her voice.


  For some reason, the experience I had gained in that illusion became part of my flesh and blood. It felt as though I were remembering how to fight. Koranda’s form began to sharpen in my eyes.


  I understood the reason for this abnormal shift on instinct.


  The power that had once belonged to the real me, the me who had been a heretic executive candidate, was beginning to return.


  My mind was finally catching up to the speed of Koranda and her beast, and it was becoming easier to track them with my eyes.


  “My turn to strike back.”


  Maybe it was my words that made her laugh. Or maybe she took one look at me, barely standing on limbs gone purple, and assumed I was bluffing. In the dark, I could see the smile on her face, thick with malice.


  “It’s over, Oakley!” Koranda shouted. “Your last little struggle, your whole life… It all ends here!”


  “You really think I’d lose to an idiot who shouts before a sneak attack?!”


  Koranda and her beast came at me from directly behind. Her twin curved blades scraped against one another as she crossed them before her chest, every muscle in her body drawn taut.


  Two slashes from high on either side.


  She meant to break through the axe’s guard with sheer speed.


  But I wasn’t going to let her.


  As I turned, I hitched the axe onto my shoulder and drew both arms as far back as they would go.


  I filled my lungs to the limit, swelling the muscles of my upper body with that trapped breath. Then I stopped breathing altogether and dropped my center of gravity. A hard creak echoed inside my skull as I braced myself to meet Koranda’s lightning-fast charge head-on.


  “Haaah!”


  Planting both feet like pillars, I drove downward through my step, amplifying the rotational force through every joint in my body. The power born at the tips of my toes surged upward, multiplying through the shift of weight in my knees and the twist of my hips until it became explosive.


  None of that energy was wasted. It flowed into my upper body and then into both hands, which clenched tightly around the haft. The force transferred from my flesh into the tool.


  Right as I began to bring the axe down in a diagonal slash, Koranda shot in from the front.


  The beast’s head came first.


  Then Koranda’s blades.


  If I completed the swing like this, I would collide head-on with the beast, and my body would be torn apart.


  In that moment, I focused my awareness on the legs that connected me to the earth. Arms and legs. I needed to command both simultaneously.


  My mind felt like it was about to burn out, but I forced a full-powered sideways leap and a full-powered downswing to coexist and sprang high.


  My upper and lower body felt on the verge of ripping apart.


  Twisting in midair, I leaped to the left and caught Koranda and the beast as they drove straight toward me.


  For the briefest instant, my eyes met Koranda’s, and then my all-out axe strike crossed against the slash of her twin swords.


  Sparks exploded, and a clear metallic clash rang through the forest.


  The blow sent me flying. I lost hold of the axe and only managed to stop myself by crashing into a fallen trunk. Spitting up blood, I forced my head up at once.


  What the hell happened?


  My vision blurred with blood. Between that and the darkness, I could barely make out anything, even a few meters away.


  My sprained left foot spasmed. A stabbing pain ran from my lumbar spine all the way to my neck, so intense that I could not move a single step.


  I wiped at my eyes until my vision cleared.


  A short distance away, the magical beast’s head lay on the ground. The severed head of that grotesque creature with no reproductive organs. Its insides were nothing but black fluid.


  And Koranda?


  Breathing hard, I looked farther out.


  One curved blade was stuck in the earth.


  Still gripping the hilt was an arm.


  Only the arm, severed cleanly from the shoulder down.


  Where was the rest of her?


  I listened carefully, and through the wind, I heard it:


  “Aaah… Aaahhh…”


  A girl’s low, ragged groan of pain.


  Then, after it, a lighter sound—drip, drip, drip—tiny droplets striking leaves and branches.


  There, inside a fountain of red, wandered Koranda, one hand clutching the remains of her shoulder as she staggered aimlessly in shock.


  Looking closer, I saw that her left arm was gone from the root.


  Worse, the side of her head down through the line of her shoulder had been torn apart, and blood was still spraying from the wound as though it would never stop.


  She coughed up blood. Bloody tears ran from her eyes. She stumbled into trees as she walked, half-mad, and still somehow kept coming toward me.


  Her naturally healthy, pale-pink lips had been dyed red, making the rest of her face look all the more corpse-like in contrast.


  Koranda reached out, not to harm me, but simply to touch my cheek.


  “Oakley…” she whispered. “You really are… strong…”


  “I don’t know,” I said. “I was just… lost in it…”


  “No wonder Pawk-sama fell for you… A man like you… Of course, people would fight over you…”


  Her eyes were unfocused.


  Her voice was so gentle, so weak, that it was hard to believe the hatred she’d shown me earlier had ever been real.


  “If I bring back… your head… then maybe I…”


  The hands cupping my face slipped on the warm blood coating them and fell away.


  Koranda no longer had even the strength to support her own body.


  “Would everyone have… praised me a lot…?” she murmured.


  The girl’s weight collapsed against me, her body draped over me as I leaned against the tree trunk.


  Koranda pressed her forehead to the base of my neck, and as bloody tears streamed from her eyes, she began to vomit blood in great choking bursts.


  “Ghh! Guh—!” she gasped, her breath catching as she coughed and hacked up blood.


  From her nostrils, her ear canals, her eye sockets, even from the corners of her mouth, blood-mixed stomach fluid spilled out. The smell of iron and acid filled the air. Fresh blood poured endlessly from the deep gash torn across her neck, and every coughing fit only made it spray harder.


  Another person’s blood soaked into my shirt. Her fluids spattered my cheeks and brow, surrounding me with the stink of iron, the sharpness of vinegar, and a heat so intense it almost seemed to steam.


  She was warm.


  The liquid spilling from the girl’s body carried a terrifying heat.


  My arms rose on reflex to catch her, and as they did, I felt the warmth draining from her.


  A girl who should have been my enemy was dying in my arms.


  No…


  Had she ever been my comrade before?


  Those clashing feelings slammed against each other inside me.


  I should have wanted to kill her.


  So why did some part of me want to save her?


  Was that contradiction mine because I was insane?


  Or was it something all humans carried from birth?


  Maybe she sensed the strange question tightening around my heart.


  A faint smile touched the girl’s lips, and with it, she left me one final curse.


  “You’re not human… You’re… a monster…”


  Then, with a wet slide, Koranda’s upper body slumped against my shirt as all strength left her.


  The instant I understood she was dead, even touching her became revolting. Disgust surged up, and I jerked away from her on reflex.


  Deprived of support, Koranda’s body pitched forward into the tree trunk with a heavy thud, then twisted grotesquely as it slipped down into the muddy water below.


  I didn’t even try to look at her dead face.


  The faces of the dead were terrifying.


  Looking at them brought up a fear I couldn’t begin to name.


  Throughout this battle, I had wanted to kill people so badly—


  “Ugh…”


  —but the instant I looked at Koranda’s neck, bent at an impossible angle, a violent wave of nausea hit me.


  I had killed her.


  I had turned a human being into a lump of meat.


  Her body no longer even looked human to me, only like a broken doll.


  The hollowness of killing one of my own kind, the guilt, and beneath it all, a small thread of pleasure surged up together, and I doubled over, vomiting up everything in my stomach.


  I’m a monster.


  Even if the girl in my heart had been the one whispering in my ear, I still despaired at myself for taking pleasure in murder.


  Maybe Koranda had been right. Maybe I really was the sort of thing that could never belong in human society, something that should never have existed at all.


  I fled the scene as if running from that thought. I no longer had the strength to drag Koranda’s corpse with me. Returning to Miguel and the others took priority over everything else.


  I took one of Koranda’s curved blades from where it had been stuck in the ground and used it as a cane as I made my way through the forest.


  It felt as though hours had passed after only a few hundred meters.


  The lingering aftertaste of battle remained in my mind, making me feel foul.


  “Larry, are you all right?!” Miguel called.


  “We were worried,” Yuri said. “We’ve mostly finished things on our end.”


  “I’m glad all of you made it through…” I said.


  “Partway through, the magical beasts suddenly started moving in a much simpler pattern,” Yuri explained. “It was as if all coordination vanished. In any case, that’s why we ended with no serious injuries and no deaths.”


  “I… see…”


  I nearly pitched forward, but Miguel caught me before I fell. His eyes dropped to the curved blade I had let slip from my hand, and his mouth tightened.


  “That sword…” he said quietly. “You killed the executive candidate, didn’t you?”


  I answered with a silent nod.


  At that, the villagers’ faces filled with a quiet, hard-won relief.


  “Y-You really did it… No way…!”


  “We owe this to you. Thank you…!”


  “Larry took down more than half the magical beasts by himself. Honestly, that’s no small feat.”


  With a shoulder offered under my blood-soaked weight, the villagers led me back toward Yoyam Village.


  When we reached what remained of the collapsed bridge, the piled-up corpses of the magical beasts lay under the moonlight like a grotesque monument.


  I could only give a strained smile at that reeking welcome.


  Miguel cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted across to the far side. The women waiting there with spears in hand answered him with bright, almost giddy laughter.


  “How’s it looking over there?!” Miguel called.


  “All cleared out! Toss us the ladder!”


  “Right!”


  A hastily made ladder—about ten meters long, reinforced with rope and bundled branches—was lowered toward us.


  Below, the ditch was packed so tightly with magical beast corpses that it was hard to believe water had ever filled it at all. At this point, it looked more like it had been flooded with black sludge.


  After somehow making it across the ladder, we found the entire village gathered inside the church, where Makena was already moving from person to person, administering emergency treatment.


  Bruises. Minor cuts. Gashes. Fractures.


  There had been no dead, but nearly eighty percent of the villagers were injured.


  Anything fouled by muddy water or magical beast claws was washed clean with saltwater, then coated with Makena’s special ointment. Broken limbs were braced with branches and wound tightly in bandages.


  That ointment seemed almost absurdly versatile. It was slapped onto bruises, cuts, scrapes, torn flesh… practically every kind of wound the body could suffer. Makena worked with both hands slick with medicine, saying, “Well, it’s not like I get many chances to use this stuff, and I’ve got plenty in storage anyway.”


  Once the immediate treatment concluded, we reported everything that had happened.


  The moment we explained that the magical beast assault had been orchestrated by Koranda, an executive candidate of the heretics, uneasy murmurs rippled through the church. The villagers exchanged confused, suspicious looks.


  So I raised Koranda’s curved blade.


  “I killed her,” I said.


  At once, the room erupted.


  “Larry! Larry!”


  The cheers swelled into thunderous applause, then into a single roaring wave of voices calling my name.


  Ordinarily, this should have been the moment that truly made me one of Yoyam Village’s own, but it did not happen that way.


  Though I should have been standing at the center of that circle, I felt as though I had been left far behind, stranded somewhere out of reach.


  “It’s all thanks to you, Larry! You have to stay in this village with us!” Makena said, thumping both my shoulders with alarming force while wrapping me up in yet more bandages.


  The pain nearly tore a scream out of me, but I was not careless enough to let that kind of easygoing mood carry me along.


  The villagers and children I had spent time with came closer, praising me one after another.


  Their gratitude was genuine. Their admiration came from the heart. The way they looked at me had changed; it had become the gaze one turned on family.


  “Tonight’s a victory feast!” Miguel declared. “Go bring out the smoked meat!”


  Ah… No.


  I couldn’t do this anymore.


  The instant I saw Miguel about to send someone off to fetch food, I surged to my feet.


  At first, everyone turned to me with cheerful anticipation, as if expecting the hero of the day to say something grand. But when I remained standing there in silence, unable to speak, the smiles slowly faded from their faces, replaced by concern.


  “Do your wounds hurt?” someone asked.


  “That would be understandable,” Yuri added. “Honestly, for someone so badly injured, you’ve been unnaturally lively.”


  “Take it easy, brother,” another villager said.


  “My wounds don’t hurt,” I said.


  Makena gave a short laugh. “Now that’s definitely a lie.”


  “Then what is it?” Miguel asked, more gently. “There’s no rush. Just take your time and say it.”


  The church was wrapped in warmth, in the kind concern of kind people.


  Every eye in the village was on me.


  Standing there amidst everything, I couldn’t bring myself to say it. I couldn’t admit that my real identity was that of a heretic.


  More terrifying than being killed by the people of Yoyam Village was the thought of shattering this buoyant, hard-won mood of celebration.


  My vision narrowed.


  The sound of my own pulse raged by my eardrums.


  I had to do the right thing. Even if they killed me for it, I could not lie.


  A life could be ruined by a single lie.


  That much, at least, I knew in my bones.


  I swallowed and looked at Makena, then at Miguel, and finally at Yuri.


  All of them were watching me with soft eyes, the corners of their mouths gentled by relief.


  And in that instant, my answer was decided.


  “It’s nothing,” I said. “My lower back just started hurting a little, so I stood up without thinking.”


  There was no way I could tell them that my true identity was that of a heretic.


  I would leave the village.


  “Gahahaha! So it was a lie when you said your wounds didn’t hurt!”


  “Come on, Yuri-kun, have a drink! Tonight’s a celebration! We drove off the magical beasts and killed an executive candidate!”


  “Hell, you might even get summoned to the Holy Capital for this! This is medal-worthy!”


  “Man, I wanna get praised by Saren-sama herself!”


  The men hauled out the casks of liquor they had hidden beneath the church, hammered makeshift taps into them, and began filling wooden cups to the brim with cloudy alcohol.


  Maybe they were already drunk on the scale of the victory alone, because Miguel, who had always been loud, only got louder. Seeing him like that, the villagers burst into laughter.


  “There he goes again.”


  No… There really was no way I could tell them.


  I couldn’t destroy this atmosphere.


  Watching them rejoice made me happy.


  It had only been about ten days since I’d woken up here, and yet I had already grown deeply attached to Yoyam Village. That was exactly why I couldn’t make a confession that would steal this moment of happiness from them.


  And there was another reason I had decided to leave.


  I knew that if I confessed what I was, and if even the slightest trace of hostility was turned toward me, my heart would choose murder with terrifying ease.


  That was why I couldn’t say it.


  That was why, to protect Yoyam Village, I kept silent.


  Even now, battered and half-destroyed as I was, killing Miguel and Yuri would probably be easy.


  Makena’s ointment had worked too well.


  Fighting Koranda had made it clear.


  I was strong. Abnormally so.


  It wouldn’t matter if Miguel had once been a soldier. Give me nothing but a knife and fork, and I could probably snuff out every drunk, jubilant villager in this church with certainty.


  I had to have spent my life fighting before I lost my memory, driven by some overwhelming sense of purpose.


  My body remembered how to kill people.


  I was not meant to live among other human beings.


  One day, this urge to kill would break loose for good. The moment I heard that girl’s voice, the restraints on my reason slipped far too easily. That was proof enough. I needed to keep my distance from people and die quietly, somewhere no one would ever find me.


  Tonight, I will leave Yoyam Village without telling anyone. I will run, alone, to somewhere far away. If that’s what it takes to protect them…


  “I have no regrets,” I murmured.


  “Hm? Did you say something, Larry-kun?” Yuri asked.


  “No. It was nothing,” I replied. “Nothing at all, Yuri-san.”


  “Gahaha! Bring me the next round!” Miguel bellowed.


  My resolve quietly set, I took a single sip of the alcohol.


  It was the first brewed liquor I had ever tasted, and its flavor spread through my battered body as though soaking into every wound.


  The noisy night wore on.


  And my final night in Yoyam Village slowly slipped away.


  ※※※


  


  About five hours had passed since we confirmed that every villager had survived and, almost seamlessly, drifted into celebration.


  Now, under the moonlight filtering into the church, the villagers lay asleep like the dead.


  Miguel. Yuri. The men who had fought beside me in the forest. The women who had defended the village. The children…


  They had fought on through injury, survived, then celebrated one another’s survival by eating their fill of meat and drinking until they dropped. It was like a storm sweeping through and leaving silence behind. They were strong people who lived each instant with everything they had.


  Heh… Even without me, this village will be fine.


  I packed a few scraps of food and some clothes into a ragged sack, then took one last look at Yoyam Village, burning it into my memory.


  “I caused you all so much trouble over these past six months. I’m sorry… and thank you. I will never forget the kindness I received here, or the time I spent in this village.”


  I felt like I had to say it aloud, even though no one was there to hear it.


  I stopped near the fallen bridge and turned back one last time.


  The same cool breeze that had brushed against my face so many times during my stay in Yoyam Village came again, soft as a farewell.


  I bowed once.


  Then I turned on my heel.


  “Larry?”


  At the sudden voice, I spun around.


  Makena stood there, arms folded tightly around herself, worry plain on her face.


  “Makena-san…”


  “Where are you going?”


  Given the sight of me walking out of the village with a ragged sack on my back, it was only natural she would ask.


  I bit my lip and said nothing for a moment. At the very least, I had to tell her this was goodbye.


  “I’m leaving the village,” I said at last. “This is farewell.”


  “What?” Makena’s eyes widened. “Why so suddenly?”


  “I’m sorry. I’ve already made up my mind.”


  “I don’t think you’ve been a burden. Not even a little. You could stay in my house as long as you wanted, you know?”


  Her damp eyes searched my face.


  Something I couldn’t name threatened to spill out from deep inside my chest, and I had to look away from her.


  “I’m truly sorry,” I said. “There are reasons I have to go.”


  “I see…” Makena lowered her gaze. “Miguel and Yuri are going to be heartbroken. Miguel was so happy, saying he’d finally gotten himself a little brother. And Yuri smiled and said he’d found someone he could really get along with…”


  “Please… give them my regards. And everyone else, too.”


  I bowed my head.


  Then, just as I was about to leave, Makena’s voice, so faint it seemed it might disappear into the night, reached my back.


  “You can come back anytime, all right?”


  The moment I heard those words, I froze.


  Everything in me lurched at once. Emotion drove into my chest so hard it stole my breath, and goosebumps swept over my entire body.


  For half a year, she had cared for me while I lay unconscious. At first, some of the villagers had apparently seen me as an unsettling burden, a stranger they couldn’t trust, but even so, she had saved me.


  Gratitude.


  Toward the woman who was still willing to send me on my way, still willing to support the back of a man who had barely repaid any of what he owed, more emotion surged up than I could possibly contain.


  “Ghh… Ngh… Makena… san…”


  A sudden wave of heat rushed to the backs of my eyes, causing the world to blur. My throat tightened as broken, hiccuping sobs began to escape me.


  Makena came closer, then silently began to stroke my back.


  That only made the tears worse.


  At that point, there was no suppressing it anymore. Gratitude, guilt, bloodlust, the urge to protect—everything spun together inside me until my legs gave out beneath me right there in front of her.


  I couldn’t even form proper words. I just cried.


  There were people who cared what became of me.


  People who thought of me.


  A place I could return to.


  The moment I touched something like true kindness, the walls around my heart gave way. Simply carrying these feelings inside me made me feel as though I could stand against every anxiety and every despair in the world.


  “Would that really be all right?” I asked.


  “Hm?” Makena murmured.


  “Even someone like me… would still be allowed to come back?”


  “I just told you that.”


  “Even if the truth is that I’m an executive candidate of the Aros Temple Cult… Oakley Mercury?”


  Makena’s hand stopped where it rested against my back.


  I didn’t know why, but in that moment, I felt as though I had to wound myself with reality, had to force myself into despair, so I blurted it out on momentum alone.


  This was how it should be. I would tell the truth and accept whatever disappointment came crashing down on me.


  If I had continued to hide behind a lie, the outcome would have been even worse. Irreparable.


  As I stood there ready to give up on reality itself, Makena softly said, “No. You’re not Oakley. You’re Larry. Your past doesn’t matter. The you standing here now is the real you. So come back whenever you want, Larry.”


  Those words were so far beyond anything I had expected that my whole body trembled in waves.


  The ice wrapped around my heart began to melt.


  The curse Koranda had left inside me loosened its grip on my body.


  My true identity might be that of a heretical executive candidate. I might even be a monster that would not hesitate to slaughter. But so long as I continued trying to remain human, then I could still be human.


  The self writhing now between monster and man—that was the real me.


  And if I was choosing to put distance between myself and Yoyam Village so I could remain human, then that choice could not be wrong.


  Held fast by Makena’s words, I broke down into fresh sobs.


  “The executive candidate I killed… She told me who I was,” I said. “She said my true identity was Oakley, an executive candidate of the Aros Temple Cult.”


  “I see,” Makena said quietly.


  “And honestly… there’s something inside me. A part that wants to persecute the Orthodoxy. But at the same time, wanting to protect everyone in Yoyam Village is real too. I thought that if I stayed here… then one day I might hurt all of you, and that’s why—”


  “That’s why you decided to leave the village.”


  “Yes.”


  “These tears are real. You’re a kind boy. There’s no way you could truly be one of the heretics’ executive candidates. I guarantee it.”


  “Makena… san…”


  My head dropped. In that moment, I understood with absolute clarity that I could never win against this woman. And even wrapped in that gratitude, the urge to kill was still rising inside me with every passing second.


  A frenzy so insane it could swallow even the goodness and selfhood human beings were born with.


  I was furious at myself for being ruled by something like that. No matter how many times I wiped my eyes, more shame and frustration kept overflowing.


  “Ah, I should go,” I said.


  “So soon?” Makena asked.


  “If I keep crying like this, everyone’s going to wake up.”


  I sniffed back the tears and mucus and wiped my eyes with my sleeve.


  Looking toward the church where the villagers lay sleeping in a heap, my mouth softened into the faintest smile.


  “My final destination is the Holy Capital of Sasfect,” I said. “I’m going there to investigate who I used to be… And then I’ll find whatever I can do to stop the Aros Temple Cult.”


  “I see,” Makena said. “Then I’m rooting for you.”


  After making that declaration, I turned away.


  Behind me, Makena took a small breath, then shouted one last time. “Go on, then!”


  Smack.


  Her palm hit me square in the back.


  It was far stronger than I expected, and I stumbled forward with a yelp, nearly losing my footing.


  But I used that momentum and broke into a run without looking back.


  Even the stinging heat spreading across my back felt dear to me, and my legs were light.


  Thanks to the ointment Makena had given me, the wounds all over my body were already beginning to heal. I felt as though I could run forever.


  “I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me!”


  My final destination was the greatest city in the land, the Holy Capital of Sasfect.


  But first, I would make for the nearby town of Sater.


  On the tenth day since regaining consciousness, I set off at a run toward my next destination.


   

  Chapter 2: Reunion with the Girl


  

  I made my way toward Sater with a light, easy stride. By tying the bare curved blade to my back with a cord, I liked to think I looked something like a martial artist or a traveler… or so I wanted to believe.


  I ran into several magical beasts along the way, and once I tried cooking them, I found they were surprisingly edible, so I happily hunted them down for food. A few days later, after more than once wishing I had simply carved meat from the mountain of magical beast corpses back at the village, I finally reached the city of Sater.


  Not before being attacked on the road by groups of hooded figures, of course.


  I cut those enemies down, too.


  At last, when I muttered that I’d finally made it and stepped to cross over a puddle, my reflection caught my eye in the water below.


  I looked down and let out a dry laugh at how suspicious I looked.


  A martial artist? A traveler? Not even close.


  I was a man wandering around with a curved blade in one hand, dressed in tattered clothes caked in blood and mud, with hollow eyes in my face.


  I looked more like some kind of monster.


  Then again, maybe that was exactly what I was.


  Even now, I still wanted to kill people so badly I could barely stand it.


  There was one thing Koranda had said, though, that kept gnawing at me.


  Apparently, the man I used to be—Oakley Mercury, executive candidate of the Aros Temple Cult—had betrayed the cult and reduced some place called the Northeastern Branch to ruin.


  She had said I killed heretics named Fuankilo, Karatena, and Gerugoroi, and that I had caused someone called Joanne great grief.


  Trying to sort through those fragments and make sense of them, one possibility came to mind:


  Maybe the man I had once been was an executive candidate within the Aros Temple Cult, but at the same time belonged to some kind of “Orthodoxy faction” that sought to destroy the cult from within.


  No, That makes no sense.


  Why would anyone go about it in such a roundabout way?


  Could I have been a spy sent in from the Orthodoxy side?


  No, even that didn’t fit.


  The killing intent rising up from my past was far too strong for that.


  The girl living inside my heart bothered me, too.


  If I was going to clear up any of these questions, then I needed information.


  Yoyam Village had reached its limit in that regard. Miguel had once been a soldier of the Orthodoxy, and precisely because of that, I suspected his hatred for the heretics ran deep. By the time I considered confiding the truth, I had already missed my chance.


  A small part of me regretted that now. Maybe I should have told them everything after all.


  Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Makena was the only one who would have truly accepted me.


  She was different.


  “Damn. I got too lost in thought.”


  My own idiotic face stared back at me from the puddle.


  That had been close. I’d sunk too far into my thoughts again.


  I needed to get into Sater. I wanted to change my bandages and ask around for information.


  As I started toward the outer gate, I suddenly stopped.


  Right. I’m flat broke.


  If I wanted people to talk, I’d need money, or at least enough to buy them a drink. No one was going to tell a stranger anything for free.


  This is bad.


  Now that I’d run out of magical beast meat, too, having no money was a serious problem. I had no place to sleep either. This city was not going to have someone like Makena waiting to offer me food and shelter out of simple kindness.


  Maybe someone at a church would give alms.


  One way or another, it felt as though my only real option was to head for a church.


  I tried to pass through the outer gate looking as filthy as I was, and naturally, the guards stopped me at once.


  “Hey. You there, filthy one. Stop.”


  “Whoa, you stink! What are you, some country bumpkin?”


  It was a brutal reception, but the worst part, apparently, was the bare curved blade I was carrying. The guards surrounded me without ceremony, confiscated the weapon, and threw me back out of the city.


  “Be grateful,” one of them said with a sneer. “This is us being generous.”


  The contempt in his voice made my irritation boil over, but he was probably right. By any reasonable standard, this was mercy.


  The Kenneth Orthodoxy was still in the middle of a religious war with the Aros Temple Cult. There was no way they wanted someone as suspicious as me walking into the city. The fact that they hadn’t simply cut me down was something I should have been thankful for.


  I couldn’t exactly go crawling back to Yoyam Village now, so I stood there at a loss.


  And then, from behind me, a blond, shaven-headed traveler came walking up the road.


  Judging by the direction he was walking, he seemed to be headed for Sater as well.


  His appearance was decently put together, nothing remarkable, just an ordinary city man. Dressed like that, he could probably get through the outer gate by trading a few casual words with the guards. If they started turning away every perfectly normal traveler who showed up, that would become a problem.


  By contrast, I had just been thrown out at the gate.


  Feeling a shrinking sort of shame at how ragged I must have looked, I stepped aside to clear the way for him.


  The blond, shaven-headed traveler rolled his bloodshot eyes toward me, then, moving in a way even more suspicious than I was, called out, “Sup.”


  “Huh? Ah. Hello?”


  He came closer with little jerking nods, like he was bowing over and over again while his neck twitched. He repeated “Sup” several times, then casually added something like, “Nice weather, huh?”


  All I could do was freeze and mumble back the same kind of answer.


  “Y-Yeah… nice weather…”


  There was no question about it. This guy was dangerous.


  For someone to cheerfully strike up a conversation with me—filthy clothes, upper body wrapped in layers of bandages, looking half-dead—was bizarre enough already. But the restless way he moved made him downright eerie. For a moment, I even wondered whether he was in some kind of drug-addled delirium.


  “Ah, well, whatever. Who cares about the weather,” the blond monk-looking man said. “Judging from the look of things, senp—ahem—traveler-san, you’re in a pretty rough spot, right? You were loitering around out here because they wouldn’t let you into Sater, yeah?”


  “Yes… That’s right, but…”


  The boy grinned and dug through the bag on his back.


  “Well, I’ve got just the thing for you. Ta-da! Clothes I just happen not to need anymore!”


  My breath caught.


  He pulled out a set of men’s clothes and held them up by the fingertips for me to see. At a glance, they looked like they would fit me perfectly. He had even prepared gloves.


  That, more than anything, caught my eye. Since the missing section of my left ring finger would stand out, gloves were something I had quietly wanted for a while now.


  “I’ll give these to you, traveler-san,” he said breezily. “Joa— I mean, I’m a devout believer, y’know? Gotta build up virtue by helping people in trouble.”


  He stood there smiling, rubbing at the underside of his nose. From the way he talked, he was probably one of the Kenneth faithful. It made me think, not for the first time, that the followers of the Orthodoxy, Makena included, were full of genuinely kind people.


  I felt a sharp stab of guilt over having privately written him off as creepy, suspicious, and dangerous. You really could not judge people by appearances.


  Repenting silently, I accepted the blond traveler’s offering.


  “Oh, and by the way,” he added, “I slipped a little travel money in there too. Hope it helps.”


  “T-That’s… Are you sure?” I asked.


  He laughed. “There’s no sure or not sure about it. When people are in trouble, you help them. That’s all. If you ever see someone else in need, do the same for them, yeah?”


  Since waking in Yoyam Village, how many saints had I run into by now?


  Overwhelmed by the spirit in which he’d helped me, I dropped to my knees right there on the ground. I thanked him so many times that the words themselves began to lose weight.


  He only waved both hands, laughing the whole time.


  “No, no, really! You don’t have to thank me! Seriously, you don’t!”


  “A-At least tell me your name!” I said. “Please!”


  “Nah, nah. I’m nobody worth naming,” he replied. “For real. Anyway, I’m off. Maybe we’ll run into each other again somewhere!”


  There was a strange little pause in the middle of that, something that tugged faintly at my instincts, but I kept bowing until he disappeared from sight.


  “If I look presentable, the guards should let me through. I’d better try a different gate, just in case.”


  After changing in the bushes, I decided to enter Sater through another entrance, realizing the previous guards might still remember my face.


  This time, the sentries treated me like an ordinary traveler. One of them compared my face to the paper in his hand several times, then nodded and waved me through.


  I see.


  So first, they screened out anyone who looked suspicious, and then they checked for wanted criminals and other dangerous individuals by matching faces.


  Isn’t that a problem for me?


  Even so, the guards had inspected me and allowed me to pass.


  If someone at the level of a heretical executive candidate existed, they would surely be known by name, though their faces might not be widely recognized.


  As I passed by, I stole a glance at the contents of the paper one of the guards had been holding. The portraits and lines of text slid into my mind with unsettling ease. It appeared to be a list of the enemy forces bringing chaos to the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid. In other words, key figures of the Aros Temple Cult, along with various other criminals.


  A remarkable amount of information had been condensed onto a single sheet.


  Aros Hawkeye.


  Shadik Lane.


  Stella Belmont.


  Pawk Tedlotus.


  Joanne Sagamix.


  Mary Henderland.


  Roddluis Barheigen.


  Insiron Plantia.


  Gerugoroi Workforce.


  Koranda Fedelt.


  Kyulmī-Iyelow…


  Among them, I caught sight of the entries for Gerugoroi and Koranda.


  Gerugoroi’s note described him as a spearman skilled in mounted combat, a huge bald man, though his name had been crossed out with two heavy lines.


  Koranda’s entry described her as a user of twin curved blades who fought by commanding magical beasts and animals, with flashy blond hair and a small build as her distinguishing features.


  There was no mistake. Koranda Fedelt was the girl I had fought in Yoyam Village.


  So she truly had been one of the Aros Temple Cult’s principal figures.


  If that was true, then my own identity was all but confirmed as well.


  I knew little about Gerugoroi in life, but the double line drawn over his name likely meant he was dead, just as Koranda had said.


  What I did not find was my own name.


  Then again, perhaps it had simply been written somewhere I hadn’t managed to see. If so, then that alone told me the extent of it.


  There was one more thing that bothered me.


  Joanne Sagamix.


  My gaze locked onto the sketch of her face on the paper. It was as though some unnatural gravity had formed there, pulling my eyes toward that blurred likeness.


  If Koranda’s words were to be believed, then the man I once was had known Joanne, too.


  The unsettling feeling she stirred in me suggested a connection that was anything but ordinary.


  In the end, the only thing that stayed with me was a sense of wariness toward this woman named Joanne Sagamix.


  “For now, I should prepare for a long journey while I’m in this city. There’s a lot I’ll need to buy…”


  ※※※


  


  After relocating to the city of Sater, Marietta spent her days attached to Pomette Yoster’s temporary assignment.


  The emergency duty assigned to the knightly woman, Pomette, involved collecting reports on recurring magical beast incidents and heretic attacks around Sater. Her tasks included predicting enemy locations and future attack points, issuing orders, or personally going to the sites to carry out the missions.


  Over the past week, the northwestern region of the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid had seen a sharp rise in damage, so Pomette had established Sater, a city in the northwest, as a temporary base of operations. Minor requests were passed on to her subordinates, while she intended to handle the more difficult assignments herself.


  Marietta possessed enough ability that some already spoke of her as a future executive candidate, and Saren herself had given direct orders that the girl be allowed to gain experience. It was because of that order that Pomette had drawn her into this string of duties.


  The frequency of magical beast attacks was beginning to decline, but the incidents had by no means stopped. Heretic raids continued as well, and villagers from faraway places kept flooding the garrison in search of help. As one of the living symbols of the Orthodoxy faith, Pomette found every action she took burdened with constraints.


  Day after day, she either sent extermination units to distant locations or went herself to the front lines. And whenever she returned to Sater, any chance at rest was swallowed up by reviewing and organizing reports. Before the eyes of the public, she could never show weakness. She had to remain, at all times, the pure, righteous, unshakably formidable War God the church expected her to be.


  For the past week, Pomette had gone without proper rest.


  At this point, she had scarcely even slept.


  In a crisis like this, when everyone was driving themselves into the ground, Pomette—the very one who commanded the military arm—could hardly be the only person allowed to rest.


  “Pomette-sama, I really think you should get some sleep soon…”


  “So long as there are people crying out for salvation, I cannot allow myself to rest,” Pomette replied.


  The one who showed concern for her was Orphels, the deputy commander of the Kenneth Orthodoxy regular army.


  He, too, was drowning under the avalanche of work that had come crashing in, but compared to Pomette, he still had enough room to breathe to voice his concerns.


  Marietta, who had just brought in fresh tea, felt the same way. She had also been working day and night without pause.


  The trouble was that Pomette herself was too noble, too deeply committed to self-sacrifice. Anyone who tried to stop her was simply ignored. No matter how often they objected, she never listened.


  “Pomette-sama, you’re going to die at this rate…”


  “It’s fine,” Pomette said lightly. “I have healing magic. Even if I die, I can simply come back to life.”


  “That’s… not what I meant…”


  Marietta’s answer was barely audible.


  Self-sacrifice taken that far only brought misery to the people around you.


  Just as Marietta resolved to take all of Pomette’s paperwork onto her own shoulders if she had to, a fist began pounding against the office door.


  “Pomette-sama! It’s an emergency!”


  “Damn it, what is it this time?” Pomette snapped. “I’m coming. Wait there!”


  To hide the dark circles under her eyes, Pomette had resorted to wearing makeup, something she ordinarily never did.


  That alone would have been proof enough of how exhausted she was. Worse still, when she reached for the hilt of her holy sword, her hand fumbled through empty air more than once before she managed to catch it.


  Even so, she went.


  “Orphels-san, if we don’t stop Pomette-sama, she really is going to die,” Marietta whispered.


  “Pomette-sama has always been like this,” Orphels said with a tired sigh. “Ever since she became a magic-user and gained that endless recuperative power, once she gets like this, nothing anyone says will reach her.”


  With another quiet sigh, Orphels pulled the paperwork Pomette had been handling over to his own side of the desk. If he could finish enough of it while she was gone, he might be able to force half a day of rest on her.


  Marietta understood his intent and reached for a quill as well. But paperwork of this sort still seemed far beyond her. After sitting there frozen for several seconds, she quietly set the pen back down and lowered her head.


  “You should get some rest,” Orphels said. “You’re exhausted.”


  “Okay…”


  “Good. Sleep well.”


  He would have to teach her how to handle the paperwork properly another time.


  After seeing Marietta off to the sleeping room, Orphels found himself smiling faintly as he recalled the poor girl’s awkward struggle.


  ※※※


  


  The morning after Marietta began staying in Sater, Pomette returned briefly to deliver a report, and the sight of her was so alarming that Marietta couldn’t keep silent.


  Pomette looked utterly worn down. She had grown gaunt, and beneath her eyes lay heavy black shadows so deep they looked like the mark of death itself. Even makeup couldn’t hide them anymore.


  The dignified beauty she usually carried so naturally seemed to have vanished, as though the Grim Reaper were standing just behind her.


  Anyone could tell at a glance: if she didn’t possess that extraordinary body with its abnormal recuperative power, she would have died from overwork long ago.


  Mental exhaustion lay outside the reach of healing magic. There was no “managing” this kind of sleep deprivation by brute force.


  The moment Pomette tried to sit down at her desk after returning, Marietta physically stopped her. After a heated back-and-forth, she somehow managed to talk her down and shove her into the sleeping room instead.


  In a way, Pomette’s sleep-starved mind working so poorly was the only stroke of luck.


  After Marietta pushed her down onto the bed, Pomette obediently reached up and undid the ribbon in her ponytail.


  Orphels and the clerks were already handling the desk work. Pomette had time to rest.


  Pomette’s lips hung half open as she spoke, her words slightly slurred.


  “Marietta… Well, well… haven’t you put on a bit of muscle?”


  “That’s not because I’ve gotten stronger,” Marietta said flatly. “It’s because you’re practically dying of overwork, Pomette-sama. You’ve worn yourself down way too much. If the usual Pomette-sama were serious… someone like me would’ve been blown away.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Yes,” Marietta said. “So please go to sleep already. Your judgment has to be completely dulled by now.”


  “I’ll sleep for three hours,” Pomette murmured. “As long as there are people crying out for help, I can’t afford to lie here forever…”


  “Can I say one thing?” Marietta asked.


  “What?”


  “Please rely more on Orphels-san and everyone else. And on me, too, of course. Do you really trust us that little?”


  “That’s… not what this is…”


  “Then promise me. Promise you won’t push yourself this far again. All right? Okay?”


  “Fine… I promise.”


  “And don’t cut down your sleep either. It’d be far worse if you collapsed.”


  “I’m painfully aware of that.”


  With those words, Pomette fell asleep as though she had blacked out.


  She must have been at her limit from the start. Marietta let out a breath of relief, then gently stroked Pomette’s hair as the exhausted woman sank into a sleep as heavy as mud.


  “You finally went to sleep. Really, if you die, then none of this will matter at all.”


  The moment she said it aloud, Marietta found her childhood friend’s face surfacing in her mind. Her expression twisted at once, as though she had bitten down on something bitter.


  She still loved him, but he was never coming back.


  The memory hurt. To escape the discomfort rising inside her, Marietta lifted her gaze toward the window.


  “I guess I’m tired too. Maybe I should take a walk and clear my head.”


  After pulling a blanket over Pomette’s sleeping body, Marietta patted her head a few more times, then slipped out of the garrison and set off beneath the bright, pleasant sky.


  ※※※


  


  At that same time, Oakley Mercury was arriving in the city of Sater.


  By strange chance, the paths of the two were converging in the same direction, and the gears of fate were beginning to draw them toward a single point: the Kenneth Orthodoxy at the center of Sater.


  ※※※


  


  The moment Marietta stepped out from the soldiers’ garrison into the city, she took a deep breath, as though trying to exhale the heavy knot lodged in her chest.


  Warm wind brushed past without a trace of chill. It was one of those gentle days when the air itself felt softly comforting. Above, the sky was a flawless blue, devoid of even a single cloud. There was no need to worry about rain.


  If she let herself drift through the city with her mind emptied, simply basking in the pleasant sunlight, then surely the fine weather would lure the fatigue out of her bit by bit. Holding on to that hope, Marietta made her way through the streets.


  At present, Marietta was in the city’s northern district.


  Trading bits of small talk with passersby and occasionally glancing up at the birds chirping merrily on the rooftops, she was drawing steadily closer to the church in the central square.


  Meanwhile, Oakley was having trouble for a far more practical reason: he had no idea what value the coins the blond monk had given him actually held.


  It was one of those things a person absolutely could not afford to lack in order to live in this world. He had never once had the chance to handle coins in Yoyam Village, so the question had slipped past him.


  More than that, the knowledge originally possessed by the real Oakley consisted only of memories from his previous life and the common sense he had learned within the Aros Temple Cult. In the original story, in-game currency had been displayed as numbers on a screen, so he had never actually handled anything like copper coins or silver pieces.


  And the common knowledge in the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid did not match that of Japan. His limited understanding, derived from “source material knowledge,” consisted only of fragmented episodic memories, which were quite different from semantic memory—such as language—that could remain intact even when memory is impaired.


  So, although a stranger of all people had kindly helped him, he was not in any condition to make proper use of that kindness.


  Not knowing the worth of the coins, Oakley decided to rely on the church in the city center.


  He could have tried asking someone on the street, of course, but the sheer difference between village life and city life had sharpened his caution. A church bearing the name of the Kenneth Orthodoxy, at least, ought to be trustworthy.


  At present, Oakley was in the southern part of the city. Wandering here and there, half aimless, he let the flow of people carry him toward the church at the city’s center.


  “So this is a church of the Kenneth Orthodoxy,” he murmured. “First time I’ve ever seen one.”


  “Taking my time really did make this take a while,” a girl said.


  The first to reach the central square before the church was Marietta.


  Oakley, meanwhile, stopped short at the sight of the pure-white church looming before him for the first time. Its grandeur held him still for a moment before he followed her into the square.


  Marietta, already ahead of him, moved through the church with the easy, unbroken grace of someone long familiar with the place. Taking a seat on one of the benches arranged to either side, she closed her eyes and offered a prayer to the silent stone image of the one absolute God standing in the sanctuary beyond.


  She was far from the only one praying at that hour. Many devout believers came to the church before sunrise had fully broken, offering their prayers just as she did.


  Oakley, meanwhile, slipped uncertainly through the sparse gathering of worshippers and reached for the church door. The heavy hinges groaned when he pushed it open, the sound carrying through the hush of the sanctuary, and he found himself unconsciously putting more force into the hand that held the door.


  Normally, no one paid much attention to whoever entered. But today was different for Marietta.


  For some reason, she desperately wanted to know who had just come in.


  As if guided by fate, she broke off her prayer and opened her eyes wide. Then, following the sound of footsteps, she turned her gaze sideways and saw him.


  “Huh?”


  The red in her eyes trembled.


  It was him.


  For a moment, Marietta thought she might be dreaming.


  That narrow frame. Black hair. Those clouded eyes. At a glance, he might have seemed plain and unremarkable.


  And yet to Marietta, this young man was a hero. There was no doubt.


  He was the one who had saved her life in Daskel, pulling her clear at the last instant when the city was collapsing and enormous rubble came crashing down. She had already half-convinced herself that she would never see him again, and so the shock that seized her now was beyond measure.


  Frozen in astonishment, Marietta could do nothing but watch as Oakley moved to pass by her.


  She followed him with her eyes alone, forgetting even to breathe.


  There were two heroes in Marietta’s life.


  One was Alfie Judgment, who had risked his life to protect her in the tragedy at Metasim. The other was the young man named Oakley, who had saved her by the narrowest margin during the disaster in Daskel.


  She was grateful as well to Celestia and Pomette, who had looked after her until now, but when it came to the people who had pulled her from immediate danger with their own hands, it was those two.


  She had prayed for Oakley’s survival. She had dreamed that someday, somehow, she might see him again and finally thank him.


  And just when she had begun wondering how many years such a reunion might take, there he was, before her very eyes.


  Fortune.


  Confusion beyond fortune.


  And because of that, Marietta’s sense of time had stopped completely.


  At last, remembering how to breathe, she rose to her feet. Incoherent sounds escaped her again and again as she reached out, trying to call to him.


  That strained little voice, broken by disbelief, was enough to make Oakley stop.


  “O-O… O-Oak—”


  Marietta’s mouth opened and closed helplessly until the young man turned and looked at her in puzzlement.


  Their eyes met.


  Those deep, pitch-black eyes.


  It really was him.


  There was no way she could mistake him.


  “Oakley… san…?” Marietta whispered at last.


  She had finally managed to force out words with meaning.


  The man who had saved her from hell was alive.


  Tears threatened to spill as she reached out and took Oakley’s hand, overwhelmed by the reunion after nearly a year apart, but his reaction was not what she had hoped for.


  [image: 03]

  Even after hearing his name, he only looked around in confusion, as though searching for someone else, bewilderment plain on his face.


  She’s Orthodox, Oakley thought. She called me Oakley. But there’s none of the hatred or disgust someone ought to show a heretical executive candidate… Could she have mistaken me for someone else?


  Confusion won out. Oakley gently tried to slip his hand free from Marietta’s grasp.


  But she would not let go.


  Marietta, for her part, was beginning to panic as well. The reaction of the man engraved so deeply into her memory, the man who had saved her life, was simply too faint, too distant.


  “W-Wait, wait just a second! Oakley-san, it’s me! Marietta! I’m Marietta, the one you saved in the city of Daskel! D-Don’t tell me you don’t remember me?!”


  “I-I don’t know…” he said.


  “No…”


  He really did not remember her.


  A strange loneliness welled up in Marietta’s chest, but she told herself it could not be helped. They had only met for a few minutes a year ago. Maybe that was simply how it was: the person who had been saved remembered their savior forever, but the savior could not possibly remember every single person they had rescued.


  But then Marietta heard his next words and doubted her own ears.


  “I don’t think this Oakley person is me,” he said apologetically. “You’ve got the wrong person.”


  “What?”


  That was far beyond anything she had expected.


  The sheer embarrassment of being told so gently that she had mistaken him for someone else nearly made her combust on the spot. But no, that was impossible. There was no way she could mistake the face of her hero.


  Marietta quickly stepped around to stand directly in front of him, comparing him once more with the Oakley she remembered.


  No, no, no. He looks a little thinner, and the color of his bangs is different, but this is definitely Oakley-san!


  It matched.


  She opened her eyes wide and checked every detail she could. Height, features, the structure of his face, it was all the same. Maybe the atmosphere around him had changed a little, but still.


  “N-No,” she said firmly. “You are Oakley-san. I’m certain of it.”


  He stared at her blankly.


  “It’s not a mistake! Absolutely not! I can tell just by looking at your face!”


  “There’s no way…” Suddenly, the look in Oakley’s eyes turned serious. “Come with me for a second.”


  “Huh? Ah—!”


  He pulled her out of the church and led her to a quieter spot with fewer people around. There, he seized both her shoulders and leaned in close, bringing his face right up to hers.


  Being held in place like that, having a man’s face suddenly so near, made Marietta’s heart jump in her chest.


  He was staring at her intently. She felt an absurd urge to fix her bangs. Is something wrong with how I look? she wondered, averting her eyes for a moment, only for Oakley to start firing strange questions at her in rapid succession.


  “You know who I am?”


  “Huh? Of course I do. You saved me…”


  “I’m… Oakley?”


  “You introduced yourself that way a year ago…”


  The moment she said “a year ago,” he fell silent, as if the words had robbed him of any reply.


  He kept searching her face, frowning deeper each time. Overwhelmed by how strange he was acting, Marietta discreetly shifted her weight, ready to kick him in the groin if he tried anything weirder.


  Then, as though giving up, Oakley finally let his hands fall from her shoulders.


  “I’m sorry for grabbing you like that,” he said. “I don’t have my old memories. I’m in a situation where I can’t even remember my own name…”


  “M-Memory loss?!” Marietta blurted out. “Then you really don’t remember anything from a year ago either?”


  “No. I was unconscious for half a year. I only woke up about ten days ago, and ever since then… I haven’t understood anything.”


  “I-I see… That’s quite serious.”


  Both of them fell into confusion.


  From Oakley’s perspective, none of this made any sense. Just when he had begun to think of himself as a former executive candidate of the Aros Temple Cult who had betrayed the cult, that understanding had only been thrown deeper into chaos.


  Why did this girl seem so attached to him? What had he been doing a year ago?


  He had no answers at all.


  As for Marietta, the thought in her head was more like, I reunited with the man who saved my life, only to find out he has amnesia.


  That, at least, explained why their conversation had felt so strangely out of sync. Realizing that, she clapped her hands together softly to herself.


  W-What am I supposed to do? If someone suddenly tells you they have amnesia, how are you even supposed to process that?


  What she had imagined as a moving reunion had turned into something else entirely. She had thought she would finally be able to pour out all the gratitude she had carried until he truly understood how much he had done for her.


  But if he had really lost his memory, then his life had to be full of inconveniences now. Wanting to help in whatever way she could, Marietta quickly began thinking through what was possible.


  “Oakley-san, where are you staying right now?” she asked.


  “Nowhere.”


  “Huh? Then… what about money?”


  “Only this much.”


  Oakley pulled a few coins from his pocket as he said it. It was enough to live on for about a week, perhaps, but if he had no home and no work, then it was nowhere near enough to feel secure.


  It probably wasn’t stolen money, but he clearly didn’t have any regular way to support himself either. Left alone, he might very well end up dying in a ditch.


  Resolving then and there to repay her debt by helping him, Marietta thumped a fist against her chest and gave a determined little snort.


  “So basically, Oakley-san, you’re in serious trouble right now, right?”


  “That would be accurate.”


  Marietta puffed up proudly. “Then don’t worry! I’ll handle your money and your accommodations! Come with me!”


  “Huh? Wait!”


  The moment she declared it, she grabbed Oakley by the hand and marched him back into the church. From there, she opened a door beside the monument and strode boldly into the staff-only section without a trace of hesitation.


  Marietta held a position that could almost be called a prospect for an executive candidate, a highly promising soldier recognized by the upper ranks of the Kenneth Orthodoxy. And with Pomette acting as her temporary guardian, she had enough standing that a bit of selfishness would generally be overlooked.


  “Father Dordun! I have a favor to ask!”


  “Hm? Ah, Marietta, is it? What has you in such a hurry?”


  Marietta went straight to Father Dordun, the man in charge of the church, and pleaded with him to arrange a room and meals for Oakley.


  It was a shameless request, really, but looming behind the girl was the shadow of Pomette Yoster, fourth in the executive hierarchy. The priest, Father Dordun, accepted her demand without the slightest displeasure.


  “I see. So he’s your benefactor, Marietta,” Dordun said. “Very well, then. We shall welcome him warmly.”


  “You really mean that?!” Marietta exclaimed. “Even though we just barged in here?!”


  “Of course, of course… I’ll make arrangements for his room, so why don’t you two wander around the city for a while. Heh.”


  [image: 04]

  After giving Oakley’s appearance a single glance, Father Dordun wiped the drool from the corner of his mouth and disappeared into the back.


  As for Oakley, he felt almost deflated. In one stroke, he had achieved everything he had come to the city for: money, clothing, and food.


  Once they stepped outside the church again, Marietta began exploring the city with him, all the while explaining in detail what had happened a year ago.


  ※※※


  


  A year ago, the Metasim region, Marietta’s homeland, was overrun by the heretics and wiped from the map. After some unknown magic made the city of Metasim itself impossible to find, the nearby city of Daskel was attacked as well. She’d only survived because Oakley had saved her moments before death took her. And it was because she wanted to become someone who could, in turn, save others that she had volunteered for the regular forces of the Kenneth Orthodoxy.


  What she told him became a jumble of objective facts and things she had simply always wanted her benefactor, Oakley, to hear. The story wandered. But for Oakley, learning even this much about the man he had once been was a major step forward. He listened as though trying to drink in every word.


  That said, one thing still made no sense to him: why had his former self been in Daskel at all? Or why, after saying, “I still have something I need to do,” did he go back into that hellish city?


  “Marietta-san—”


  “Marietta is fine,” she said at once. “And you don’t need to be so formal with me.”


  “O-Okay, then. Got it, Marietta.”


  “Yes!”


  “I’m really grateful for everything you’ve done,” Oakley said, “but… is it really okay to take your time? You’re a soldier serving the country now, aren’t you?”


  “Huh? Ah?!”


  Marietta had completely forgotten that she had only come out for a short walk to clear her head.


  What had been meant as a brief break had somehow stretched all the way toward noon as she wandered the city with him.


  Four hours.


  While Pomette slept, Marietta was supposed to be helping Orphels finish sorting through the paperwork. At this rate, the moment she got back to the garrison, Orphels would probably greet her with something like, “And where exactly have you been neglecting your duties?” followed by a fist to the head.


  Suppressing the part of herself that still didn’t want to leave Oakley’s side, Marietta explained the situation as simply as she could and told him she had to return to the garrison.


  “Then I guess this is goodbye for today,” Oakley said. “If it’s all right with you, I’d be happy if you came by the church whenever you have time. I want to know more about who I used to be.”


  “Understood!” Marietta said brightly. “I’ll come see you! I’ll sneak away from my superiors and come all the time!”


  “J-Just don’t overdo it…”


  Parting ways with Oakley as he headed back toward the church, Marietta took off at a full sprint for the garrison.


  Waiting for her there was the knightly woman Pomette, now awake from her nap. She stood planted in front of the entrance with bloodshot, sleep-starved eyes, blocking the way like a wrathful guardian.


  Despairing at the sight, Marietta ran straight up to her, fought to catch her breath, and forced out the first thing that came to mind.


  “D-Did you sleep well?”


  “Yes,” Pomette replied. “I recovered a little.”


  “I-I wasn’t out playing around! There was a very important reason I was gone!”


  “Oh? So in the middle of this emergency, you had some magnificent reason for disappearing without permission for four hours?”


  The area around Sater remained on high alert. Pomette had been carving away her own sleep to carry out mission after mission because even now, countless people across the northwestern region of the country were crying out for help. If Marietta had simply wasted time while all that was happening, there would have been no excuse.


  But finding Oakley was no small matter. It was something immense, something that shook the whole course of her life. Bracing herself to accept Pomette’s fist if it came, Marietta still pushed out her defense.


  “I found him…” she said. “I found Oakley-san.”


  “What?”


  The anger drained from Pomette’s face.


  “His bangs were a little lighter than before,” Marietta rushed on, “but it was definitely him. The same Oakley-san I saw in the city of Daskel.”


  “Where is he now?”


  “At Father Dordun’s church. Apparently, he was asleep for half a year, and he says he doesn’t remember his past at all. Maybe it’s amnesia? But it’s him. I’m sure of it!”


  Pomette turned deathly pale and looked toward the center of the city.


  “Y-Your face just went completely white,” Marietta said. “You really should rest a little more—”


  “He isn’t trying to run?” Pomette asked.


  “Run? What do you mean? Um… Oakley-san said he plans to stay at the church for a while.”


  “So…”


  A lock of golden hair slipped softly past her ear.


  Not long ago, when Pomette had gone out on a heretic hunt, she had, almost on impulse, asked a dying zealot about Oakley. She still could not forget the answer he had given her.


  “You know of a believer named Oakley, don’t you? The man who led Daskel to ruin. Where is he now? What is he doing?”


  “Heh. Heheheh.”


  “What’s so funny?”


  “Oakley disappeared half a year ago.”


  “What…?”


  “That man was one hell of a snake.” The zealot had grinned through blood. “He slaughtered our comrades left and right, then got swallowed up in a ground collapse. He’s dead. Has to be.”


  “Don’t tell me… in the city of Jade…?”


  “He was a lunatic. Not someone who sided with you Orthodoxy types, but not one of us in the Aros Temple Cult either… He was just a monster who killed people on the whim of whatever fleeting emotion seized him.”


  Pomette had cut the man’s head off as he started laughing like a broken thing.


  As she watched his severed head tumble across the ground, her thoughts had gone back to half a year earlier, to the time the northern city of Jade in the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid had come under attack by heretics.


  Giather’s summoned beast, watching from the sky, had allowed them to detect the assault in advance.


  Even so, the enemy force had included Stella, Joanne, and the brainwashed Celestia, a lineup so hopeless it bordered on despair. There was no telling how long Giather’s summoned beast, Frost Giant Frimslus, could hold the city in a siege.


  How long could they endure until reinforcements arrived?


  Would Cress and Pomette’s relief force make it in time?


  Was the fall of Jade only a matter of time?


  That kind of tension had gripped everyone.


  And yet, by the time Cress reached the battlefield ahead of the others, there’d been no sign of the heretics anywhere in Jade.


  Only Giather’s summoned beast remained, and it had said this:


  “Um, at some point, the enemy force was just… wiped out.”


  The investigation that followed revealed that most of the heretics had died by fire.


  Their causes of death were clear enough: burning in flames of Saren’s making, blood loss from wounds inflicted by sharp blades, and poisoning by toxic substances. Whatever had happened, it was obvious that none of it had been Giather’s doing.


  Infighting.


  That was the most convincing conclusion. But several details complicated the picture. Someone had used Saren’s fire by drawing it from the streetlamps and turning it into a weapon. And members of fanatical units like the Raid Unit and the Burrowed Bug Unit had also died. Taken together, it suggested not the rebellion of a single individual, but a mutiny involving multiple people.


  Even so, among the many executive figures of the heretics, Pomette could not imagine who would ever turn a blade on their own side. From her point of view, the salvation of Jade should have been enough. But the whole incident had remained unresolved in her mind for half a year.


  A betrayal, half a year ago.


  The testimony of the heretic she had questioned the other day.


  Every piece fit.


  Executive Candidate Oakley, who slaughtered countless comrades and vanished after being caught in a ground collapse.


  And Oakley, the young man who had supposedly remained unconscious since that winter half a year ago, only to awaken just recently.


  It fits too perfectly. Doubting it would be harder than believing it.


  She wanted to meet this man as soon as possible. But now was not the time to leave the garrison behind.


  There was still work that had to be done. The heretics kept appearing again and again. The magical beasts were surfacing in alarming numbers. Those threats had to be crushed first.


  If Marietta’s story was true, then Oakley would be staying in this city for a while.


  That meant Pomette only needed to visit the church before he left.


  “Marietta, we’re getting back to work,” Pomette said.


  “Ah! Yes, ma’am!”


  As she ushered Marietta back into the garrison, Pomette decided, for the moment, to force those distracting thoughts from her mind.


  ※※※


  


  The moment I arrived in Sater, I found myself on the receiving end of Kenneth Orthodoxy’s kindness yet again.


  A girl named Marietta had spoken to me, and before I knew it, she had found me a church where I could stay for a while, with three meals included, no less. Just thinking that I no longer had to scavenge rotting chunks of magical beast meat was enough to draw a long breath of relief from me.


  Still, a great deal had happened today.


  The blond traveler had given me clothes and money. Marietta had pulled strings on my behalf and found me shelter.


  More surprising than any of that, though, was the fact that Marietta had apparently known me a year ago.


  It was certainly good news that I had finally found a clue about my former self, but, to be honest, it only deepened my confusion.


  After spreading the ointment Makena had given me and the few belongings I carried across the table, I sat down on the bed in the room Father Dordun had prepared for me.


  At that exact moment, a knock came at the door.


  I answered, and the priest stepped inside.


  He was seventy-five years old. His hair and beard had faded to white, and deep wrinkles carved through his face like the rings of an ancient tree. Yet his body had not withered in the least. He was still thick with muscle, a physique that spoke of hard strength rather than decline. This was Father Dordun himself, the priest whose age lent him gravitas and who had agreed to let me stay here for a while.


  “So,” Father Dordun started, “do you think this room will suit you?”


  “It’s the best room I could ask for,” I said. “I’ve been sleeping out under the open sky so often lately that this honestly feels like luxury.”


  He let out a quiet chuckle. “In that case, I can rest easy.”


  The sound of someone noisily sucking in saliva echoed through the room.


  I had noticed it earlier, too. Father Dordun kept making that noise. At first, I wondered if he simply had poor control of his mouth. But when I looked more closely, all of his teeth were still there, even the molars. It did not seem like the kind of thing that would cause him to drool uncontrollably.


  Which meant it was probably just a habit.


  The sound was a little distracting, but pointing it out would have been unbearably rude, and I had no intention of turning the air awkward over something so trivial. So I made a point of ignoring it.


  Father Dordun then brought me a fresh change of clothes.


  “You came in from outside the city, didn’t you?” he said. “Change whenever you like.”


  When I held the clothing up against myself, I found that it fit perfectly.


  Given the priest’s own build, it would not have been surprising if he had brought me something much larger. Maybe he had hosted someone like me before.


  Between the blond traveler and Father Dordun, I had to admit these people were remarkably good at judging clothing sizes at a glance.


  Almost without thinking, I asked, “Are these new?”


  The priest answered with a crooked half-smile and a shake of his head.


  “They’re secondhand,” Father Dordun said. “Not long ago, there was another young man staying here at the church, someone about your age. These used to belong to him.”


  “Oh? What’s he doing now?”


  Again, that habit.


  For the briefest instant, something viscous and translucent glimmered at the corner of the priest’s mouth.


  “I don’t know. One day, he simply vanished.”


  He said it while staring off into the distance, with a look that was at once mournful and oddly nostalgic.


  Once again, that wet sound of him drawing in his saliva echoed through the room.


  “Ah, I understand.”


  A faint unease stirred in my chest.


  Or maybe it was just a bad feeling.


  His standing in society was beyond question. His acts of kindness were obvious. As the church’s caretaker, he radiated trustworthiness. By all reasonable judgment, Father Dordun was a good man. If something in me was recoiling, then that was my own warped thinking at fault, not anything he had done.


  The rude one here was me, for daring to feel this vague discomfort toward a benefactor.


  “It was a sad incident,” the priest went on, shaking his head. “There were even rumors that the heretics abducted him, but the truth was never discovered.”


  Then, as if cutting the mood apart, Father Dordun brightened, clapped his hands once, and changed the subject.


  “Well then, enough of these gloomy topics! Oakley-kun, to put it plainly, you’re filthy. Go take a bath and cleanse yourself.”


  I had not bathed in days.


  Saying, “There’s a bathhouse on the north side of the city,” Father Dordun pushed the spare clothes into my arms and all but chased me out of the church.


  “I’m not letting you stay here for free, mind you. Starting tonight, I’ll have a little work for you to do, so keep that in mind.”


  With the clothes and towel he had given me in hand, I headed for the north side of the city. Apparently, there were several bathhouses scattered around Sater, but the one in the north was close to the garrison, which made it almost an unofficial facility for soldiers.


  Because of that, the first thing that struck me when I arrived was how empty it was.


  That suited me just fine. My body was scarred so hideously that fewer eyes on it could only be a blessing.


  I stepped into the deserted changing room, then into the modest bathing area beyond, keeping a large towel wrapped around my torso as best I could.


  Just because I couldn’t see anyone through the steam didn’t mean no one was there.


  After making absolutely sure no one else was around, I washed the grime from my body and slipped into the bath.


  “Haaah…”


  A strange sense of peace settled over me. The moment I sank into the hot water, I felt like I could drift off to sleep.


  I was already starting to doze, leaning against the rim of the bath, when I heard the door open somewhere beyond the steam. A hazy silhouette appeared through the white blur, and at the same moment, the newcomer must have sensed me too, because they stopped short.


  “Ugh, someone’s in here…”


  “That voice… Marietta?”


  “Huh? Wait, Oakley-san?!”


  “This place is mixed?”


  Of all people to run into here.


  I snatched up the towel I had tossed nearby and wrapped it around myself to hide the scars across my body. I kept my left hand submerged beneath the water, concealing the missing part of my ring finger.


  The plain-featured girl with chestnut-brown hair stepped through the white steam until she reached a distance where we could clearly make out each other’s faces. Then she turned her back to me and began washing herself.


  “S-So, um… fancy seeing you again so soon…” Marietta said with an awkward laugh.


  “Finished with work?” I asked.


  “I’m on a break now. Things have finally settled down a little. I usually come to the bath at a different time from the men, so I was really surprised to find you here today, Oakley-san.”


  Holding a towel over the front of her body, Marietta tied up her medium-length hair. Then, stretching one foot forward as if testing the water, she slipped into the bath and slowly lowered herself down right beside me.


  I kept talking while firmly averting my eyes from the wavering reflection of her body on the water’s surface.


  Why sit right next to me…? T-This is bad. If she gets this close…


  I had no intention of staying in this city long. The whole point was to cut ties before my murderous impulses turned toward people like Marietta and Father Dordun, who had shown me kindness.


  Completely unaware of the thoughts churning inside me, Marietta edged closer despite her obvious embarrassment. Her skin, beaded with water, drew near enough to set my nerves on edge.


  And inside my heart, the girl’s anger began to boil.


  At first, it had been gentle, almost as soft as birdsong. But now it was swelling into a furious storm.


  The murderous urge the girl felt toward the Orthodoxy flowed straight into me, and my mind began to blur. Something feverish inside me whispered, If you kill Marietta now, it’ll feel even better.


  It was like a violent surge of lust, an impulse so primal, so overwhelming, that it felt as though reason itself were being painted over.


  “Hehe, right? So anyway… Um, Oakley-san? Were you listening?”


  “Ah, yeah. I’m listening.”


  Had most of the human need for sex been twisted inside me into a craving for murder instead?


  I couldn’t think clearly anymore. A part of me was even starting to believe it would be smarter to simply surrender to the urge.


  This is bad. I’m losing my mind.


  White skin. An exposed back. Twin swells peeking through the gap where her towel had started to slip.


  Every one of those things fed the girl’s anger and bloodlust inside me.


  Fighting down a wave of nausea, I leaned heavily back against the edge of the bath, feeling violently sick.


  “Oakley-san, you look really unwell,” Marietta said. “Are you okay?”


  “Not… really…”


  “Maybe you stayed in too long and got dizzy. You should get out.”


  “Yeah…”


  I climbed out of the bath and got dressed with my back turned firmly to Marietta’s naked body.


  Though judging from the feeling on my skin, it seemed she remained staring at me the whole time.


  “Well then, Oakley-san, see you tomorrow!” Marietta said brightly. “I’ll come check on you every morning from now on, so please be ready!”


  After parting ways with her and returning to the church, I was met by Father Dordun, his face strangely flushed.


  “Welcome back, Oakley-kun,” he said, doing that habit of his again. “After dinner, I’ll have a bit of work for you to do.”


  After dinner, I fell asleep as if I had blacked out.


  No, actually. I wasn’t even sure whether I had finished the meal… The moment I drained the potato soup, my consciousness had simply dropped away.


  Maybe I had just been exhausted. Or maybe it was because I’d come straight from the bath.


  Either way, my memory ended there. When I woke up, the murderous urge had vanished so completely it was almost refreshing, which at least counted as a small mercy.


  “When did I fall asleep?”


  Last night was hazy in my memory.


  If nothing had happened, then fine, but when Father Dordun came to wake me in the morning and I asked him about it, he only gave me a vague reply before retreating into the back.


  “That’s… strange.”


  I stretched hard, then rose from the bed. Sleeping in a real bed again for the first time in a while had left my body feeling light.


  Absurdly light.


  So light it was almost as if I’d spent the past several days living with weights strapped to my limbs and had only just now been released from them.


  “Father Dordun, did you do something to me?” I asked. “My body feels weirdly light.”


  “Ah, yes,” he said. “Forgive me for acting without permission, but after you fell asleep, I gave you a special treatment.”


  “A special treatment?”


  “There’s a small bottle over there, isn’t there? Using the vapor of medicinal herbs, together with a special therapy that draws upon the radiance of God, I healed your body.”


  A cylinder about the size of a clenched fist sat quietly beside the bed.


  So that was the source of the sweet fragrance filling the room.


  “I realized the very first time we met that your body had suffered serious damage,” the priest continued. “I meant to perform the treatment another day, but since you slept so soundly last night, I took the liberty of doing it then.”


  I see.


  Makena’s ointment had hidden the worst of it, but the fatigue and damage buried deep in my body must have still been lingering. The priest had seen through that and treated me.


  For a brief moment, I was impressed by this “special therapy.”


  Then another thought crossed my mind.


  Had he seen the scars all over my body?


  My hand flew to my collar. Seeing that reaction, Father Dordun bared white teeth through his beard in a faint smile.


  “You didn’t want anyone seeing the scars on your body, perhaps?”


  “Well… No, not really.”


  “Oh, come now,” he said. “What does it matter if a body bears a few great scars? They might well be marks of honor, earned in battle against magical beasts or heretics. And besides, I won’t go around telling anyone about your wounds. I swear it by our one true God.”


  Father Dordun drew in saliva again with that wet little sound.


  Then, smiling with his lips curled upward, he left the room.


  Father Dordun’s mornings began early.


  First came the upkeep of the church itself. Then he listened to the worries of the people who came seeking comfort and helped ease their suffering in accordance with God’s teachings. He also officiated weddings and funerals, and, apparently, worked to spread the faith to non-Kenneth believers who had come to the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid.


  After washing my face, I was brought out to the central square by Father Dordun.


  “I’ll have you handle the fallen leaves and rubbish, Oakley-kun,” he said. “Start outside, then move inside once that’s done. Lately, I haven’t had time to take care of every corner myself, so I’m counting on you.”


  “Understood!”


  Father Dordun gave a small shiver in the cool morning air, shoved a straw broom into my hands, and disappeared back into the church.


  The moment he threw open the church doors, the more devout believers began filing in after him one by one. In the central square, where the morning sun had only just begun to spill its pale light, I stood alone, my shadow stretching long across the ground. For a moment, I watched, almost like it was happening to someone else, as everyone else went inside and left me behind. Then a gust of wind whipped through the square, and I hunched my shoulders, tightening my grip on the broom.


  It was the end of summer. Much of the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid lay in colder regions, so this was about the time the leaves began to fall in earnest.


  “Oh, right, Marietta said she’d come by today, too. All right. Let’s do this.”


  I threw myself into sweeping up the fallen leaves scattered around the square, broken bits of plants, discarded scraps, even an old shoe, every bit of trash that had been left half-hidden along the edges of the road.


  Father Dordun had only told me to clean the central square and the church grounds, but once I got started, the boundaries started to blur. Before I knew it, I had drifted into the neighboring area as well.


  Then the refuse tossed deliberately into the alleys started bothering me, too.


  Still, if I kept widening the scope like this, I’d never get anywhere. So I drew the line at a reasonable point, stepped back from the mountain of collected garbage, and wiped the sweat from my brow.


  “What am I supposed to do with all this?”


  I had gathered far more than I expected. At this point, my satisfaction at doing something useful was being overtaken by anxiety over how to dispose of it all. I was standing there in front of the pile, flustered and wondering whether I should go call Father Dordun, when someone gently tapped me on the shoulder.


  “Good morning, Oakley-san,” came a familiar voice. “What are you doing?”


  The one standing there when I turned was Marietta, a girl about a fist shorter than me. Her glossy brown hair swayed as she looked up at me with eyes slightly damp, almost pleading. The memory of us sharing the bath the day before flashed back, and before I could stop myself, I pictured the body hidden beneath those loose clothes.


  A figure far softer and more womanly than her youthful face would suggest. Full breasts that were clearly far more generous than her clothing let on.


  And beneath that soft belly, the red fruit packed inside.


  Wait, what the hell was I thinking? Did I just imagine cutting her open? You monster.


  I shoved the thought away and forced my face back into something calm.


  “Morning, Marietta,” I said. “Father Dordun asked me to clean the central square, but I ended up gathering way more trash than I expected. Do you know where I’m supposed to throw it out?”


  “Ah.” Marietta tilted her head. “I’m not really sure either, so I guess we’ll have to ask Father Dordun.”


  “It’s supposed to be my job… Well, I don’t have much of a choice.”


  “This works out perfectly, then. I’ll go ask him while I go say my good morning!”


  “Ah, right.”


  Maybe it was the cool air, but the tips of her ears had gone faintly red as she turned toward the church. I watched her jog inside, then decided my best use of time was to keep an eye on the mountain of rubbish so the wind didn’t scatter it all over again.


  “Huh?!”


  A gust of wind picked up a scrap of trash and sent it spinning into the air. It sailed off as though drawn into the alleyway nearby. If it had been something smaller, I might have let it go, but it was just large enough to make me hesitate, then follow after it.


  I stopped at the mouth of the narrow passage leading into the alley.


  If the trash had caught nearby, that would have been one thing, but I couldn’t see it anywhere. Which meant the most reasonable conclusion was that the wind had carried it deeper inside.


  And yet, the moment I looked into the back of the alley, I hesitated. There was something about the stagnant air and the depth of the darkness there.


  More than any desire to keep Sater clean, I found myself wanting not to go in.


  A warm, damp current seemed to seep out of the dark and coil around my limbs. A swampy stench followed a beat later, and nausea rose up from the back of my throat in a sudden convulsion.


  I turned on my heel as if fleeing, breaking into a quick stride toward the light, when a voice stopped me from behind.


  “You. You’re the kid who started staying at Father Dordun’s church, aren’t you?”


  It came from the dim depths of the alley.


  Something human-shaped emerged from the gloom: dark skin, white hair so filthy there wasn’t a trace of cleanliness left in it, and clothes hanging off him like rags. Several teeth were missing, and the few that remained stood alone in his mouth, yellowed and narrow.


  I had never seen one in person, but the first thing that came to mind was a goblin.


  Was this man the source of that stench? Judging from how he looked, there was no telling how many days had passed since he’d last bathed.


  He spread his arms in a show of friendliness as he approached. In his right hand was the scrap of trash I had let get away earlier. It looked as though he meant to hand it back to me.


  Which meant he knew I was gathering rubbish.


  Has he been watching me the whole time? Since when?


  Surely not since the early morning, when I first started cleaning?


  The moment I realized I had been under his watch, fear locked my legs in place.


  Then, just as suddenly, a grotesque surge of killing intent snapped that paralysis apart.


  This man was dangerous.


  Which meant it would be acceptable to kill him.


  The instant that thought crossed my mind, I felt easier.


  More than that, if I was justified in eliminating him, then wasn’t this the perfect chance to vent the murderous urge boiling inside me?


  Seeing how sharply I had tensed, the man scratched at his scalp hard enough to shake loose flakes of dandruff. After letting the trash fall from his hand, he pursed his lips in disappointment.


  “Yeah, all right. Telling you not to be on guard because I’m a friend was probably never going to work. I mean, look at me.” He gave a dry little shrug. “So I’ll keep it short. Don’t trust Father Dordun.”


  “I still don’t have definitive proof,” he continued, “but every boy who stays at the church he manages disappears within a few days. Which means the next target is you. Believe me or don’t, it’s your choice. But please, don’t let your guard down. I’d be glad if I turned out to be wrong, but…”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “Go back. Quickly. Dordun will come looking for you.”


  The turn this had taken was so far from what I’d expected that I could only stare.


  The killing intent drained away.


  I had been certain he was some dangerous figure lurking in the city’s underbelly, but the reality was stranger: he was a mysterious man trying to warn me. Suspicious either way, of course, but after speaking to him once, my impression of him had turned completely upside down.


  I wanted to dig deeper into the rumors surrounding Father Dordun, but even more than that, I needed to know who this man really was. Having regained a little composure, I addressed the figure who looked as though mildew had crept over every inch of him.


  “Who are you?”


  “I had a son,” the man said. “We were separated during the fighting in Daskel. He escaped and eventually made his way to Sater, where he sought refuge in the church there. But after staying there… he vanished without a trace. I only learned that much recently. Far too recently. And once I found out there had been other victims besides him, I started gathering information on Dordun in the city’s shadows. So what am I, then? A pitiful ghost shackled to the past, I suppose.”


  The man who called himself a ghost melted back into the darkness in the space of a breath, leaving only one last warning behind.


  “The Kenneth Orthodoxy is rotten. Be careful…”


  I picked up the scrap of refuse that had been returned to my feet and turned his words over in my head.


  Don’t trust Father Dordun… The Kenneth Orthodoxy is rotten…


  Father Dordun was the sort of man whose name would not have looked out of place in this city’s history. He had served for years as a priest of the venerable Kenneth Orthodoxy, and his reputation among the people of Sater was sterling. Even today, no small number had come to the church seeking his counsel.


  And I was supposed to cast aside all of that, for the word of some filthy stranger skulking through an alley?


  Ridiculous.


  Father Dordun had healed my body. That suspicious man had to be saying outrageous things just to unsettle me.


  No matter how I think about it, Father Dordun is the one I should trust. And yet… what is this knot of distrust sitting in my chest? What is pushing me toward it?


  My heart was hammering with foreboding.


  But it was not only my heart sounding the alarm.


  The voice inside me was revealing its distrust as well.


  I really am broken, I thought. I’m convincing myself that doubting Father Dordun is the righteous thing to do. A man who wants to kill people can’t possibly think straight. I have to leave this city before my mind finally gives way.


  To get out of the alley, I turned on my heel… and found a familiar tall old man standing directly in front of me.


  “What are you doing in a back alley like this, Oakley-kun?”


  A thin, strangled breath caught in my throat.


  The one standing there was Father Dordun himself.


  “The cleaning outside is fine now,” he said. “I need you to take care of the inside of the church.”


  “Y-Yes…”


  Father Dordun turned and started walking back toward the central square.


  A cold sheen of sweat broke out all over me. When had he gotten behind me?


  The priest loaded the assorted pile of rubbish onto a cart he had brought from somewhere, then pushed it away toward the western side of the city.


  ※※※


  


  While Father Dordun was gone, I ended up making small talk with Marietta.


  Unless I was deluding myself, she really did seem to feel warmly toward me as the person who had saved her life. The signs were numerous, like her tendency to drift physically closer and her frequent praise of me. While part of me appreciated her affection, getting too close to her only fueled my bloodlust.


  So I gently deflected her attempts at touching me and kept a certain distance between us. Every time Marietta bit her lip and made that expression, like she was enduring something in silence, my chest gave a painful throb.


  In any case, when I asked Marietta what kind of reputation Father Dordun had, the answer was exactly what I had expected.


  Her opinion of him was glowing.


  So were the opinions of the Orthodoxy soldiers.


  And not just theirs. When the believers inside the church overheard our conversation, they praised him too.


  “You won’t hear a bad word about Father Dordun around here.”


  “When an earthquake struck this city years ago, he held up a collapsing house with his own strength and stopped the whole thing from coming down,” one woman said. “If not for that, I’d be dead by now. There’s no way I could ever thank him enough…”


  “When I was little, Father Dordun gave me bread,” another said. “I didn’t starve to death because of him.”


  Every story they told painted him as exactly what he seemed to be: a saint.


  The old woman said Father Dordun had been the priest of Sater for nearly ten years now. He had never once been caught in wrongdoing, nor was there even a single dark rumor attached to his name. Dordun was, in every sense, a man who embodied what a follower of the Kenneth Orthodoxy ought to be.


  Marietta leaned close and whispered in a ticklish voice against my ear.


  “I heard Father Dordun used to be a soldier,” she said. “Apparently, he came to this city after losing out in the power struggle to become one of the Orthodoxy executives…”


  There were only seven seats among the Orthodoxy leadership. It was only natural that there would be infighting over who would inherit one of them, but if even a man with Dordun’s accomplishments had failed in that political war, then it spoke volumes about the depth of the Kenneth Orthodoxy’s ranks.


  After we talked for a while, Marietta rose from the seat beside me and said she had to return to work.


  Apparently, reports of magical beast damage and requests for rescue were piling up in nearby areas, but she said she would still find little pockets of time to come see me again.


  When I asked why she was looking after me so much, she wound a strand of her glossy chestnut hair around her finger and murmured, glancing up at me, “Because you saved me.”


  Her crimson eyes fixed on me with painful honesty. The feeling in them was so straightforward that it was almost blinding. Her cheeks and ears were burning even redder than her eyes.


  “Ah, haha! I really have to go now!” she said in a rush. “See you later!”


  Then she ran off in a fluster.


  “Looks like things are going pretty well with little Marietta, huh?”


  The one who came up to me as I stood there rooted in place was the old woman who had said Father Dordun once saved her. She jabbed me in the side with her elbow, wearing a mischievous grin.


  At a very high probability, this was teasing.


  Still, after she had given me information about Father Dordun, I couldn’t exactly ignore her.


  “She’s completely smitten, that one,” the old woman said. “You sinful young man, you.”


  “I’m not the sort of man who suits a good girl like her,” I said. “There’s someone far better for her.”


  Apparently, Marietta had once had a childhood friend named Alfie, but she had lost him in the tragedy a year ago.


  Maybe part of the reason Marietta and I had grown close so quickly over the past few days was that, somewhere unconsciously, she was looking for a replacement for Alfie. I was unstable from the outset, and Marietta, in her own way, was unstable too.


  “Besides,” I said, “both Marietta and I already have more than enough things we need to do.”


  “Is that so?” the old woman said. “Well, I suppose an old woman shouldn’t meddle too much. Though I’ll still be rooting for you!”


  Laughing lightly, she left the church.


  After finishing the cleaning in the main hall, I wiped the sweat from my brow and waited for Father Dordun to return. It had already been thirty minutes since he went out, but there was still no sign of him.


  Standing around doing nothing felt like a waste of time, so I decided to clean my own room and the part of the church that Father Dordun used as living quarters.


  I changed out the water in the bucket, soaked a rag, wrung it out, and started wiping down the hallways.


  I moved quickly, almost running as I scrubbed, sometimes dropping to my knees to reach every corner. By the time I finished, the long corridor gleamed.


  Next was the room I had borrowed. If I was going to clean, I wanted it perfect.


  I changed the water again—it had already gone dark with grime—then dragged aside the chest of drawers and the bed and wiped down the hidden spaces behind them.


  “Hm?”


  As I was moving the desk in the corner of the room, I heard the faint sound of paper rustling from the gap in the wall. Looking down, I saw a scrap of paper slip free from the edge and nudge the tip of my foot.


  Without really thinking about it, I bent and picked it up.


  It was a square sheet folded over once. It had been folded carelessly, the corners not quite lined up, and bits of cottony dust clung to it here and there. Nothing was written on the front. The back was only stained with yellowish blotches. It looked as though it had been sleeping in the crack in the wall for a very long time.


  After brushing off the dust against the back of my hand, I found the fold with my thumb and slowly opened it. The paper crackled dryly as it unfolded.


  Inside was a short message, written in a disturbed, uneven hand.


  I don’t want to die.


  I don’t know what he’s going to do to me.


  Don’t trust the priest.


  A chill like ice water raced through me.


  Heat flashed behind my eyes, hot enough to blur my vision, and a tremor called fear climbed up from the tips of my fingers and toes.


  The first thing that surfaced in my mind was my conversation with that goblin-like man in the alley. His warning overlapped perfectly with the words on the page.


  He had said there were other victims besides his son.


  Any boy who stayed at Father Dordun’s church vanished within a few days.


  “Oakley-kun, how far along is the cleaning?”


  The only reason I wasn’t caught outright was that I reacted in time to the sound of the doorknob turning.


  I shoved the note into my breast pocket, snatched up the rag, and dropped to the floor as if I had been scrubbing it the whole time.


  “Ah, that body of yours… You’re drenched in sweat.”


  That slurping sound echoed through the room.


  Seeing me with my clothes soaked and clinging to my skin, Father Dordun drew in that cloudy saliva again through the gap in his beard. He set a hand on my shoulder and pulled me to my feet, then looked me over with a gaze that seemed to lick at my body.


  That pitch-black stare pierced all the way through me.


  My fear and disgust had hardened into something absolute, and I wanted to resist, but faced with a body well over one hundred ninety centimeters tall, with that thick, trained chest and those heavy arms right in front of me, the will to fight bled out of me.


  Maybe it was because the revulsion clinging to him was different in kind from what I had felt from Koranda, but I could not summon the urge to battle him.


  I was overwhelmed.


  So this man is the reason those boys disappeared!


  The filth hanging off him was not something an ordinary person could wear. He was hiding something dark.


  Most likely, the young men he chose as targets were limited to drifters of unknown background like me, or boys with no family or relatives to rely on. That was why, even with someone like Marietta around, someone connected to the military, his crimes had never come to light.


  It was already dusk.


  If I didn’t get out of this church before night fell, the worst might happen.


  “Oakley-kun,” Father Dordun murmured. “Why don’t you go wash off that sweat? You can rest for the day.”


  “A-All right,” I said.


  His habit of having perfectly sized clothes and towels ready had not changed. As I accepted them, my hands trembled slightly.


  But Father Dordun still isn’t confirmed to be a murderer. I don’t want to cause trouble before I leave this city…


  My heart was making an ugly sound in my chest.


  Judging from the circumstantial evidence, Father Dordun was deeply suspicious. But suspicion alone was not enough to condemn him.


  I needed to find the man from the alley.


  If I spoke to him, maybe I could learn the truth.


  I had only just stepped onto the main street when I felt eyes on my back.


  That wet, sticky sound.


  That obscene, licking gaze.


  I was being watched, without question.


  From somewhere, Father Dordun was watching me.


  I ran.


  Without thinking, without planning, I threw myself into the deserted alleys and began searching for that man.


  Maybe it wasn’t only that I wanted the truth.


  Maybe I also wanted a way to release the murder that kept building up inside me. If I could unleash it on a genuine villain… No, wait. What was I thinking? Was I really starting to see this situation as a perfect chance to satisfy my urge to kill without consequences?


  I raced through the maze-like backstreets, navigating an unfamiliar tangle of narrow paths.


  And at the end of that frantic search, I found him.


  The same ragged vagrant who looked like a goblin.


  There was no way I could mistake him. From his build to his hair, everything matched.


  He was leaning against a wall, his eyes closed.


  I grabbed his shoulder and shook him, while fumbling for the note I had crammed into my breast pocket, now wrinkled and crumpled all over.


  “Listen to me. I found a strange note in the church! I’ll show you the proof right now!”


  But no matter how hard I shook him, he didn’t wake. He didn’t react at all.


  So, growing frantic, I slapped his cheek with both hands, trying to jolt him awake.


  And the moment his neck gave way with a limp little tilt, I understood the source of the wrongness. There was a collar beneath his chin.


  Had he put his clothes on backward?


  Why?


  My gaze dropped.


  “Ah.”


  The man’s toes were pointing backward.


  There was a back beneath his chin.


  Only his head was facing this way.


  Shock hit me so hard it felt as though someone had smashed me straight through the eyes.


  Blood hung at the corner of his mouth. One bloodshot white eye showed faintly through the half-open lid. I was still staring, numbed by the grotesque absurdity of the way he had died, when his balance finally gave out, and his body toppled over stiffly like a fallen pole.


  He did not move again.


  “N-No way…”


  This timing. Dordun had to be the one who killed him.


  He had claimed he was going to handle work inside the church, but all the while, he had been watching me. When he said he was taking the trash away, he had really gone to kill this man.


  Which meant there was a very good chance he was watching my actions even now.


  The instant that thought was fully formed, my heart turned to ice.


  A scrap of paper slipped from my inner pocket and skated across the ground. My eyes were drawn helplessly to it as it fluttered down through the air.


  Then a shadow stretched over it.


  In the orange-stained world of dusk, someone bent down and picked it up between two fingers.


  “So I came to see what was taking you so long… and I find this. I see. So you knew this little rat, did you?”


  It was Father Dordun. No longer making even the slightest effort to hide what he was, Dordun smiled from ear to ear and drew in his saliva with that wet, obscene sound.


  “It really does feel as though fortune itself has begun to turn in my favor. Great luck, a tailwind, blessed providence, some vast current too grand to put into words.” His tongue pressed greedily behind his teeth. “To think I could dispose of one nuisance and secure the most delicious-looking young man in my entire history.”


  I didn’t know how long he had been watching my half-crazed behavior, but his wrist was slick with a translucent fluid.


  Ignoring the way I stood there frozen, Father Dordun lowered his eyes and read the note I had dropped with clear fascination.


  “Hmm. So he wrote this while my eyes were elsewhere.” Father Dordun glanced over the note, then smiled faintly. “Ah. This handwriting belongs to Aegis Dumblebee-kun. I remember him as though it were yesterday. Those eyes, wide with terror. That slight body thrashing and screaming as he cried. He was such a very good boy…”


  A wet, phlegmy chuckle rattled out of him.


  After tucking the note away inside his robes, the priest’s expression suddenly went hollow, like the dead eyes of a fish.


  “Oakley-kun,” he said softly. “You understand now, don’t you?”


  The words were darker than a death sentence, thick with boiled-down lust and madness.


  And yet, the instant I accepted that Father Dordun was truly someone I was allowed to kill, my heart felt lighter. The murderous urge that had sat like sludge at the bottom of me burst free, and with it came the will to fight.


  “If you don’t want to get hurt, come quietly,” Dordun said. “And no screaming, either.”


  “Don’t flatter yourself, Dordun.”


  “Hm?”


  I snatched up a shard of glass lying nearby and raised it before my chest, settling into a fighting stance.


  “I don’t care if you used to be an Orthodoxy soldier or whatever else. I’m not weak.”


  “Don’t underestimate an old man, Oakley-kun,” Father Dordun replied. “I’ve ‘prepared’ more desperate, struggling boys than I could ever count.”


  Still wearing an expression of total ease, he lifted both elbows upright and clenched his fists.


  The stance, backed by that huge frame, carried the oppressive presence of a seasoned fighter. But unarmed, Dordun was still no threat on Koranda’s level.


  I lunged in with a long stride, closing straight into his reach, and brought the glass shard down along the line of his center.


  The old man failed even to defend himself, and the blow should have split him wide open from collarbone to groin, or so it should have.


  A few seconds after the slash, a single tear slowly opened in Father Dordun’s robe.


  Then I saw something impossible.


  “What…?”


  Beneath the black robe, as it fell open, a body of forged steel was revealed in the light of the setting sun.


  Even in the dimness, every ridge and hollow of his muscles stood out in sharp relief.


  No, that wasn’t the worst part.


  Stripped bare, Father Dordun’s body was bound all over with strange hemp cords.


  The sculpted physique, like something carved from stone, had been cinched tight by the rope, the cords crossing over his flesh in a pattern like a tortoise shell. The pressure of the muscles swelling beneath them made the bindings creak in protest.


  And at his groin, his penis stood rigid, pointed upward even as it too was tightly bound.


  “This,” Father Dordun said, “is my formal attire.”


  My brain refused to process it.


  The girl inside my heart recoiled in violent confusion, and at the same time, both the killing intent and the urge to fight began to wither away.


  Those eyes of Dordun’s still burned with feverish hunger, yet I had lost even the strength to keep hold of the glass shard.


  This was something beyond what I had anticipated.


  A monster.


  A deviant.


  A grotesque thing.


  Yet, I couldn’t even summon the thought that I could still fight.


  I couldn’t.


  From the tip of Father Dordun’s upturned sex, a clear droplet had swollen. It looked almost pure, like some honest emotion made visible. In the twilight, it sparkled like a jewel.


  If that had been all, perhaps I could still have endured it.


  But then—


  Drip… Drip…


  A light sound struck the paving stones, almost like the first drops of rain.


  Except it wasn’t raining.


  Unbelievably, that thing had begun to cry while facing upward.


  Once the first drop spilled free, the rest could no longer be restrained.


  It was as if it had desperately tried not to weep, only to fail in the most violent, shameful way possible. The liquid overflowed without end, spilling faster and faster.


  Several thin streams traced their way downward and dripped onto the stone below.


  Just like the way everything had been unleashed in my battle against Koranda Fedelt, when I had entered that ultimate state of concentration, when all restraint was lost—


  I can’t win.


  A deep freeze gripped the core of my body, and a violent trembling overtook me.


  I was scared.


  Terrified.


  That raw, primitive despair pierced straight through me.


  My frozen body would no longer obey reason. It had been thrown completely beyond my control.


  He was a monster. A true one. Something from an entirely different dimension than Koranda or anyone else.


  And I had become the target of that madman’s hunt.


  Because I was a man, I understood exactly what made it so horrifying.


  The terror of being made the object of another man’s blazing desire.


  Move.


  Move, damn it.


  What am I supposed to do against something like this?


  No, no, no… Calm down. Calm down. Calm down.


  As a thousand broken thoughts flashed through my head, my mouth whispered a name.


  “Jo… anne…”


  ■■■■■■, help me.


  I repeated it in a voice too small for anyone to hear.


  I had to fight, but no strength would come.


  That old man’s greasy lust was bearing down on me in full, and the fear it inspired was so overwhelming it defied words. Everything below my waist seemed to shrink up in dread. More than killing Dordun, more than defeating him, the only urge left in me was to get away from here as fast as possible.


  I shouldn’t fight this man.


  That much was certain.


  I had to run.


  And yet, almost as soon as the thought struck me, all strength drained from my legs. My knees buckled, and I collapsed to the ground.


  “Ah… Wh…”


  It wasn’t that I’d gone weak. It wasn’t that my knees had simply given out.


  My body was starting to go numb in a way that was deeply wrong.


  “Don’t tell me… You…!”


  As I crumpled to the stones, I spat the words at Father Dordun through a mouth that no longer moved properly.


  He answered without the slightest hint of shame.


  “A slow-acting paralytic poison,” he said. “The reason you blacked out after dinner the other day was that I mixed a fast-acting paralytic with a sleeping draught.”


  “Y-You think you can do something like this and get away with it—”


  “If a man does not impose his own selfish desires upon the one life he is given, then what is the point?” Dordun replied. “And the more outrageous the desire, the more the pleasure swells beneath the weight of its own depravity.”


  The priest’s hand slid over my back as gently as if he were caressing a lover’s skin. Then he smiled with a row of white teeth and said, “Come now. Let’s go home. To a house where it will just be the two of us. At the very end, what would you like to eat? I want to know your favorite food. Let us make it a lovely dinner.”


  ※※※


  


  Father Dordun.


  In the original story, he’d appeared as a villain, embodying the corruption festering within the Kenneth Orthodoxy, and his arrival had sent many players into confusion.


  After spending so long painting the Aros Temple Cult as depraved, the story now turned and stained the image of the protagonist’s own side as well. With Dordun’s appearance, players were forced to realize that the Kenneth Orthodoxy was far from united.


  And now, in the present, Father Dordun was making preparations to violate Oakley after stealing the freedom from his body.


  He did it while cheerfully sharing what he called a final supper with him.


  “So your favorite food is potatoes, Oakley-kun. How unusual. All the boys before you asked for meat.” Dordun’s saliva clicked wetly in his throat. “Still, there’s something charming about simplicity, too.”


  Whether the paralytic poison had truly set in or whether his spirit had simply been broken, Oakley sat there pale as death, head bowed, silent. In front of him, Father Dordun carefully arranged an entire spread of potato dishes across the wooden table.


  A crisp potato galette loaded with melted cheese. A thick potato potage. Meat and potatoes sautéed in onion sauce.


  The candlelight flickered across the feast, but Oakley did not so much as glance at it. He only stared blankly at the table, hollow-eyed.


  “Hm? No appetite?” Dordun said. “You troublesome boy.”


  He was wearing an apron over the rope harness.


  “Since you’re going to die anyway,” he went on, “you might as well die after eating something delicious, don’t you think?”


  Breathing hotly through his smile, he began laying out the dishes in earnest. The giant priest, wearing nothing but an apron, carried platter after platter in both hands, the frills swaying against his hips. Beneath them, glimpses of the hemp ropes appeared and vanished. Whenever he turned his back, Oakley could see the hard, muscular curve of his buttocks.


  It was the strangest waiter in the world.


  The cutlery clicked softly into place, and at last the preparations for the supper were complete. Father Dordun began reciting a solemn prayer, as if offering reverence to the one true God.


  “O, one absolute God who dwells in the heavens, grant Your blessing to us who are weak. Grant us salvation. We thank You today as well for Your divine will. Blessings upon this world.”


  There truly was faith inside Father Dordun. He genuinely loved God, and he had devoted himself to the Kenneth Orthodoxy.


  But that was one thing.


  Murder born from appetite was another.


  That contradiction at the heart of Father Dordun had served him well. It had hidden his crimes for years.


  His public face was that of a devout, earnest priest. His hidden face was that of a madman who killed to satisfy his own desires. The only reason the alleyway man had been the sole person to catch on to him until now was that Dordun’s outward character had been so perfectly saintly. Even Marietta, who had already spent some time in Sater, had never once suspected what he really was.


  “Now then, eat. Savor it well,” Dordun said. “In these past ten years or so, only nineteen boys have ever had the privilege of eating my special cooking. Oakley-kun, you are the commemorative twentieth.”


  “Oh, I see. So you want me to feed you myself, is that it?” he said, a wet, sticky gulp sound escaping him.


  Taking full advantage of Oakley’s hollow silence, Father Dordun cheerfully interpreted it however he pleased and sat down beside him. Oakley, whose heart had been crushed by terror, could not even manage to shake his head in refusal.


  “Come now. Aaaaaah.”


  Again, that sticky, obscene sound—born when he opened his saliva-wet mouth—echoed through the room.


  Dordun bit down lightly on the food, trapping it between his teeth, then teased it with the tip of his tongue before pressing it into Oakley’s mouth. The moment he did, it was apparently too much for him to bear, because he sucked in his drool with a sharp, desperate sound.


  It was the loudest he had made in days.


  “Haaahhh! No, this won’t do! My tongue moves on its own!”


  Father Dordun, seventy-five years old. His secret to longevity and health was simple. He converted the daily stress he had allowed to build up into overwhelming desire and pleasure.


  And throughout every crime he had committed until now, the priest had been meticulous about one thing above all else: eliminating risk.


  Even in his youth, he had recognized the warped desire he felt toward his own sex, yet he had smothered it for years, burying it until he held enough authority to indulge it safely.


  He first became aware of those impulses at eighteen.


  He committed his first selfish murder as a priest at sixty.


  Which meant he had spent roughly forty years stewing that twisted lust inside himself.


  And whenever he prepared to act, he was meticulous.


  Before making a move, he always checked the city’s birth registries. If there was anyone with the same name and a similar age, he abandoned the target at once. Even when no such person existed in Sater, he would travel to neighboring towns, searching through more registries and family records to gather information.


  Boys from villages were especially convenient.


  Small villages, above all, were ideal; many of them had no real offices or administrative systems to speak of. And those who had come from the fallen city of Daskel were just as useful; the chaos surrounding that disaster allowed him to do as he pleased.


  Over the past ten years, he had killed nineteen.


  The only time his crimes had come close to being exposed had been with the son of the man from the alley.


  In that sense, Father Dordun had been the architect of almost perfect murders.


  Worked into a fever by feeding Oakley his treasured dishes mouth to mouth, Father Dordun began confessing the full weight of every sin he had ever committed.


  “The first boy I killed was when I was sixty,” he said. “It was half a year after I lost the struggle for an executive seat and was banished to a church in the backwoods.”


  Back then, Dordun had taken in abandoned children and orphans, letting them stay at the church until someone came to claim them or they were old enough to stand on their own.


  The first one he chose as prey was a boy of fifteen.


  His name had been Aiden Dickers, and Father Dordun had doted on him terribly.


  “He was a lovely child,” Dordun murmured. “Ah, he’s fifteen forever now, isn’t he? How enviable.”


  Aiden had been utterly alone, a child who had barely escaped from a village ravaged by magical beasts.


  Most of the children under Dordun’s care bore their own tragedies. They had lost their families, their homes, and the world that should have protected them.


  And Dordun would lift those children up, only to cast them back down into despair all over again.


  To ruin a human life. To sever its future. That, to Father Dordun, brought a staggering kind of pleasure.


  He had done whatever he pleased to Aiden. Then he’d buried the body in the mountains.


  At first, he had considered eating the corpse to erase the evidence, but in the end, it proved simpler to let magical beasts and wild animals dig it up and dispose of it for him.


  “And then,” Father Dordun said, “I would put on a show of grieving innocence, lamenting that a child had gone missing, that the heretics must have abducted him. Everyone mourned along with me. Do you understand how exquisite that feels, Oakley-kun? This cycle of repression and release is more addictive than any drug.”


  Breathing hard, he pounded the table with fists like blocks of stone. Then, clutching at his head, he collapsed onto the floor and began thrusting his hips against the hard wooden boards.


  “Be still… Be still, I say! Ahh, my hips move of their own accord and will not stop!”


  What was this man?


  Oakley couldn’t look away from Dordun’s obscene frenzy.


  Perhaps because he had spent so long performing the role of a flawless saint so far removed from his true nature, the stress he had accumulated had finally twisted him into this grotesque state.


  And yet the desperate look on Dordun’s face as he sweated like a man in fever and ground himself against the floor proved something else just as clearly: though he was being dragged along by his own urges, he was also reveling in every second of it.


  “Do you understand now, Oakley-kun, why grown men choose to be faithful to their desires?! This is why!”


  Oakley understood nothing of it.


  Then, with a sudden start, he saw his chance.


  Stepping over Father Dordun’s body, he forced himself through the creeping paralysis and lurched out of the room.


  “Wait, Oakley-kun! There’s supposed to be a heretic attack tonight, you know?! You’ll go missing out there!”


  The hallway beyond was pitch-black. Oakley ran, his legs tangling beneath him, while Father Dordun followed at a slower pace behind.


  Oakley ran desperately.


  All this time, he had been held by the scruff of the neck, threatened with violation and murder. This opening was a miracle. The layout of the church was already etched into his mind. He had to escape this hell before it closed around him again.


  Within seconds, he reached the front entrance, but the doors would not open.


  They were shut tight, unmoving. The poison numbing his body did not help.


  “Give it up,” Dordun said. “Everything is in the palm of my hand.”


  Father Dordun had long delighted in a particular flourish to perfect his crimes. As part of the performance, he would deliberately recount the details of his past atrocities, then intentionally leave an opening and observe what his target did with it.


  When he showed them a gap, they almost always felt hope.


  And surely Oakley had too.


  Then he would kill them.


  He would give them hope, only to hurl them into hell. He would savor every corner of their body, indulge his desires to the fullest, and force some young person brimming with life to die beneath absurd cruelty.


  That, to him, was the most exquisite pleasure of all.


  “Oakley-kun,” Dordun said, drawing near to the young man slumped before the sealed doors. “Since you’ve lost your memory, let me teach you something useful.”


  Then, in the next instant, he said something no ordinary person could possibly have understood, even in their worst nightmare, while reaching for Oakley’s clothes.


  “A man’s testicles contain the history of everything he has lived through. At some point… I discovered that by touching them, I can come to understand who a person truly is.”


  “What… are you talking about…?”


  “Oakley-kun, let me touch your balls.”


  Relying on his monstrous strength, Father Dordun tore at Oakley’s clothing and reached for his lower body.


  The priest’s final flourish was a miracle that let him peer directly into the landscape of a person’s heart.


  “What color is your inner world, I wonder?”


  In the next instant, something incomprehensible flashed through Father Dordun’s mind.


  “What?”


  A red so vile it bordered on sacred blasphemy, with a trace of white.


  A sea of blood and medicinal fluid stretching all the way to the horizon.


  An island made of entrails.


  And above it all, a girl like an angel, gazing down upon Oakley’s consciousness from overhead.


  The inner world he had glimpsed was unlike anything he had ever seen in any of his previous victims, and the priest’s hands, still gripping and kneading what they had seized, froze of their own accord.


  “What are you? Huh? What is this place supposed to be?”


  Shuddering, Father Dordun lifted his hand and sniffed it.


  The inner visions he had drawn from people before had always been things he could understand at a glance: pastoral scenes of the villages they once loved, or the frozen instant in which they had lost someone precious.


  But what was this? He couldn’t make sense of it.


  This was his first time peering into the inner landscape of someone with amnesia, but even if a man’s past memories were gone, that vision was too abnormal by far.


  “A sea of blood? Medicinal fluid? An island made of organs? A girl like a guardian angel? I don’t know. I don’t understand a thing, Oakley-kun! Hah! This is becoming interesting! Show me more, let me see more of the landscape inside you!”


  Along with fear, Father Dordun was struck by a thrill unlike anything he had ever felt in all his life.


  This was why human beings were fascinating.


  They held limitless possibilities.


  And they always surpassed expectations.


  “Come now, tell me everything about yourself, inside and out.”
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  With that feverish curiosity burning in him, Father Dordun tore open the upper half of Oakley’s clothing.


  A body honed by relentless battle.


  Scars carved deep from the base of the neck all the way to the tips of the limbs.


  A thick, welt-like seam running from below the Adam’s apple to beneath the navel.


  Seeing Oakley’s body fully exposed—discolored, ugly, and so brutally ravaged that “serious injury” felt far too mild a phrase—the priest was filled with something close to admiration.


  Beneath the faded bangs, a large scar marked his forehead. That wound had to be the cause of his memory loss.


  I want to know. I want to understand him completely.


  Dordun’s warped desire and his ravenous curiosity stirred together, generating an explosive energy inside him.


  A man’s history could not be understood from touching his testicles alone. True understanding came from hearing his dying screams and his pleas for life.


  The priest drew in his saliva again with a wet, sticky sound.


  Then his hands stopped.


  Something had caught in his mind. It was a certain rumor, and a nagging sense that something about the young man called Oakley did not fit.


  Just before the old city of Daskel collapsed, executives of the Aros Temple Cult had seemingly appeared without warning in the city center. It had been concluded early on that the initial response had failed because the enemy had transferred directly into the city itself.


  One theory about that transfer method held that an ordinary heretic carrying a fragment of an executive’s flesh could act as a transfer source. And the one believed to have summoned those executives into Daskel was supposedly a heretic named Oakley, a close confidant of the high executives.


  Father Dordun had known that information through military channels, but until this very moment, he had never connected the image of that “Executive Candidate Oakley” with the young man before him.


  Because why would a man sharing the name of someone condemned even within the Kenneth Orthodoxy be wandering alone through the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid? Normally, such a person would have one or two guards with him at all times.


  Besides, Oakley’s amnesia was real.


  That alone had led Dordun to rule out the possibility that he and that Oakley were one and the same.


  “No…”


  Father Dordun reached for the glove on Oakley’s left hand.


  The moment he saw the missing portion of the left ring finger beneath it, certainty struck.


  It was the scar of a transfer origin.


  He had just seen something monstrous.


  “I understand now,” Dordun murmured. “The true source of the strangeness I sensed in your wounds, your finger, and that inner landscape of yours. You’re not merely some boy named Oakley.”


  His eyes sharpened.


  “You were Oakley of the heretics.”


  The fevered excitement that had ruled Father Dordun until moments before vanished like a snuffed flame, and in the darkest corner of that cunning villain’s heart, the last remnant of righteousness began to stir.


  Even if it had all begun as a lie in service of his own appetites, he had still devoted nearly forty years of his life to the Kenneth Orthodoxy. More than once, he had taken part in hunting heretics. He was a hypocrite, yes, placing his own crimes neatly out of sight, but it was nonetheless true that when people died at the hands of magical beasts or heretics, his heart did ache.


  And so, in that moment, he placed his sense of higher purpose above his lust.


  A beat later, another calculation surfaced as well. If he turned in Oakley, perhaps the credit for capturing him might earn him even greater authority.


  Father Dordun forced Oakley back into his clothes, slipped his black robe back on, and began preparing to leave for the garrison.


  As for Oakley, he was left in a tangled mess of relief and confusion. Relief that Dordun’s atrocity had ended so abruptly, confusion that the old man had somehow uncovered his true identity.


  Most likely, the truth had clicked into place the moment the glove had come off his left hand.


  Did that hand carry some deeper meaning after all?


  Oakley tried to reason it out, but there was no way for him to arrive at the truth of the Mobile Fortress Plan his former self had devised. The information he possessed was simply too scarce.


  Watching Oakley lying there on the floor, unable to move, Father Dordun paused to think.


  He had gone too far.


  That whole sequence, giving Oakley an opening purely for his own pleasure, had been an unnecessary indulgence. If he meant to sell this achievement to the Orthodoxy authorities, then he had said far too many things that could be used against him.


  “If you start saying inconvenient things, that puts me at a disadvantage,” Dordun said. “Open wide, Oakley-kun. I’m going to cut out your tongue.”


  Reaching into his robes, Father Dordun drew a knife and, with the practiced ease of long habit, seized Oakley’s tongue between his fingers.


  The next instant, a shrill death scream tore through the church.


  ※※※


  


  Marietta returned to the city of Sater, her body thoroughly exhausted, having spent the day helping to clear a mountain road blocked by a landslide.


  The girl took on every mission she could in order to secure her place within the organization. One day, she intended to rise to the rank of an Orthodoxy executive and wipe out the heretics herself.


  There were times when the harshness of the missions nearly broke her spirit. But two things held Marietta together.


  One was the fact that she could be of use to Pomette, who had always looked after her.


  The other was being able to see Oakley, her savior, and lose herself in time whenever they spoke.


  “I’m back…”


  “Oh. Welcome back, Marietta.”


  Marietta staggered into the garrison on uncertain legs, so exhausted she was practically swaying. She greeted the soldier standing guard at the entrance with a spear in hand, then stepped inside the grand building.


  Once she reported to Pomette that the mission had been completed without incident, she felt a rush of relief when no further assignment followed.


  “Mm. Good work on the mission,” Pomette said. “You may rest for the remainder of the day.”


  “Thank you, Pomette-sama.”


  Today, of all days, was effectively a holiday for Pomette. Her subordinates had all but begged her that if she didn’t rest, she would quite literally die, and as a result, even her paperwork had been taken away from her.


  Pomette herself would have preferred to throw herself back into work and continue eliminating threats to the nation, but when the subordinates she trusted were nearly in tears over it, even she could not force the issue.


  So instead, lured along by the gentle weather, she’d spent the day in a manner that counted as rest by her standards, closing her eyes while seated in a chair, or reading books she had not touched in some time. It was the first real break she had taken in nearly a year.


  That said, for the first few hours, she had completely forgotten how to rest and ended up simply sitting in her office, rolling a pen aimlessly back and forth across the desk.


  In any case, Pomette now had somewhere she intended to go, with Marietta beside her.


  “I’m sorry to ask when you’re tired,” Pomette said, “but there’s somewhere I want you to accompany me.”


  “Hm? Where?”


  “I’m going to see Oakley. You’ll come with me, won’t you?”


  “Huh?! O-Of course!”


  In an instant, the gentle mood around the knightly woman vanished, replaced by something edged and dangerous.


  As for Marietta, everything that had been in her head a moment ago—baths, rest, collapsing into bed—was swept away at once. Her thoughts filled entirely with Oakley.


  Pomette rose from the chair where she had been sitting deeply reclined, then, driven by a nameless sense of foreboding, took up her holy sword and slid it into its scabbard.


  “Do you really need to bring your holy sword just to go check on Oakley-san?” Marietta asked.


  “It’s more like a charm,” Pomette replied.


  Please don’t let Marietta’s benefactor and the heretic Oakley turn out to be the same man.


  With that unspoken prayer in her heart, Pomette fastened the sword at the waist of her long, modest skirt, then stepped out into the city under cover of night with Marietta, who had changed into plain clothes as well.


  ※※※


  


  At that very same moment, Oakley, his true identity having been exposed by Father Dordun, bit down and tore off the priest’s fingers that had been thrust into his mouth.


  “AAAHHH!”


  The counterattack from the young man, who should have been broken and powerless, was so unexpected that Father Dordun leaped back clutching his mangled left hand, his scream splitting through the empty church like a blade.


  The timing had been razor-thin. Just before his tongue could be severed, Oakley’s fighting spirit had surged back in time.


  Dordun stared at the damage. Most of his index finger gone, part of his thumb bitten away.


  Rage twisted his face as he glared at Oakley.


  But the shock and fury in his expression were slowly overwritten by something else, something throbbing with pleasure and anticipation.


  He let out a wet, sticky slurp. “Good. This is good!” he gasped. “Has there ever been a boy who’s excited me this much before? No, there hasn’t, has there, Oakley-kun? If you tease me like that, even an old man like me is going to get hard with excitement!”


  Blood poured from his ruined hand in heavy drops, but the priest ignored it, using that same blood-slick left hand to adjust the position of the grotesquely swollen thing between his legs.


  His eyes had taken on the wet, dreadful heaviness of a gutted sea-creature.


  He had fully crossed over now.


  “No,” Dordun murmured. “There’s nothing wrong with an old man getting hard.” His lips trembled with feverish conviction. “When you’re old, there’s no telling how long your virility will last. So it’s fine. It’s all fine…”


  “How did someone with a personality like yours manage to keep wearing the mask of a saint for so long?”


  “There’s a clever part in every human being that tries to preserve appearances. You could say that a healthy amount of social stress only doubles the pleasure.”


  “No, you really can’t…”


  Oakley spat the bitten-off fingers onto the floor in a spray of saliva, then forced his numbed body to move and grab hold of a candlestick.


  He could use it like a crutch.


  Or like a spear.


  Either way, for a man who wanted to keep as much distance as possible from Dordun in his current state, it was the perfect tool.


  Dordun stood there, feverish from blood loss and excitement.


  Oakley stood opposite him, forced to face that madness head-on.


  For a time, the two of them did nothing but glare at one another across that measured gap.


  ※※※


  


  Meanwhile, Alex.


  Ordered to find Oakley, Alex had narrowed down the target’s location by tracing Koranda’s last known hideout. After that, he had approached in the guise of a kindly traveler and succeeded in identifying Oakley’s next destination.


  Once he found him, Alex had tried waving a chunk of Joanne’s flesh around as a signal, but there had been no response. Maybe she was busy. Or maybe the meat had already gone bad.


  So Alex proceeded on the assumption that he would have to extract Oakley himself and imprison him at the designated location.


  After infiltrating the city of Sater, Alex had concluded that Oakley was staying at a church and slipped quietly inside.


  This was just before Oakley was seized by Father Dordun.


  Alex hid himself high among the beams near the ceiling, holding his breath in the dark as he waited for Oakley to return.


  Then Oakley came back, led by a pervert tied up in tortoise-shell bondage.


  Where had that stern, imposing Father Dordun gone?


  When the man left, he had looked every bit the perfect priest.


  When he came back, he had turned into a deviant.


  Don’t tell me that old creep was wearing tortoise-shell bondage under his robe the whole time? That’s so disgustingly gross.


  The sheer unpleasantness of it all kept Alex from making a move against Dordun.


  A heavily muscled man in an apron over hemp rope, his rear left bare while he cooked potato dishes… The whole sight was too abnormal for words.


  If anything, there would be countless chances to rescue Oakley later. In that case, wasn’t it far more delightfully chaotic to sit back and enjoy the ridiculous spectacle this old man was putting on?


  Alex’s clownish bad habit kicked in. He would enjoy being a spectator until Oakley was truly at death’s door.


  That thought, born in the mind of the blond, shaven-headed boy, only pushed Oakley further into the corner against this depraved old monster.


  In the end, the moment Alex finally decided to make a move was when Oakley reached for the candlestick.


  In Alex’s estimation, Oakley had no chance of beating Dordun in his current poisoned state. Frankly, even at full strength, it would have been difficult. Men like this, lunatics like this, had a way of displaying power beyond all expectation once they were fully worked up.


  Above the two men still locked in their staring match, Alex slowly drew his bow.


  Oakley, however, was under the thick protection of heretical favor. In truth, the one standing closer to death right now was Father Dordun.


  As he pulled the bowstring taut, Alex began turning over the priest’s bizarre abilities in his mind.


  Father Dordun is way too much like a heretic-side talent, Alex thought. He’s just plain evil. Figuring out who Oakley-senpai really is just by touching his balls? That makes him an absolute joker card for the Kenneth Orthodoxy. If this guy had been my boss, life probably would’ve been hysterical.


  So when should he interfere?


  Should he wait for the exact moment when the uproar inside this church would become funniest?


  Or maybe it would be more entertaining not to intervene at all.


  Right now, Oakley-senpai’s basically a washed-up shell. But maybe if he gets forced into a confrontation with that freak priest who’s insanely sharp, it could become the trigger that brings his lost memories back. And if that happens, Joanne-sama would definitely be thrilled…


  Whether his memories would return or not depended entirely on Oakley’s mind… and on luck.


  And that was the difficult part.


  Alex erased every possible sound—the pull of the bowstring, his breathing, the faintest shift of his footing—and stayed hidden in the dark, careful not to let even a fragment of his presence be noticed.


  Father Dordun was not the only one licking his lips over the prey in front of him.


  Alex was doing the same.


  ※※※


  


  Father Dordun was trying to decide how best to make Oakley submit.


  He had failed to cut out the boy’s tongue, and his own carelessness had cost him most of his left index finger and part of his thumb.


  Once he realized who Oakley truly was, his plan had been simple. Sever the tongue, bind all four limbs, and present him to the soldiers at the garrison. He would be celebrated as the hero who had captured a dangerous figure without a single casualty.


  But life rarely unfolded so neatly.


  That fantasy had already crumbled.


  After tying off his left wrist with a loosened shoelace, Father Dordun glared at Oakley, breathing hard through the mingled pain and excitement.


  I’ve never seen a ‘transfer’ happen with my own eyes, but that mark on his left ring finger is definitely the trace of one. Still, I heard the Church has already developed countermeasures against surprise attacks using transfer. Have the heretics come up with some new scheme?


  In the six months while Oakley lay unconscious, the situation surrounding the Mobile Fortress Plan had changed drastically.


  First, after repeated experiments within the heretical ranks, they had determined that only Oakley Mercury could fuse with executives’ flesh without triggering rejection. At the same time, they had developed a preservation method. By storing executive flesh in low-temperature containers, they could extend its viability to roughly five days.


  Then came the disaster at Jade, where the heretics suffered losses they had not anticipated. In response, they began deploying transfer-based ambush tactics in multiple regions, hoping to wear down Orthodoxy strength through guerrilla operations.


  Every single attempt failed.


  The “couriers” trying to enter cities through the checkpoints were identified by the guards and eliminated with pinpoint precision.


  Without a transfer destination, there could be no operation.


  That kind of setback had happened four times over the past six months.


  As a result, the Mobile Fortress Plan devised by Oakley had been suspended for the time being, and the heretics had gone quiet while they tried to understand exactly how the Orthodoxy was stopping them.


  What Father Dordun knew was only what had come down through military channels, that the heretics’ transfer tactics had been sealed off by a secret countermeasure.


  If they’ve managed to create a counter-countermeasure, then this is serious. Memory loss or not, if fragments of executive flesh still remain inside Oakley-kun’s body, Sater could be blown apart. You need to proceed carefully, Dordun!


  Detecting the Mobile Fortress Plan in advance was fiendishly difficult.


  The fact that Father Dordun had seen through Oakley’s identity and even traced the missing ring finger on his left hand back to the Mobile Fortress Plan was nothing short of miraculous. It was the sort of deed that, under other circumstances, would have been celebrated as the stuff of heroic legend.


  The problem was that Father Dordun was, beyond all excuse, human refuse.


  He had stolen the lives of nineteen innocent boys and, without a shred of remorse, had treated it as a private challenge to see how many perfect crimes he could stack atop one another. Because that twisted appetite of his had slipped out through a moment of carelessness, the very man who might have become a savior of the nation now found himself strangled by his own depravity.


  On this day, at this exact moment, he could have become a true hero.


  “Oakley-kun, perhaps you’ll let me touch your balls one more time after all?”


  Whether he meant to soothe Oakley into lowering his guard or simply to steady his own resolve, Dordun let the honeyed words slip out.


  The moment he did, an arrival none of the three present—Oakley, Father Dordun, or Alex—wanted to deal with made itself known.


  “Father Dordun? You’re in there, aren’t you? My name is Pomette. Would you open this door for me?”


  One of the Orthodoxy executives, Pomette, had heard Dordun’s voice through the door and knocked.


  For an instant, joy flashed across Oakley’s face. Help had come.


  Then the weight of the situation crashed down on him. As a heretic, Pomette was not someone he could reveal himself to lightly. If he made one wrong move, one crack in the act, he would be killed on the spot.


  Dordun and Alex were no less unsettled.


  Especially Dordun.


  The timing of their arrival could not have been worse.


  Damn it! Did she hear me say that?!


  “Let me touch your balls.” The kind of unforgivable line no priest should utter, not even as a joke. Worse still, he had said it to the very “Oakley” Marietta had shown concern for.


  For the second time, Dordun’s bottomless desires tightened the noose around his own neck.


  Did they hear? Did they not? Either way, I have to open this door and find out. I need to explain myself. If this turns into a disgrace in front of an executive, my standing will vanish. I cannot allow even a hint of suspicion to take root.


  Faced with a crisis that could threaten the fate of the nation itself, Father Dordun suddenly found himself forced to resolve a far more immediate problem, one that might destroy his own position.


  Thrown into visible panic, he fumbled again and again for the key to the locked door, his hands refusing to cooperate.


  To a man like him, the collapse of his standing was far more terrifying than any raid by heretics or magical beasts.


  Meanwhile, Alex was practically shaking at the arrival of Pomette, one of the Orthodoxy executives and a mortal enemy of the heretics.


  Even he had not predicted her coming here.


  Was it interesting? Oh, unquestionably.


  But still, Alex carefully eased the tension from his drawn bowstring and slipped the arrow in his right hand back into the quiver at his back.


  Killing the priest in front of Pomette was unthinkable.


  If he tried, he would be cut down before he even had a chance to escape. And more importantly, Alex had left Joanne’s flesh outside the city.


  He had no way to slip past the Orthodoxy countermeasures they had established.


  For a split second, Alex considered only his own survival, but then he noticed Oakley’s exposed left hand and the unnaturally missing portion of the ring finger there. He had to clap a hand over his own mouth to stop himself from crying out.


  Oh, hell! Oakley-senpai, hide your left hand right now! If Pomette sees that, it’s seriously over!


  Leaning out from the hollow in the ceiling, Alex tried desperately to signal him, mouthing over and over that he needed to put the black glove back on.


  At present, Oakley’s single greatest vulnerability was the unnatural damage done to his body.


  Being a young man named Oakley was already suspicious enough. If Pomette saw the missing ring finger, a woman as sharp as she was would reach the truth in no time.


  No, no, no, this is bad! If Oakley-senpai’s identity gets exposed, execution is guaranteed! And if I fail to protect him, Joanne-sama will go completely insane and kill me too! Total dead end! I do not want to die before I get to watch this world spiral into chaos along with all these entertaining lunatics!


  As long as only Father Dordun knew Oakley’s identity, there was still a chance to survive.


  After all, the priest had murdered nineteen boys, and now both Alex and Oakley knew about it.


  That gave them leverage against him.


  But Pomette was different. She herself stood among the highest ranks of the Orthodoxy. There would be no fooling her.


  If Oakley could not hide his left hand before Father Dordun finished fumbling, then both his life and Alex’s would be over in the most literal sense.


  My life’s in Oakley-senpai’s hands right now! This should be hopeless, but it’s so ridiculously exciting I can hardly stand it! This is exactly why I can never quit being a heretic! Come on, reach him, my burning feelings!


  Alex poured all the desperate force of his will into making Oakley notice the black glove. A beat later, Oakley snatched it up from the floor.


  Alex’s wish had reached him.


  The moment he slipped out of the priest’s line of sight, Oakley jammed the black glove back onto his left hand.


  Yes! For now, we’re safe!


  Pulling himself together, Father Dordun finally unlocked the church doors. Their heavy hinges groaned open, and with the rush of cold night air came Pomette and Marietta.


  “Pomette-sama,” the priest said, sweat pouring from him in sheets after his earlier blunder. “What brings you here at such a late hour?”


  The two women who had come to check on Oakley were each struck in entirely different ways.


  Pomette was the first.


  The instant she saw Oakley’s face, the events at Daskel a year ago came back to her in vivid detail.


  That face! He looks exactly like the young man who saved me from Shadik and Pawk! And he was searching for Alfie then. There’s almost no doubt, he and the Oakley who saved Marietta are the same person!


  Even if it had only been for a moment, they had shared a battlefield.


  Ignoring Father Dordun in front of her, Pomette started forward, drawn toward Oakley where he stood inside the dim church.


  But the priest blocked her path, almost as if to thrust his injured left hand before her eyes.


  The moment she saw the damage, his index finger and thumb partly severed, blood pulsing from the wound, Pomette asked the obvious question.


  “Father Dordun, what happened to your hand?”


  “He bit me,” Dordun replied at once, gesturing toward Oakley. “That young man there did it.”


  “That’s not true!” Oakley shot back. “Father Dordun attacked me first!”


  The priest with fingers torn from his left hand, and Oakley standing there half-naked, with most of his clothes ripped away.


  Their stories were already in direct conflict.


  Father Dordun’s attachment to life was ferocious. But so was Oakley’s.


  Until he learned the truth of who he was and what his past had been, he absolutely could not die.


  But Oakley had already guessed the battle was nearly lost.


  He knew too well how strong Father Dordun’s authority was, and how flawlessly the old man wore the mask of a saint. So, before the tide could fully turn against him, he slipped past Pomette’s side and clung to Marietta around the waist.


  “M-Marietta! This priest tried to… tried to force himself on me!”


  He was in complete disarray.


  The disgust of having that old man’s filthy lust turned on him, the terror of a past he didn’t understand continuing to chase him, the dread of what would come next, all of it had been churned together until tears threatened to spill from his eyes.


  “You believe me, don’t you, Marietta?!”


  He was shaking all over as he pleaded, his face desperate and pale. And with Oakley wrapped around her slender waist, Marietta felt a strange thrill run through her.


  He has no one else to rely on but me.


  “It’s all right, Oakley-san,” she said gently. “I’m always on your side.”


  The moment she saw him, Marietta understood that something was wrong. His eyes were red and swollen, as though he’d already cried; the way he clung to her was weak and helpless, like a child refusing to let go of its mother. One look at him was enough to make her believe Father Dordun had done something terrible to the man who saved her life.


  Without the slightest hesitation, Marietta decided to support Oakley completely, disregarding every good deed and every scrap of reputation Dordun had built over the years.


  Pomette caught the dangerous set of eyes in the corner of her vision, then stepped in to take control of the room.


  “I only came here on a minor errand, but this has become troublesome,” she said. “This is no conversation to have standing in a doorway. May we speak in the back? First, let me reattach those fingers.”


  “Of course,” Dordun replied.


  Father Dordun led Pomette and Marietta into the parlor.


  After his left hand was treated, the four of them took their seats around a round table.


  Oakley Mercury, once a man who had belonged to the heretical side and plotted to destroy the Aros Temple Cult from within, but now wandered the world in a state of amnesia.


  Father Dordun, a man outwardly aligned with the Orthodoxy side, yet in truth a monster who used the Church’s authority to indulge his desires while burying his sins. A genuine deviant who had raped, murdered, and called it righteousness.


  Alex Eagley, a dog of the heretical side and one of Joanne’s pieces, a man with a death wish who would gladly endanger his own safety for anything that looked “interesting.”


  Marietta Vallières, a rising candidate for executive rank on the Orthodoxy side, still mentally fragile in ways that had not healed, and already leaning a little too far toward the man who had once saved her life.


  And Pomette Yoster, fourth among the Orthodoxy executives, bearing the banner of an overwhelming justice.


  Five people, each with different motives, different histories, different loyalties, had been drawn into one place.


  And with none of them able to foresee how this would end, the midnight roundtable began.


   

  Chapter 3: The Roundtable Conference


  

  After confirming that Pomette’s healing magic had fully reattached his fingers, Father Dordun lowered himself into a chair.


  The four seated around the round table began sorting through the facts, trying to piece together the current situation.


  Above them, Alex watched from his concealed perch.


  He alone occupied the high ground, not only in the literal sense, but in terms of information as well.


  Let’s do this, Alex thought. First, that pervert priest Dordun tried to force himself on Oakley-senpai, and senpai barely managed to fend him off. Then the priest got careless and blurted out that line about wanting to touch his balls, and right at that worst possible moment, Orthodoxy Executive Pomette and little Marietta showed up. Well, obviously Father Dordun’s going to lie, so his story and Oakley-senpai’s are bound to clash.


  Holding his breath in the gap above the ceiling, Alex stared down at the round table.


  Just as he had predicted, Father Dordun was already fabricating half the account under the guise of “clarifying the facts.”


  His rhetoric was skillful enough to weave truth and lies together seamlessly. Caught in that current, Oakley could only assert himself by cutting across the priest whenever he could. It did not help that the drugged mixture of paralytic poison and sleeping medicine still left his thoughts sluggish and unreliable. As things stood, all it did was make him look worse.


  And in truth, Pomette’s impression of Oakley had already soured a little.


  The possibility that he might be the young man who had saved her in the past threw her judgment into confusion, but even so.


  The situation remained tangled, but Father Dordun’s version of events was simple.


  While they were eating dinner, Oakley had suddenly flown into a frenzy and bit his left hand. Driven back into the great hall, Dordun had tried to defend himself, grabbing wildly at Oakley’s clothes in the process and tearing them up. Then, just as things turned desperate, Pomette knocked at the door and saved him.


  That, at least, was the story he intended to sell.


  The priest had every intention of burying anything inconvenient to himself.


  On top of that, he added one more claim. He had noticed the mark of the so-called “executive bomb” on Oakley’s left hand, that fragments of a heretical executive’s flesh might still be fused into his body, and that he was therefore convinced Oakley’s true identity was that of a heretic.


  “So what you’re saying, Dordun, is that the young man sitting there is the very same Oakley who serves as one of the heretical high executives’ close confidants.”


  In this world, there existed such a thing as a heretic hunt. It was not uncommon for a perfectly legitimate Orthodoxy believer to be branded a heretic, isolated from those around them, and driven out of their community.


  That was why Father Dordun’s accusation carried enormous weight. It was not the sort of thing that could be dismissed as a joke.


  A sharp light flashed in Pomette’s blue eyes.


  “Yes,” Father Dordun replied. “At the moment, he’s hiding it with a glove, but if you inspect Oakley-kun’s left hand, I believe it will become clear that he is a heretic. Most likely, he intended to recreate that transfer tactic here in this city and bring about the same tragedy that happened a year ago.”


  Not a trace of her agitation showed on Pomette’s face, not even at the implication that the Church’s countermeasure against the transfer tactic might have been broken.


  Beneath the calm surface of her expression, her thoughts were racing.


  As matters stood, there should have been no way to break through the countermeasure.


  And yet, if there really was a mark of the so-called executive bomb on Oakley’s left hand, then she could not ignore it.


  “That is the claim, huh?” Pomette said. “Would you allow me to examine your left hand?”


  From her point of view, the best course was obvious: inspect Oakley’s left hand first, then determine whether Father Dordun’s claim was true.


  Which meant that if Dordun could get the black glove off him, he still had a chance to reverse everything in a single move.


  If Oakley’s identity was exposed before the young man was given any real chance to speak, then the credibility of anything he said would collapse to nothing. The priest’s words would become truth by default. The facts Dordun wanted buried would be swallowed in the confusion, and his standing would remain secure.


  There was just one thing troubling him.


  Out of the corner of his eye, Father Dordun glanced at Marietta.


  He had always made a point of being as friendly as possible to women who held no appeal for him, and yet Marietta had offered him not a single word of support.


  If anything, she had spoken in defense of Oakley. The girl was not concerned with the priest at all.


  Her turbulent eyes were fixed entirely on Oakley. It was plain that she did not, even for an instant, believe him to be Executive Candidate Oakley.


  Cursing Marietta inwardly, Father Dordun turned his gaze back on the young man.


  Oakley fell silent for a moment.


  So that was Father Dordun’s angle. If he could successfully brand Oakley a heretic, then everything would resolve itself in his favor.


  Oakley stood at a crossroads.


  Should he reveal who he really was here, or try to bluff his way through it?


  No, there was no realistic way to bluff this.


  Then he would have to say it. He would have to admit that he was Oakley, a former executive candidate of the heretics.


  Think… Organize the facts. Yes, I was a heretic executive candidate, but Koranda called me a traitor. As long as that much is true, then winning over the most important person in this room, the Orthodoxy executive, Pomette, isn’t impossible!


  To do that, though, he needed more than just the confession that he had betrayed the heretics.


  He needed something else. Something huge enough to numb the sheer weight of what he was about to reveal to the Orthodoxy.


  Something shocking enough, horrifying enough, that it would force them to hear out a story that should have sounded completely insane.


  Horrifying?


  A jolt ran through Oakley’s brain.


  A flash of inspiration, overwhelming and vile, seized control of his thoughts.


  A plan so outrageous it made his skin crawl blazed into being.


  This idea depended entirely on momentum.


  If he was going to do it, then he had to commit.


  He had to freeze everyone’s thoughts in this room and create an atmosphere where they would have no choice but to listen.


  The instant his resolve locked into place, Oakley pulled off the glove on his left hand without the slightest hesitation.


  He raised it into the lamplight, deliberately displaying the missing ring finger.


  The moment they saw that hand, tension ripped through the room.


  Pomette stiffened.


  Alex nearly lost his balance above.


  Marietta’s face drained of color.


  “You really are—”


  Pomette’s hand flew toward the holy sword at her waist.


  Up to this point, everything was unfolding exactly as Oakley had expected. Now came the move that would stop her hand from going any further.


  Oakley rose from his chair at the round table, and what he did next left everyone gathered there utterly stunned.


  The instant Oakley shot to his feet, he slipped behind Father Dordun, seized the old man by the front of his robe as if embracing him from behind, and tore the garment open with his bare hands.


  The sound of cloth splitting rang through the room.


  Then, under the lamplight, the body beneath was laid bare: a torso bound in tortoise-shell rope, hemp cords crisscrossing beneath the black robes, nipples fully exposed.


  The priest became the pervert priest in full.


  And just like that, Pomette’s killing intent vanished.


  Her eyes went blank.


  Marietta’s jaw nearly hit the floor.


  In the ice-like silence that followed, Oakley began to speak.


  “More than ten days ago, I woke up in Yoyam Village with no memory of who I was. Then, near the village, I met a heretic named Koranda Fedelt. She said to me, ‘You killed Fuankilo, Karatena, and Gerugoroi. You wrecked the Northeastern Branch.’”


  Rather than simply confessing, Oakley turned to Pomette and Marietta and asked whether they knew anything that might connect to that story.


  After what had just happened, he had realized something. Father Dordun’s tortoise-shell bondage possessed a supernatural power capable of reducing all reason to nothing. So he had made use of it.


  The effect was immediate.


  The saintly Father Dordun’s naked depravity had been revealed, and both Pomette and Marietta had frozen so completely they no longer knew what to do next.


  That was fine.


  Now, while the two of them sat there locked in place, Oakley could say whatever he needed to say. He could reveal who he was and explain that he had no intention of standing against them.


  If Dordun’s shock was large enough, then the shock of Oakley’s own confession would feel smaller by comparison.


  “I killed Koranda Fedelt near Yoyam Village,” Oakley said. “So Father Dordun is right in one sense. The person I used to be was probably a heretic. But the person I am now is on the Orthodoxy side. And if you ask whether the old me truly belonged to the heretics in heart and soul, then there are still too many things that don’t add up. I know it may be hard to believe right now, but I needed the two of you to know this.”


  The curved blade that served as proof of Koranda Fedelt’s death had already been confiscated by the gate guards in Sater.


  And more than that, if they simply went and spoke to the villagers of Yoyam, they would learn soon enough that there was still decency in him.


  “And while I’m at it,” Oakley went on, “as you can see, Father Dordun appears to have some rather… specialized tastes. From what he himself said, he’s been targeting boys and murdering them. Nineteen in total. I can show fragmentary evidence of the killings too, if necessary.”


  A silence like eternity settled over the round table.


  Only after the awkward shock of Father Dordun’s indecent exposure began to fade did the full weight of Oakley’s confession finally sink into Pomette and Marietta, and at last the two women grasped just how serious the situation was.


  Pomette had completely lost the moment to draw her sword. Not that she had ever truly meant to cut him down on the spot. Her hand had gone to the hilt more as a warning than anything else, but whatever fighting spirit had prompted even that much had already been stripped away.


  Even as her thoughts threatened to drown beneath the utterly unnecessary visual information before her, Pomette’s mind began snatching up fragment after fragment of memory.


  Oakley really was a heretic after all! And on top of that, Father Dordun stands accused of being a criminal… No! Right now, Dordun hardly matters… maybe…


  Oakley’s true identity was all but confirmed now, but that was not the point.


  The truly critical part of what he had said was that, although he had belonged to the heretical side, he had acted in ways that favored the Orthodoxy.


  Pomette herself had been saved by the man before her during the disaster in Daskel, and though her hatred for the heretics ran deep and fierce, she could not bring herself to condemn him outright.


  She needed the full story.


  As a matter of military necessity, she was already beginning to think he ought to be taken into protection.


  There may be some truth in what Oakley is saying. The words he attributes to Koranda Fedelt match the testimony about the betrayal that occurred in the Northeastern Branch half a year ago. That doesn’t feel like a coincidence.


  And yet—


  Fuankilo?


  Surely that meant Fuankilo Legacy, one of the heretical executives.


  But Fuankilo had been one of those mysterious figures whose identity remained almost entirely unknown, with only the name itself having been uncovered.


  And this man was claiming that Oakley, outwardly just a lone drifter, had killed her?


  Impossible.


  A muscle in Pomette’s cheek twitched.


  This won’t do. My hatred for the Aros Temple Cult is clouding my eyes. Strip away emotion. Gather only the facts. Then decide what must be done with him.


  Even when she cross-checked what she knew, information that only an Orthodoxy executive should possess, there was, so far, no contradiction between the claims that “Oakley had once been a heretical executive candidate” and that “Oakley had also acted in support of the Orthodoxy.”


  Gerugoroi’s death was something Pomette already knew about. The name Karatena meant nothing to her, but if it had come from the mouth of Executive Candidate Koranda, then the person must have held some position of consequence.


  So he was claiming to have killed Executive Fuankilo, the raid unit’s fierce warrior Gerugoroi, and the beast-tamer Koranda?


  If that were true, it was an extraordinary military achievement. He should be taken into protection at once, decorated, and used to boost the troops’ morale.


  And yet, as Father Dordun had said, the missing ring finger was itself damning evidence that he had performed the executive summoning through “transfer” in the city of Daskel.


  Celestia, before darkness claimed her, had once explained it. Oakley must have been the one who summoned the executives. The method was likely one of three. Transporting flesh fragments in a container, hiding them inside the body, or carrying them attached to himself.


  When Pomette looked more closely at Oakley’s left hand, she saw that the missing ring finger was not the only mark. Several of the fingers on both hands bore ring-like scars, as though parts of them had been sliced clean around. If that was not evidence, then what was?


  That heretic was right, she thought. Now that I’ve set the objective facts in order, I can see it clearly. This man named Oakley has done nothing but act in utter contradiction after contradiction…


  One moment, he behaved exactly like a heretic. The next, he moved in ways that made it seem impossible he was anything but an ally of the Kenneth Orthodoxy.


  He could not have been a spy planted by the Orthodoxy. If that had been the case, there was no way word of it would not have reached Pomette.


  Then what was he? How had a man carrying contradictions like these managed to survive inside the Aros Temple Cult at all?


  She could not fathom the logic of the former Oakley. Nor his purpose. Nor anything else about him. For all she knew, perhaps he truly had been a creature who lived only for slaughter.


  For that matter, can I even trust that the current Oakley really has lost his memory? Once I start considering every possibility, it becomes endless…


  While everyone waited for Pomette to speak, Marietta suddenly began to tremble.


  Her small shoulders shook, and in a voice tight with anger, she muttered, “No… That’s all wrong, Oakley-san.”


  “Huh?”


  “You are not a heretic!” Marietta slammed her right hand down onto the table with all her strength.


  The round table jolted violently. The vase at its center toppled over, and water spilled across the surface.


  The suddenness of it left everyone staring in shock.


  For a moment, the only sound in the room was the drip of water.


  “To begin with, Father Dordun is the one lying!” Marietta snapped. “Oakley-san is just confused! There’s no way anyone could trust some gross, perverted old creep dressed up in tortoise-shell bondage like that!”


  “Perverted, am I?” Father Dordun replied coolly. “Are a man’s private tastes relevant to the matter at hand? Are you saying a priest is forbidden from wearing tortoise-shell bondage?”


  “Don’t twist the point!” Marietta shouted. “Have you already forgotten what you said earlier?! Because to my ears, it sounded very much like Father Dordun was using obscene language to pressure Oakley-san! You were threatening him into obedience, weren’t you?! You murderer!”


  The girl, shaking with rage and something close to madness, dragged the discussion back to the beginning, and the direction the conversation had only just begun to settle into fell into chaos all over again.


  But Father Dordun’s conduct could not be ignored either.


  Rather than resisting the change in direction, Pomette chose to dig into the matter of the old priest.


  “Obscene language… I see,” Pomette said, her tone edged with distaste. “If I did not mishear, then yes… Father Dordun was making some highly sexual remarks toward Oakley.”


  She let the words fall with deliberate unpleasantness.


  Father Dordun kept his expression perfectly still, though inside his mouth, he bit down hard enough to taste blood. His own lust for pleasure had come back, again and again, to tighten the noose around his neck.


  Crushed beneath the fiercest pressure he had ever felt in his life, the priest hunched his body—well over one hundred ninety centimeters tall now made to seem almost small—as he frantically tried to think.


  If only Marietta had failed to catch it. If only she had chosen not to press the issue.


  Then the nineteen boys would, in effect, have been erased from the equation, and Father Dordun might still have become a hero, the man who captured a heretical executive candidate alive.


  But that future was slipping away.


  When Marietta reached out and gently rubbed Oakley’s back, some of the tension bled out of him.


  At the sight of the two of them together, Father Dordun’s right hand clenched so hard it looked ready to burst with blood, and under the table, it began to tremble uncontrollably.


  He was startled by the possessiveness rising inside himself toward Oakley.


  Was preserving his own safety more important than his lust?


  For the first time, even he no longer knew.


  That was how violently his heart was pounding.


  A throbbing ache pulsed through the old priest’s groin, and he understood all over again just how completely his prey had taken hold of him. Yes, he truly desired this young man with the shadowed, dimly haunted eyes.


  “Then explain yourself, Father Dordun,” the knightly woman said, her voice crisp as drawn steel. “What, exactly, did you mean by ‘balls’?”


  The room froze again.


  Father Dordun swallowed.


  At this point, there was no doubt about it. The moment the word came up, it meant she had heard everything in perfect detail. One of the Orthodoxy executives now held an absolute weakness over him.


  An ordinary man would have seen the end awaiting him and lost his mind. But Father Dordun was no ordinary man. His thoughts did stall for a heartbeat, yet somehow he pulled himself back together and began spinning out a desperate excuse with dry, cracking lips.


  “Balls. Also known as the testicles or gonads, they are one part of the male reproductive organs. They are the organs that produce sperm, which are necessary for making babies—”


  “We all know what balls are,” Pomette cut in. “There is no need to define them. What I want to hear is the intent behind your earlier statement, ‘Perhaps you’ll let me touch your balls one more time?’”


  “My apologies.” Dordun coughed lightly. “Ahem. Well, this is rather difficult to explain in front of ladies, but in this case, when I said balls, I was referring to… That is… Well… a part of the male anatomy…”


  The tension in the room was so taut that it made even the listeners break into a cold sweat. In the middle of it, Father Dordun drove his thoughts into a frenzy, trying to force a path through with pure sophistry.


  Oakley could only stare, speechless, at the old man’s refusal to give up.


  Marietta’s temple throbbed with irritation at the sheer stupidity of the exchange.


  Pomette, on the other hand, remained calm, steadily digesting the meaning of Dordun’s increasingly absurd explanation.


  And above them, Alex’s mind filled with nothing but question marks.


  Pomette pressed him onward with her gaze.


  Unable to find a proper answer before he ran out of time, Dordun blundered ahead on momentum alone.


  “Memory. Yes. I seem to recall reading in a scholarly text that the balls are also organs that govern memory.”


  “The balls govern memory?” Marietta snapped. “That’s ridiculous! As if they could govern anything beyond a man’s brain at the very best!”


  “Marietta, enough,” Pomette said. “We are obliged to hear the priest out for now. So then, Father Dordun, by what chain of thought did you arrive at touching his balls? Even after listening to all that, I fail to see how any of it connects.”


  “Oakley-kun is suffering from memory loss. Therefore, well, I thought if I had him eat dinner, burn some aromatics, help him relax… and then touch his balls… and stimulate them… perhaps I might help him recover his memories… out of kindness!” He made a wet, slurping sound while laying out his theory, and it collapsed under its own weight the moment it left his mouth.


  Even with all his supposedly brilliant wit, there was no salvaging the blunder he had made earlier. If anything, he had only dug himself into a deeper grave and made his impression infinitely worse.


  Pomette was well versed in medicine and anatomy, and she was more than capable of cutting through Dordun’s absurd fabrication with cold, academic precision.


  Tucking a strand of beautiful gold hair behind her ear, the knight spoke in a low voice.


  “Father Dordun. Can you swear before our one absolute Lord who dwells in the heavens that every word you have just said is true?”


  The weight of that question dropped onto the priest’s shoulders like a slab of stone.


  He could not answer yes.


  He could not answer no.


  That, in itself, was his answer.


  “Father Dordun, if a man entrusted with the care of young boys and girls harbors tastes of that nature, then that alone is a grave matter. And if it is further established that you have been involved in murder, then your standing will reverse at once, and you will fall to the very bottom as a great sinner.”


  Watching the four below from above, Alex found that, more than holding his breath or worrying over whether Oakley’s identity might be exposed, what really occupied his mind was the sight of grown adults arguing in deadly earnest about balls.


  Are these people idiots?


  He looked down at the scene below, enveloped in a silence so intense it was almost painful.


  Despite its absurdity, people’s lives genuinely depended on this conversation.


  That thought nearly made him laugh.


  Father Dordun had finally fallen silent.


  Sensing that the pressure from him had eased, Marietta turned to Oakley. “Oakley-san, you don’t have to hide who you are anymore. Come on. Tell them the truth. Because you’re not a heretic.”


  “No, I think I probably am a he—”


  “Oakley-san, please be quiet!” Marietta snapped. “You’re confused right now! No, no, no! That can’t be true! My savior could never, never be one of them!”


  Marietta’s eyes went bloodshot as she tipped over the edge. At that point, Pomette’s burden only deepened. She was now the only sane person left in the room.


  The entire scene had collapsed into chaos.


  “Marietta, calm down,” Pomette said, trying to steady her. “Father Dordun being a deviant, Oakley being a heretic… Those two facts do not contradict each other. They can both be true.”


  “They can’t!” Marietta cried, already half-sobbing. “Father Dordun is the one lying! That means Oakley-san isn’t a heretic at all!”


  Her mind had reached its limit.


  At last, Marietta broke down completely and burst into loud, helpless tears.


  Beside her, Father Dordun, at long last sensing the approach of his own end, closed his eyes as sweat poured from him in sheets.


  So my seventy-five years end here.


  It wasn’t a bad life… but if only, at the very end, I could have put it inside his ass…


  That last private confession of desire rose in him as he finally let all strength drain from his body.


  He had accepted it now.


  Pomette would arrest him.


  He would be hanged.


  And he would be separated from Oakley forever.


  In the end, he would die having accomplished nothing.


  At that point, more than preserving his life, what pained him most was the thought that his final, twisted notion of love would go unfulfilled.


  Watching Marietta unravel, Oakley felt a quiet sense of relief.


  Things had gone well enough. He had managed to reveal who he was without being cut down by the Orthodoxy executive, Pomette. The final outcome might still be death, but even so, this had to count as a necessary step forward if he wanted to uncover his past.


  Having reached that conclusion, he waited for Pomette’s next move.


  Pomette, meanwhile, tried to soothe the distraught Marietta while keeping sharp watch on both Dordun and Oakley. She had exposed the priest’s crimes and effectively secured Oakley as well.


  How she would explain all of this to everyone else would be the true test.


  And just as the roundtable meeting seemed poised to end, there was one person who had no intention of allowing that outcome.


  Alex Eagley.


  The blond monk-like youth, still watching the proceedings from the beam above, could not have cared less what became of Father Dordun.


  What mattered was that Oakley was on the verge of being handed over to the Orthodoxy, and Alex could not allow it.


  Alex’s objective was simple—get Oakley out of here and keep him under surveillance himself. Of all possible outcomes, the one thing he absolutely could not allow was for Oakley to fall under the protection of Orthodoxy Executive Pomette.


  If he failed the mission Joanne had given him, if he failed to bring Oakley back, he would be killed before he even had time to make excuses.


  That alone was unacceptable. He had to free Oakley and keep watch over him until Joanne arrived.


  “Marietta, have you calmed down?” Pomette asked.


  “No,” Marietta shot back. “Please don’t take Oakley away. He’s not a heretic. He’s innocent, I know he is.”


  “Then all the more reason to secure him,” Pomette replied. “If he is innocent, that innocence must be proven properly.”


  “But…”


  After looking from half-naked Father Dordun to Oakley and back again, Pomette hesitated for only a moment over how best to take the two of them into custody.


  Alex, still concealed among the rafters, did not miss that opening.


  “Hold it right there.”


  The flippant voice dropped from above the chandelier.


  “Who’s there?” the knight barked.


  A man in a black robe landed soundlessly on the floor. Reaching beneath his clothes, Alex drew out the pendant hanging at his throat.


  Pomette, Marietta, and Dordun all widened their eyes at once. They knew what that pendant meant.


  The design carved into it marked loyalty to the Aros Temple Cult. One glance was enough to reveal the blond monk’s true identity.


  “My name’s Alex,” he said lightly. “A dark apostle of the Aros Temple Cult.”


  Pomette and Marietta moved at once. Even before Alex finished speaking, the two women surged to kill him on the spot through sheer force of numbers.


  Of course, Alex had expected that, and because he had, he already had the one thing he needed to stop them.


  “You really don’t want to attack me,” he said. “I happen to be carrying a piece of my boss’s flesh.”


  The two drawn blades froze in midair.


  Marietta, of course, but Pomette as well had gone rigid in shock. Unlike the others, Pomette knew both the existence and the effectiveness of the countermeasure against the Mobile Fortress Plan. So when Alex so casually boasted that he had slipped past it, she could not help but falter.


  Catching the two women in that brief moment of hesitation, Alex spoke with easy confidence.


  “The countermeasure against transfer tactics works by detecting the mana contained within a magic-user’s body, right? In that case, all you’ve gotta do is come up with a way to stop that mana from being detected.”


  It was a bluff. Half-truth, half-nonsense.


  The countermeasure Alex referred to was only a hypothesis shared among the upper ranks of the heretics. No actual counter-countermeasure had yet been realized.


  More importantly, Joanne’s flesh was still outside the city. His claim that he was carrying a fragment of his superior’s body was nothing but a bold threat.


  He, too, was gambling with his life.


  “You bastard,” Pomette hissed.


  Her unsheathed holy sword was pressed to Alex’s throat.


  Pomette should have been the one cornering him, yet there was a faint strain on her face. If Father Dordun was to be believed, then Oakley’s body might also still contain fragments of a heretical executive. There were too many moving pieces, too many things to consider. In her mind, the tragedy of Daskel flashed back to life.


  If the countermeasure they had worked so hard to devise had truly been broken in less than half a year, then Sater itself could soon be swallowed by war.


  That alone had to be prevented.


  And yet, looking at the infuriating calm on Alex’s face, the worst possible reality kept rising before her.


  “You’d better stop there, Pomette,” Alex said lazily. “Any idea how many people’s fragments I might be carrying? The moment even a little shock hits the meat—boom. An executive gets summoned right into this city.”


  “W-Wait,” Oakley said. “So you weren’t really a traveler?”


  “Heh. Long time no see, Oakley-senpai.” Grinning, Alex winked at him. “Truth is, I’ve been watching you the whole time. Circumstances and all that.”


  Irritated by the blond monk’s flippant attitude, Pomette pressed her holy sword just enough to peel away a thin strip of skin from his neck. On the opposite side, Marietta kept her blade trained on him without even blinking, her eyes locked on the enemy.


  “What exactly is your objective, Alex?” Pomette asked.


  “Glad you asked,” he said breezily. “It’s pretty simple, actually. I want you to hand over Oakley-senpai there. Easy enough, right?”


  “Don’t be absurd.”


  “If you refuse,” Alex said, “then I’ll start by summoning Joanne Sagamix. I don’t want trouble either, y’know. Smuggling in flesh fragments is a hassle. And since it’s a one-way trip, there’s always the chance my boss gets counter-killed once she’s here.”


  “So what you’re saying,” Pomette said, “is that your side’s goal is Oakley, and that you have no wish to start a battle here.”


  “Exactly!” Alex replied. “We need Oakley-senpai’s body. So just hand him over, yeah?”


  Pomette’s cool blue eyes narrowed. Her gaze flicked right, then left. She seemed to be calmly measuring the entire situation.


  This blond brat is a heretic, and he has a means of restraining us. I don’t want any harm to come to Marietta or to this city. It galls me, but obeying Alex may be the only option.


  Marietta shot her a look requesting permission to attack.


  There it was. Reckless extremity in its purest form. And that was exactly why she could not allow it.


  If Alex could be sent away through negotiation rather than by battle, that would be the best possible outcome. More than that, they would be able to carry back crucial intelligence: the enemy had developed a countermeasure to the countermeasure.


  “Marietta, sheathe your sword.”


  “Pomette-sama! He’s a heretic! If we’re not killing him here, then when are we supposed to?!”


  “For the sake of the citizens,” Pomette said. “Right now, the agreement is we hand over Oakley, and in exchange, he leaves without doing anything. The negotiation has been concluded.”


  “What if that ‘countermeasure to the countermeasure’ is just a bluff?!” Marietta shot back. “Then we’re taking a massive loss, aren’t we?! We let this monk live and lose Oakley-san on top of it! He’s just some underling talking out of his ass!”


  Beneath his clothes, cold sweat slid down Alex’s skin.


  This little brat had looked like nothing more than an emotional screamer, and yet she had hit every mark dead-on. She looked as though she’d thrown away her composure entirely, but underestimating her would be a fatal mistake.


  Please… just don’t change your mind now…


  She must have had a sharp nose on her. A rabid dog of a girl.


  Alex’s gaze crashed head-on into Pomette’s, each of them probing for the other’s true intentions.


  The room had grown so tense it felt as though sparks might burst from the walls if anyone moved the wrong way. And in the midst of all that, the one person left entirely unattended, Father Dordun, was drifting through a mournful review of his own life.


  However this ended, his future was already ruined.


  Even if, by some miracle, he escaped punishment, word would still spread that Father Dordun was a deviant who delighted in tortoise-shell bondage. He would never be able to go on serving as a priest.


  If the murders came to light, then the sentence would be hanging, beheading, or perhaps even the breaking wheel before his corpse was left out under the sun.


  Either way, the ending he had dreamed of—dying peacefully in bed like a righteous man, watched over by boys with gentle faces—would never come.


  That had been the perfect ending, had it not? To murder boys for his own satisfaction, and then, at the end of it all, depart this world under a spotless and immaculate name. That was the beautiful curtain call worthy of a perfect crime, one wrapped in secret guilt and exquisite hypocrisy.


  What meaning could life still hold, if even that dream was denied him?


  But it was impossible now. The flower-garland life he had envisioned was beyond his reach.


  All that would remain behind was the hideous record of a filthy murderer. And the highest exhilaration of his life, the peak he had found in Oakley, would vanish without ever being spent.


  Ah, my unshakable life is slipping away…


  One after another, like dying sparks from a handheld firework, the faces of the boys he had violated and killed rose through his mind and faded again.


  Among them, one face shone brighter than all the rest: Oakley Mercury.


  The vision of him hit Dordun like lightning.


  He still hadn’t had him.


  He still hadn’t heard his cries.


  He still hadn’t burned into his memory the sight of him moaning, begging in delirium, pleading for mercy.


  I want to see Oakley-kun stripped bare. I want to bring this pure love to fruition!


  Then, in that instant, a revelation flashed through the priest’s mind. Under the crushing stress bearing down on his heart, an idea came to him with the clarity of divine inspiration.


  I see. I should have cast aside this so-called sense of justice much sooner. What I wanted was never wealth. Never fame. I wanted the bodies of boys. I still haven’t had enough. I shouldn’t have lived for the sake of the citizens. I should have lived for myself!


  Cornered at last, his entire view of life convulsed and changed.


  He did not need justice. He did not need to be hailed as a hero of the world.


  If society was going to come for his life anyway, then why shouldn’t he live exactly as he pleased?


  Until moments ago, he had been trying to preserve the spotless dignity of his life story, hand the heretic Oakley over to an Orthodoxy executive, and use that act to raise his own standing.


  But in truth, none of that had ever mattered.


  It did not lead to immediate pleasure.


  And when he compared the two, the answer was obvious. What possible satisfaction could there be in being praised for carrying out justice, when it would feel infinitely better to take, violate, and kill to his heart’s content? Could justice satisfy lust? Of course, it could not.


  At the age of seventy-five, Father Dordun attained enlightenment of a sort.


  Surely this, too, was God’s guidance.


  Offering silent thanks to heaven, he began nurturing the next course of action born from his newfound revelation.


  He wanted to bring the final love of his life to completion.


  He wanted to pour out this pounding excitement in his heart.


  If that was what he wanted, then the answer was obvious, wasn’t it?


  An explosive passion set Father Dordun’s soul ablaze.


  The old man, who had only moments ago been cornered, suddenly noticed how bright the world was. It was like the feeling he had as a child, staring for no reason at the setting sun and being stolen away by its beauty.


  He had been shackled by the idea of the perfect crime.


  That had robbed his heart of its freshness.


  But life had no chains.


  He was free to live even more freely.


  If he listened to the voice in his heart, then limitless freedom and boundless dreams stretched before him.


  He had cared too much about the eyes of others. It was time to live more selfishly.


  The old man lifted his wrinkled face sharply, reached out without hesitation, snatched up the knife lying nearby, and pressed the blade to Oakley’s throat as he sat at the round table.


  “What now?!”


  Pomette let out a voice so weary it bordered on disgust.


  Every eye in the room swung toward Father Dordun’s latest madness. The priest himself blinked damply, looking for all the world like the most pitiful old man alive.


  “Pomette-sama, Marietta, Alex-kun, I am truly sorry, but I’ll be taking Oakley-kun for myself.”


  “What? Whaaat?!” Marietta exploded. “Have you completely lost your mind?!”


  “I have not lost my mind, Marietta,” the priest said, sounding almost hurt. “I merely said that I shall be taking responsibility for Oakley-kun, not Alex-kun. My apologies to you, Alex-kun, but… well, do try to accept it.”


  “Uh?” Alex blurted. “W-Wait, if you’re not gonna do what I say, I’ll summon Joanne-sama right here!”


  “Then summon her.”


  “What—”


  “It no longer matters,” Father Dordun said, voice quivering. “I have realized that if I can fulfill this mutual love between myself and this young man… then I can die content.”


  The priest pleaded his case through tears.


  Just like that, the board Alex had begun to dominate flipped over entirely, and control passed into the hands of the madman named Dordun.


  T-This is bad! Alex thought, biting down on the inside of his lip. This senile old bastard really means it! He’s actually decided he doesn’t care if he dies! He got cornered all on his own, and now he’s gonna wreck the whole board while he’s at it!


  And yet, beneath that alarm, a fierce delight trembled through him.


  This was good.


  Far too good.


  Oakley, Marietta, Pomette, Dordun, what a lineup of lunatics.


  How wonderful.


  How impossibly entertaining.


  Unpredictable. Irrecoverable. He almost wished the board would collapse even further.


  And Oakley, whose free will had once again been utterly ignored, could do little more than raise both hands and pretend surrender.


  Dordun had decided, all on his own, that they were in love.


  Marietta refused to let him confess who he really was.


  Alex was trying to abduct him.


  Since this meeting began, it almost felt as though all the chaos in the world had gathered inside the church in Sater.


  From Oakley’s point of view, everything had gone off the rails the moment the roundtable began.


  Marietta had started acting strangely. Father Dordun had undergone some kind of grotesque awakening. And Alex, the blond traveler he’d thought was a benefactor, had revealed his true identity. The situation had overturned itself so many times that it was hard to tell which side was up anymore.


  This feeling, that his own will was being trampled while the situation spiraled further and further out of control, was painfully familiar. A dull headache began to pulse behind his eyes, and at the same time, he could feel the girl inside him looking away.


  The roundtable meeting had stalled in a storm of confusion and madness.


  And the one holding the initiative now was Father Dordun.


  “If any of you try to stop me,” the priest said, “this thing will spit fire.”


  For one fleeting second, everyone assumed he meant his penis.


  Instead, Father Dordun reached into the robe pooled around his feet and produced a cylindrical bomb, silently making clear what would happen if anyone resisted.


  At that moment, Alex finally grasped just how precarious his own position had become.


  There’s no stopping Father Dordun now, he thought. And Pomette, who puts civilian safety first, is effectively locked down too. Marietta’s the only wildcard left, since there’s no predicting what kind of ridiculous thing she’ll do. But one thing’s obvious. Once Dordun and Oakley-senpai leave, it’ll be me stuck here in an incredibly awkward standoff with the Orthodoxy pair.


  After all the lies he had already spewed, there was no easy way he was getting out of this city unscathed without some kind of deal.


  To begin with, the fact that no heretics were surrounding the church made it painfully obvious he had infiltrated alone.


  I screwed this up baaad! Alex, of all people, making a stupid, short-sighted, human mistake like this!


  Pomette was not the sort of woman who would stay docile forever just because the atmosphere had turned bizarre. Give her a little more time, and she would start picking apart Alex’s bluff.


  As things stood, it was only difficult to eliminate him cleanly because Oakley and Father Dordun were muddying the board. If Pomette truly set her mind to it, she could almost certainly prevent any transfer from occurring and neutralize the so-called executive bomb.


  More than that, thanks to the exchange with Dordun a moment ago, the threat of transfer had lost some of its impact. Worse, it might already have made the whole thing smell like a bluff.


  Marietta’s gaze was growing sharper with suspicion. There wasn’t much time left.


  In just a few more seconds, the two women would start unraveling the contradictions and weak points in Alex’s behavior. And once they did, they would reach the truth.


  Wait, am I the one in the worst position here?


  Pomette and Marietta’s stares seemed to grow heavier by the second. For someone who kept threatening to summon an executive, Alex had yet to make any move that suggested he could actually do so.


  The realization hit him all at once, and he pivoted instantly. Clapping his hands together, he turned to Father Dordun, who was still brandishing the bomb.


  “All right, I get it,” Alex said. “Father Dordun, I’ve got a proposal.”


  “A proposal,” the priest replied coolly, “is only worth hearing when it benefits the other party.”


  “At the end of the day, you don’t want to die, right?”


  “Well, naturally. There’s no such thing as a man who truly wants that.”


  “Exactly. Which means you’ll recognize that my offer is worth considering.”


  Alex’s thin lips curved into a bow. He’d found a path to survival and a way to keep Oakley under his watch.


  Of course. He really was a genius. Quivering with private delight, the blond monk-like youth presented what he clearly thought was the perfect compromise.


  “Father Dordun,” Alex said, “come under the protection of the Aros Temple Cult.”


  “Huh?”


  “For certain reasons, the Cult wants Oakley-senpai’s body. If you bring the target in, Father Dordun, that achievement alone could be enough to get you introduced to the right people. And naturally, you’d be free to do as you please with Oakley-senpai. No one would kill you over it, either.”


  That last part was a lie. There was no chance Joanne would tolerate Father Dordun doing whatever he liked to Oakley. She would absolutely have him killed.


  Even if he kept his hands to himself, she might still kill him the moment she decided she didn’t like him.


  But from Father Dordun’s point of view, the offer was not merely good. It was better than anything he could have dreamed of.


  If he tried to flee alone with Oakley, he would have to evade both the heretics and the Orthodoxy, all while keeping Oakley under control on the road. At seventy-five, there were hard limits to how far his body could carry him.


  If Alex’s cooperation could be secured, then the only pursuers left would be the Orthodoxy. Keeping control of Oakley would become easier, too. Two birds with one stone.


  Still wary, Father Dordun stared into Alex’s eyes.


  There, beneath the blond monk’s flippant facade, he caught unmistakable flashes of panic, fear sharper even than his own.


  A priest who had spent years listening to people’s confessions and troubles could tell when a face was lying.


  And he became certain. Alex was offering his help because he had no other choice.


  And perhaps, this alliance would not be such a bad arrangement after all.


  Their futures were never meant to cross.


  At their core, they were water and oil, things that should never mix. The priest, who pursued only his own private pleasure, and the blond monk, who longed to watch the world sink into chaos so he could savor the joy of being a bystander, were alike in just enough ways to make them fundamentally incompatible.


  If one had to define them, Father Dordun was a pure psychopath, while Alex was a clown intoxicated by disorder. Their motives overlapped only in the most distorted sense, with both seeking release through warped desire. Yet their histories and natures were so steeped in madness that even a “temporary alliance” between them should never have been possible.


  And yet, they joined hands.


  The instant their firm handshake sealed the pact, Alex and Father Dordun grabbed Oakley and smashed through the room’s window, leaping out into the night.


  Working in perfect sync, they stuffed him into a burlap sack and hauled him toward the stables. Then, without hesitation, each man swung up onto a horse and snapped the reins.


  “We’re leaving the city, Alex-kun!” Father Dordun barked.


  “Yes, sir!” Alex shot back.


  As the sound of hoofbeats receded into the distance, the brown-haired girl named Marietta stood frozen, utterly hollow.


  She was deep in the heart of confusion now.


  The savior who had seemed ready to rely on her alone had been carried off by a priest and a heretic. Father Dordun’s spotless, saintly image had shattered beyond repair. In Marietta’s mind, lies and truth had tangled together until everything was on the verge of collapse.


  Even now, she carried within her a grief and hatred that still burned like molten iron. She had begun to lean on Oakley to fill that wound in her heart, and so the shock and despair of losing him like this was beyond imagining.


  “So. Oakley-san was taken away?”


  Still nowhere near calm, Marietta leaned against the shattered window frame and stared out into the night.


  Oakley-san was a heretic? No. That’s a lie. It has to be a lie. Disgusting. Disgusting, disgusting, disgusting. There’s no way. It’s impossible. Because my Oakley-san is a prince. I can’t accept this. If that blond monk and that priest hadn’t been here, none of this would’ve happened. My life wouldn’t have been torn apart. Damn it, this is so infuriating! Nothing in my life ever goes right! Every last bit of it is the Aros Temple Cult’s fault! I’ll kill them. I’ll kill every single one of them!


  The girl lowered her eyes, all light gone from them. Oakley’s existence had scorched itself into her very brain. Marietta’s gaze was now thoroughly stained with chaos.


  Slipping past her, Pomette vaulted onto the windowsill. She hauled herself up onto the roof with the strength of her arms, caught the hem of her long skirt, and searched for Alex and the others.


  “There.”


  To pursue the two riders fleeing on horseback, the knight launched herself from rooftop to rooftop, taking the shortest possible route in pursuit.


  Perhaps judging Pomette a nuisance, Father Dordun pulled a bomb from his robes and, without a moment’s hesitation, lit the fuse.


  Even in the middle of the city, with no concern for the destruction it would cause, he intended to unleash violence.


  Pomette drew her holy sword at once and fixed her eyes on the bomb spinning through the air.


  “Dordun, you—!”


  She aimed precisely for the narrow space between the burning fuse and the body of the bomb, then thrust her blade forward.


  The sword slid through with perfect ease, severing the flame and extinguishing it midair. Before the bomb itself could strike the ground, Pomette caught it and landed lightly, careful not to jar it.


  Bomb in her right hand, holy sword reversed in her left, she held her stance and waited.


  After confirming that the bomb had not ruptured, Pomette bit down on her lip as she pictured the three figures already swallowed by the dark.


  “Nothing ever gets simpler. It only grows more troublesome.”


  Pomette ran straight from there to the garrison and declared an emergency to Vice Commander Orphels.


  “Huh?” Orphels blinked. “You’re saying suspicions of murder have been raised against Father Dordun? And on top of that, you found Executive Candidate Oakley and a heretic carrying executive flesh who slipped past the countermeasure? That’s too many things happening at once. Are you sure you’re not just exhausted?”


  “…”


  “You’re serious?”


  “I am,” Pomette said. “Of course, all of this had to happen when we’re busiest. As for that last heretic, half of what he said was probably bluff…”


  Seeing the utterly drained look on her face, Orphels gave a strained smile.


  She was right. Somehow, it was always when they were already overwhelmed by heretics and magical beasts that unforeseen disasters chose to pile on.


  “If our absolute Lord is truly omniscient and omnipotent,” Pomette muttered, “then I do wish He’d manipulate causality so things like this arrived in sensible installments.”


  “Our Lord probably doesn’t have the leisure to concern Himself with every petty detail,” Orphels said dryly.


  Not bothering to hide his own exhaustion, he obeyed Pomette at once and barked orders toward the soldiers resting in the sleeping room.


  “All of you, on your feet! Emergency assignment!”


  The soldiers on duty came running down the stairs.


  Since Orphels already understood the outline of the situation, he cast Pomette a concerned look.


  Now then. How exactly am I supposed to explain that chaos from earlier?


  Standing before the soldiers who had lined up in perfect order, Pomette fell silent for several long moments.


  Even for her, explaining that utterly derailed roundtable meeting in a way that would not produce fatal misunderstandings was no easy task.


  ※※※


  


  For the sake of his own survival and for his beloved superior, Joanne, Alex had temporarily drawn Father Dordun, that seed of chaos, into his camp.


  Father Dordun, for his part, accepted the offer and resolved to descend into darkness at Alex’s side.


  Oakley was the only one caught in the middle of all this through no fault of his own.


  A horse lashed forward under the crack of a whip. They tore through the streets of Sater in the dead of night and reached the outer gate in moments. With Father Dordun’s reputation, the guards might as well not have existed at all. The three passed straight through, slipped out of the city with absurd ease, and, under Alex’s lead, headed toward the forest.


  “We’ll set Oakley-senpai upright once we find a decent spot,” Alex said.


  “Right,” Father Dordun agreed. “We have three horses. We can simply move him to another.”


  By the time Sater vanished from view, they had slowed to a canter. Just before entering the deep woods, the group reined in their horses and hauled Oakley out of the burlap sack, where he had long since stopped moving.


  Ravaged by paralytic and sleeping poison alike, Oakley was dumped onto the ground like a broken thing. Any capacity for calm, rational thought had already been stripped from him completely.


  Then, supported on both sides by Alex and Father Dordun, who had abruptly reinvented themselves as his “reliable allies,” he was lifted onto the third horse. No one had ever taught him how to ride, and yet his body remembered all on its own.


  “Now then, Alex,” Father Dordun said, “you did say I was free to do as I pleased with Oakley-kun. Free to toy with him, humiliate him, ravage him. In that case, I’d like to begin tonight. Do I have your permission?”


  “Sorry, but no.”


  “What?”


  “You know the executive, Joanne Sagamix, yeah?”


  “Needless to say.”


  “She’s crazy about Oakley-senpai,” Alex said flatly. “So if you lay a hand on him, she’ll come running immediately and kill you.”


  “Oh?”


  Father Dordun sucked in a strand of drool.


  From Alex’s point of view, that bottomless lust was the single greatest danger in the situation.


  If he let his guard down for even a moment and the old priest tried something with Oakley, an enraged Joanne might genuinely bring the whole world down around them.


  Alex dug up the container of flesh fragments he had buried at the relay point, transferred its contents into the pendant, and then hung it around the neck of the half-dazed Oakley. With this, Joanne would be able to sense Oakley.


  If Dordun wanted to try anything, it might serve as a deterrent.


  After riding through the forest for a while, they came upon a cave suitable enough to use for the night, so they dismounted and began making camp.


  “Oakley-kun, with you in such pitiful shape, I shudder to think how this journey will end,” Father Dordun said.


  “Shut up…”


  A wet slurp echoed. “So you’ve still got spirit left after all. That’s a relief.”


  The three of them sat, the campfire between them.


  Alex found himself thinking that, all things considered, it was an absurd situation. He and Oakley were one thing, but sitting around a fire with a priest of the Orthodoxy? That was madness.


  Of course, from Oakley’s point of view, sitting beside Father Dordun was no less ridiculous. The old priest had, after all, tried to rape and murder him.


  For Dordun too, this was a future he never could have imagined, sharing a campsite in apparent harmony with a former heretic and a current one.


  It felt as though the situation had gone beyond simple deterioration. Like they had slipped and were now tumbling helplessly down some endless dark slope, beyond the point where anything could ever be turned back.


  Pop.


  A spark burst from the fire.


  A fierce, suffocating silence hung between the three of them.


  None of them trusted the others.


  No conversation emerged at all.


  Each watched the rest for a different reason. They kept a close eye on Oakley so he would not run. They kept Father Dordun in check in case lust drove him into another frenzy. And they watched Alex for any suspicious moves.


  It was the ultimate state of mutual surveillance.


  Under ordinary circumstances, Father Dordun and Alex should have been able to establish some degree of cooperation. But the priest was driven by a ferocious purpose he called “the fulfillment of love.”


  A man who had once abandoned all restraint was impossible to predict. Father Dordun carried within him the constant danger that, for Oakley’s sake, he might cast aside every promise he had made and explode into full madness at any moment.


  Shifting where he sat, Dordun slid closer toward Oakley and lightly touched the pendant hanging at the young man’s neck, whose owner looked ready to collapse at any second.


  “So this pendant contains a fragment of Joanne Sagamix, does it?”


  “That’s right,” Alex said. “Though for safety’s sake, it’s been chopped up and divided into smaller pieces.”


  “May I touch it?”


  “Go ahead,” Alex said. “Just be careful. If you touch it carelessly, Joanne-sama might mistake it for a signal and come flying over here.”


  Hearing that, Father Dordun withdrew without protest. He had, no doubt, realized that if Joanne appeared, his sweet little interlude with Oakley would be ruined.


  “Both of you, listen to me,” Dordun murmured, staring vacantly into the campfire. “I’ve always been the sort of man who wants to do exactly what must never be done. The more something violated ethics, morality, and human decency, the more it thrilled me. To give a harmless example from ordinary life, when I stood before a crowd and delivered some lofty, grand sermon, I would fill my head with trivial little fantasies and end up hard with humiliation. I adored that tension…”


  “What the hell are you even talking about?” Alex snapped.


  “What I mean,” the priest said, “is this. Now that I’ve entered into a cooperative relationship with you, Alex-kun, now that a heretic has told me not to lay a hand on Oakley-kun, I find myself unbearably excited. This is the allure of contradiction itself…”


  No one could stop this man.


  Alex wiped a sheen of cold sweat from the back of his neck. If Joanne didn’t transfer in soon, Oakley was absolutely going to get devoured.


  And yet, for some reason, she still hadn’t responded to the signal.


  Is there a reason she can’t transfer to Sater?


  “Even with Joanne Sagamix as a deterrent, I still want to make Oakley-kun mine,” Dordun said. “Could you not simply overlook it, Alex-kun? I cannot restrain this pure love in my heart.”


  “If I let you keep talking, you’ll just say whatever the hell you want, won’t you?”


  Oakley moved to get away from the priest and edged closer to Alex instead. The blond monk wasn’t exactly trustworthy either, but compared to Dordun, he was still the lesser evil.


  “Don’t glare at me so,” the priest said. “From here on, we’ll be descending together into the Aros Temple Cult. In other words, we’ll be comrades.”


  “Like hell I’ll ever be your—”


  Oakley tried to snap back, but his body wavered. As he pitched sideways, Alex caught him by reflex, and the distance between them closed all at once.


  The moment Father Dordun saw that, his gaze turned glacial.


  A prickling tension began to spread through the cave.


  “With that aside, I do have something I want to ask,” Father Dordun said. “Alex-kun, are fragments of the heretical executives embedded in this boy’s body?”


  “Not in Senpai’s body, no,” Alex replied. “If they were still in there, the cult never would’ve let him get away in the first place. Things wouldn’t have gotten this messy.”


  “If it’s true that Oakley-kun killed Koranda Fedelt and other believers, then surely returning to the Cult would be impossible…”


  “That falls under circumstances. Our side isn’t exactly a monolith either.”


  “I see.”


  Father Dordun forced a stimulant down Oakley’s throat, dragging his consciousness back to clarity.


  By the time Oakley’s mind finally returned to something like normal, he belatedly realized that shackles had already been clamped around his wrists.


  “You don’t know much about the heretics, do you, Oakley-kun?” Dordun said. “Then this is a good opportunity. As a former soldier, allow me to teach you about the cult.”


  With criminal arrogance entirely unsuited to his station, the old man pinched the ends of his splendid beard and drew them out between his fingers.


  Then he began to speak.


  He spoke of the origins of the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid and of the threat posed by the Aros Temple Cult.


  He talked on and on into the night wind, as if flaunting his knowledge before the amnesiac Oakley, and at the same time rubbing the ugliness of the heretics in Alex’s face.


  “The history of our nation is soaked in blood. In every era, wars and struggles for survival have broken out, and each time, countless citizens have perished.”


  Long before the Aros Temple Cult ever appeared, the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid had fought over and over against terrorist organizations and hostile nations. There had been a time when the people waged a century-long war against a dragon that had awakened from tens of thousands of years of slumber. There had been times when wars were so savage that they cut the population down to the brink and pushed the nation itself to the edge of collapse.


  And yet, the people of Gerleid had carried their bloodline forward and maintained the state into the present day. It was said that all who lived on this land carried memories of battle within them and that, compared to other nations, they possessed an outstanding aptitude for combat.


  Then, several decades ago, the Aros Temple Cult was born within that very Holy Kingdom of Gerleid.


  But compared to enemies of an entirely different scale—foreign states once faced in war, or dragons towering beyond human comprehension—the Aros Temple Cult seemed, at first glance, a lesser threat.


  “The quality and number of their soldiers are far below those of the Orthodoxy army. Their seven executives spend all their time hidden in the shadows. Of course, the heretical executives themselves are monstrously powerful, but if you ask for my honest impression, facing a dragon or an enemy nation is far more terrifying. In other words, if we speak purely in terms of scale, the heretics rank somewhere around lower-middle as an enemy.”


  “What? Are the heretics lower-middle? Even after all the suffering they’ve caused?”


  “In terms of scale alone,” Father Dordun said.


  He spoke in an orderly, measured tone. Real emotion lived in his voice, and despite everything, one could hear that he truly had spent years fighting against the heretics.


  “The cult does not possess the strength to face the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid head-on. And yet, there is no doubt that in these past several centuries, the force that has tormented the Holy Kingdom and the Kenneth Orthodoxy most of all is the Aros Temple Cult. They understand how to wear down a nation. Cunning is their true weapon. In that regard, they are exceptional.”


  At that, Alex’s mouth curved into a smile. That was precisely the heretics’ appeal, and the reason he himself had fallen into their ranks. He listened to the priest’s account with the secret delight of a current member of the cult.


  “Let me give you some examples. We examined the corpse of a heretic and found it bore an uncanny resemblance to a son who had been abducted years earlier.


  “A daughter once kidnapped by the heretics returned home alive, and her family welcomed her back, only to discover she was a corpse controlled by the enemy’s sorcery. The entire village was later burned to the ground.


  “Poison from a heretical spell was planted in produce sold at the market, and several citizens were transformed into zombies. Ever since then, wholesale distribution has been restricted to merchants officially authorized by the Orthodoxy.


  “Nauseatingly troublesome, aren’t they? They keep gnawing away at the nation with sheer malice.”


  As he spoke simply like this, one could understand that he really had devoted himself to the work of a priest. At his core, he was still an aberration, but the perfect skin of the holy man he had worn for decades was enough to keep even Oakley silent.


  “And the executive bomb is among their worst tactics.”


  “Heh. Funny thing is, Oakley-senpai came up with that plan himself.”


  “So it seems.” Father Dordun glanced at him sidelong. “By the way, Alex-kun. That claim of yours, that there’s a way to nullify the Orthodoxy countermeasure, was a complete lie, wasn’t it?”


  Alex remained silent.


  “So I was right. Well, no matter. It no longer concerns me.”


  Oakley couldn’t really follow them into that exchange. But if Alex had known the old Oakley, then there had to be something useful he could learn from him.


  “Alex. What was I like before?”


  Alex barked out a laugh. “No clue what you were ever thinking, honestly. One minute you were all lovey-dovey with Joanne-sama, the next you were murdering Fuankilo-sama. You’d look like you wanted to help the cult, then suddenly you’d start a rebellion. Putting it mildly, you were a complete lunatic. Out of everyone I’ve ever met, you were hands down the creepiest.”


  The words landed more easily than they should have. Lunatic. Disgusting. Those assessments slid into place with almost no resistance, because they matched too closely with what Oakley had already begun to suspect about himself.


  There still wasn’t enough.


  He still didn’t know enough about the man he had been.


  If I could just meet the girl named Joanne, I’d understand everything. The feeling was vague but stubbornly real.


  “Alex, is the heretics’ goal to destroy the Kenneth Orthodoxy?”


  “More or less, yeah.”


  “That reminds me,” Dordun cut in. “A few years ago, I heard from Celestia-sama that their aim was to seize control of the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid and expand the scale of their faith. I know not what the founder Aros truly thinks, but he seems to bear a deep grudge against the Kenneth Orthodoxy. That may be why they rely so heavily on underhanded methods. Conquering the nation may simply be the end result of revenge.”


  “Revenge, huh?” Alex muttered. “Makes you wonder what pushed Aros-sama into becoming that far gone.”


  “People crushed by taxes. People suffering from magical beast attacks and failed harvests. People lamenting their poverty. People dying of plague… and garbage clergy like me.” Dordun gave a wet, ugly chuckle. “Perhaps he spent years watching all of that pile up. No nation can ever be perfect.”


  “Pretty shameless thing to say, garbage clergy.”


  “Even setting my own problems aside, though, it remains true that this country failed to solve so many of its own ills. In that sense, perhaps it was only a matter of time before someone like Aros emerged.”


  Come to think of it, Yoyam Village, where Makena lived, had hardly been what anyone would call prosperous. The threat of the magical beast hordes had been pushed to the bottom of the priority list. Without Makena, the wounded would never have been treated, and the sick would have had no one to care for them. Without Miguel and Yuri, the village never would have held out as long as it did.


  Kenneth Orthodoxy was hardly perfect, but to Oakley, it felt as though the dysfunction devouring the country was being accelerated by the heretics themselves.


  As if reading that very thought from his face, Father Dordun spoke with a strange, heartfelt weariness.


  “Odd as it is for me to say this, the Kenneth Orthodoxy is, in truth, one of the more decent systems out there. It has many faults, yes, but most people can still live ordinary lives beneath it. Even if those heretics who know only how to destroy managed to conquer this nation, everything would fall apart in the end.”


  The priest’s slimy gaze slid toward Alex.


  The blond monk only kept his faint smile and chose not to respond. To him, even that improvised ruin, that headlong collapse, was a kind of beautiful hope.


  “Either the cult will fail to control its own growth, splinter, and consume itself in infighting, or it will collapse because it lacks the practical ability to govern a state. Or, to avoid those problems, it will provoke other nations and spread war even further. However one looks at it, the only force capable of leading this country is Kenneth Orthodoxy.”


  “Not exactly the kind of thing you’d expect to hear from someone about to join the Aros Temple Cult,” Alex said.


  “Quite right,” Dordun replied with a wet, slurping sound. “Well, for a man now hunted by his own nation, none of that matters anymore. Kenneth Orthodoxy, the Aros Temple Cult… I couldn’t care less what becomes of any of them. But—”


  Something changed in his face then.


  The priest’s features slipped into the face of a true aberration. Father Dordun ran his purplish-red tongue all the way up to the tip of his nose, then turned to Oakley with a dog’s ragged panting.


  “Oakley-kun. You alone… I want to keep thinking about you. Always.”


  “Eh?! You’ve got to be kidding—”


  Right beside the blazing campfire, the giant old man, well over six feet tall, threw him down.


  Oakley tried to shout, tried to thrash free, but with shackles on his wrists and that enormous body mounted over his waist, there was nothing he could do. Alex lunged onto Dordun’s back and tried to drive a knife into him, only to be flung away with humiliating ease.


  “Once we reach the cult’s base, let us hold a ceremony. Let’s get married. It’s my dream. Ah, yes! And we’ll adopt a child, too. One who looks like you. Slender neck, black eyes, just a little lean muscle to the body. I want children too. Tell me, Oakley-kun, how much of that dream do you think we can make real?”


  “Men can’t give birth, you lunatic! Die!”


  Catching the briefest opening, Oakley smashed his forehead into him, then drove the tip of his foot sharply into the bearded old man’s jaw.


  “Oh?!”


  That strike landed even better than Oakley had expected.


  It hit the huge Dordun squarely, and the effect was greater than he’d imagined. The priest’s grip loosened just enough for him to wrench himself free.


  Oakley slipped out from under Father Dordun in a flash, then rubbed at his wrists, which had gone bluish from being gripped so hard. Nearby, Alex frantically shook the flesh fragment hidden on him, trying to signal Joanne again, but there was still no response whatsoever.


  “You perverted bastard. No openings, no hesitation, no shame. Just die already.”


  After that ugly scuffle, dawn had begun to roll in at a leisurely pace. Sunlight spilled over the towering mountain range, and it finally struck Oakley that, after everything, morning had already come.


  Father Dordun glared at the beautiful sunrise as though it had personally offended him, then turned away and re-did his shoelaces.


  “Morning sun… Then that’s the end of it. I have a policy. I only assault boys at night. Rest easy.”


  “How the hell am I supposed to rest easy after all that?” Oakley snapped.


  “My personal rule,” the priest said. “I’ve gone limp.”


  Bathed in the dawn light, Father Dordun rose with a slow, looming motion. He snatched up the short blade lying beside the baggage and drew it with a metallic shing.


  “By the way, have either of you noticed?”


  “Noticed what?” Alex asked.


  “The sound of horses’ hooves. Are they your allies, Alex-kun?”


  “Hm… Nope. Not mine.”


  “They’re Orthodox,” Oakley said. “They’ve come to kill us.”


  “No. Doesn’t seem like that either.”


  A group of riders emerged with the dappled morning light behind them.


  They rode in beneath the canopy, their outlines dark against the sun-splashed leaves. Father Dordun muttered in a daze, “Bandits,” then, perhaps startled by the word even as he said it, turned back to face the other two.


  “They’re bandits, boys. We fight.”


  “Seriously?” Alex sighed. “This area’s just completely lawless, isn’t it?”


  “And whose fault is that?” Oakley snapped. “Damn it! One thing after another!”


  Oakley lifted his bound hands in front of his chest, trying to get the metal cuffs removed, but Father Dordun only tossed him a knife and made no move to unlock them.


  This old bastard! Even now, he’s planning to keep me restrained?!


  A few seconds later, the figures of the bandits came clearly into view, and tension rippled through the three of them.


  There were more than ten.


  A lot.


  The young man took his place back-to-back with the former priest and the blond monk.


  At his side stood Father Dordun, broad-chested, thick-armed, carrying a body of forged steel that no seventy-five-year-old had any right to possess. And beside him was Alex, a heretic who thought nothing of killing.


  For the moment, those two felt more reassuring than any allies Oakley could have asked for.


  No matter what kind of enemy came at them, he simply could not picture a future where they lost.


  Lowering his stance, Oakley shouted to the two standing with him.


  “Father Dordun! Alex! Protect me like your lives depend on it!”


  “Of course,” Dordun said.


  “Like that even needs saying,” Alex replied.


  The bandit gang came galloping toward the cave-hidden campsite. Judging by the thick plume of smoke still rising from it, they had likely used that as their marker. Although realizing it was already too late, Oakley still stomped down on the blazing firewood, crushing it underfoot in a futile attempt to smother the flames.


  Alex tried to drive the horses deeper into the cave, but a volley of arrows from the bandits startled them into bolting.


  “There are quite a few of them,” Father Dordun observed.


  “More importantly, why are there bandits out here in the first place?” Alex muttered.


  “Could be this cave was their base to begin with,” Oakley said.


  “Whatever the reason,” Dordun said coolly, “they are an unnecessary presence to us. Once they’ve fallen that far, it is safer to assume reason won’t reach them. Think of them as magical beasts wearing human skin.”


  The bandits wore little more than ragged clothes with animal hides thrown over the top.


  And yet, beneath those shabby layers, flashes of thick, hardened muscle showed through. The contrast only made them more imposing, giving them the ugly menace of men who had long since broken away from ordinary life.


  Watching from behind a rocky outcrop, the three studied the bandits as they spread out in a fan while still mounted, then called out toward the place where Oakley and the others were hiding.


  “Hey, you maggots! Drop every last thing worth stealing!”


  “Good grief,” Father Dordun muttered. “Listen to the small fry yap.”


  “The hell are you mumbling about?!” one of the bandits roared back. “You bastards trespassed on our turf! Strip ’em naked and hang their heads out as a warning!”


  There were fifteen of them.


  They spread out, inching wider as they tried to encircle the three.


  Their weapons were varied—longswords, war hammers, crossbows, bows. In contrast, Oakley’s side consisted of one man with both arms restrained and only a dagger to work with, one old priest carrying a shabby sword, and one gaunt, blond monk. The gap in numbers went without saying, and the difference in weapon quality was just as bad.


  They had no horses now, either.


  By every visible measure, Oakley’s side was the one cornered in an overwhelmingly unfavorable position.


  And yet, the ones fated to die here were the bandits.


  If Oakley died, Joanne would likely transfer in. If that happened, the bandits would be wiped out. From the bandits’ point of view, this fight offered no benefit whatsoever. Then again, the same was true for the other side. Even if the three of them killed the bandits, they gained nothing.


  The three exchanged a brief glance.


  The risk and reward of fighting simply did not balance. There was no point in battling here.


  That left only one option: have Dordun try to talk them down with his priestly gravitas.


  Oakley jerked his chin at Father Dordun, signaling for him to attempt persuasion. The priest only tilted his head, not even twitching a brow.


  “Why would I do that? They’re hopeless trash.”


  “And you’re one to talk. There’s nothing better than avoiding a fight. Use that silver tongue you honed as a clergyman and talk them down.”


  “I’ll say this now: it’s absolutely pointless. Still, fine. I’ll try, if only to confirm it.”


  As though humoring them, Dordun cleared his throat loudly, rummaged through his robes, and raised his voice.


  “Ahem. You boys should stop right there! You’ll regret laying a hand on us!”


  As he spoke, Father Dordun pulled out a flint.


  And along with it, he set a bomb with a fuse string at his feet.


  Oakley and Alex felt the same cold foreboding at once.


  His words and his actions did not match at all.


  “Consider this the kindly warning of an old man seasoned by long years!” Father Dordun cried. “Turn back now! Life is long. There’s still time for you to start over!”


  “Pfft! Hahahaha!” one of the bandits barked. “That’s some preachy, priest-like sermon you’ve got there, huh?! Don’t tell me you’re actually a priest!”


  “I am indeed!”


  Completely at odds with the dread building in the other two, the bandits were having the time of their lives. Their crude laughter rang through the forest. They had no idea what the man behind the rocks was really doing.


  “Do what you’re told, or I’ll put a bolt through you!”


  An arrow thudded into the ground at Father Dordun’s feet, and the old man flinched as clods of dirt burst up around him, toppling backward onto his backside.


  Apparently, that pathetic little stumble struck the bandits as hysterical, because they looked at one another and burst out laughing again. While those ugly jeers echoed through the trees, Father Dordun kept up his miserable act, hunching over as he began striking the flint.


  “Hey, Alex. That man has absolutely no intention of negotiating,” Oakley said.


  “Well, judging from their reaction, it was never gonna go anywhere anyway.”


  Each time the black flint struck, the spray of sparks was unnaturally violent. A sharp clang, clang rang out, like metal hitting metal, and at last the fuse that had been showered in sparks caught fire.


  A line of sweat ran down Alex’s sideburn. Cold sweat dripped from Oakley’s chin. The bandits, emboldened by the sight of their prey standing there doing nothing, seemed not to notice in the slightest that Father Dordun’s preparations for battle were proceeding steadily.


  Then Oakley’s eyes met the priest’s.


  Father Dordun, apparently savoring the shock that was about to crash down on the bandits, wore a sticky, delighted smile. His lips made that wet little sound again, and his eyes glittered with sheer joy in being alive.


  Because he had curled himself over to hide the burning fuse, the bandits mistook his posture for a defensive crouch.


  A second crossbow bolt flew.


  The instant he heard it strike the earth, the old man let out a high-pitched yelp.


  “Please, don’t kill me! I’m not ready to die yet! Save me! Save meee!”


  His tone remained that of a helpless victim begging for mercy.


  Any promise he had made to Oakley about talking the bandits down seemed to have completely slipped his mind.


  “All right, bastards! We’re taking them down!”


  “Yeah!”


  It was grotesque.


  Watching the gulf between the priest’s pleading words and the murderous intent behind his actions, Oakley felt the full ugliness of Father Dordun all over again.


  A small but unforgettable sound lodged itself in his ears: the hiss of an oil-soaked fuse burning down.


  As he watched it shorten from only a few steps away, Father Dordun cried out as though overcome with emotion.


  “A-Ahhh! It’s coming! It’s coming! D-Don’t come any closer!”


  To the bandits, it must have sounded like a scream of despair.


  But to anyone who knew the old man, it sounded unmistakably like the cry of a man on the verge of climax, his mouth curling upward too hard to hide it.


  Just before the fuse burned down to the ignition point, Father Dordun straightened from his hunched posture, planted his right foot, and hurled the bomb.


  The fist-sized object traced a clean arc through the air.


  For one brief instant, the bandits froze.


  They were too stunned to do anything.


  Everyone has moments when all they can do is stand and stare.


  For the bandits, this was, disastrously, one of those moments.


  “Huh?”


  Their leader let out a stupid little noise.


  In the next instant, detonation. The blast hit like a hammer driven straight through the eardrums into the brain. A heartbeat later came the wall of pressure slamming into their faces, then the shudder of the earth as the shock rolled across the ground.


  Black smoke billowed upward.


  Blood and flesh rained down over the clearing.


  The leader was simply gone.


  All that remained in his place was a crater roughly two meters across and the radiating scars of the explosion.


  The horses the bandits had ridden reared and went wild at the sudden thunderclap. With hearing far keener than any human’s, the blast must have felt like the world itself turning upside down.


  The surviving bandits were thrown from their saddles one after another, unable to control the panicked animals.


  Still unable to fully process their leader’s death, they were cut down as the giant priest suddenly closed in among them, slicing open throats before they could react.


  Even if they managed to recover from the shock of the blast, a group that had just lost its leader was bound to lose cohesion. Father Dordun exploited that opening mercilessly, killing seven men in the first ten seconds after the explosion.


  “Oh, dear. If only you’d listened to me, you might all have survived.”


  With that, he pressed a dagger to the throat of a bandit whose legs had given out beneath him. The eighth spray of blood burst into the air. The fact that Dordun had prioritized the men with ranged weapons first spoke volumes about just how cold and composed he remained even in the middle of slaughter.


  Oakley and Alex, though a beat slower to move, used the confusion to kill six more.


  With his hearing still wrecked badly enough that real communication was impossible, Oakley slashed open a bandit’s neck and sent the man crumpling to the ground. The smell of iron flooded his nostrils.


  And then, suddenly, a memory flashed back, one so maddening, so warped, that not even the ruin of his heart had managed to erase it.


  A sea of blood. A mountain of organs. Pale skin floating dreamlike in a world of deep crimson. A frail, delicate body so thin its ribs showed. Soft skin wrapping around him in an embrace. Limbs grown fever-hot where blood and body heat mingled. Breasts so soft his touch would sink into them.


  I love you. I love you, Oakley.


  A gentle voice whispered in his ear.


  A voice full of resolve, the resolve of someone who refused to lose because she loved him.


  Their eyes met.


  Beautiful jade-green eyes spiraling endlessly inward. A tongue that wound around him like a snake, pouring sweetness into him. Fine hair carrying the scent of blood and sugar.


  Pruning shears.


  So just give up already. Let yourself be stained with my color, and live with me, okay?


  He hated her.


  He loved her.


  It felt as though they had understood each other, and yet they never truly had. Even so, somewhere at the root of it all, they had cared for each other deeply.


  The sea made from their mingled blood. The proof of flesh itself.


  A memory too precious, too vivid, to ever be forgotten rose before him, and the young man’s soul trembled. Drawn out by the smell of blood, those irreplaceable fragments of the past returned to him, allowing Oakley to recover a piece of the memory he had lost.


  “Jo… anne… Joanne… Joanne Sagamix…”


  Joanne Sagamix, a woman with whom he had shared blood and flesh. The sixth-ranked executive of the Aros Temple Cult.


  He remembered her…


  Warmth pulsed from inside the pendant. Or perhaps it was trembling.


  “What is it, Oakley-kun?” Father Dordun asked.


  “Huh? W-Whoa! You startled me. I think I got dazed from the blast,” Oakley replied.


  Pulled back into reality, Oakley jumped in shock when a groan rose from near his feet.


  The bandits had been annihilated. The large force that had surrounded them only moments ago was nowhere to be seen now. Bodies lay strewn across the ground, each one spilling blood into the next until the whole clearing looked drowned in red.


  Apparently, only one of them was still alive.


  Oakley and the others looked down at the sole survivor.


  “I told you, didn’t I?” Father Dordun said. “You’d regret it.”


  “S-Shut up… You bastard priest… I’ll kill you!”


  The last bandit glared not at Oakley or Alex, but at Dordun.


  His face twisted into something almost demonic as he clawed his way forward, clinging to the priest’s feet and weeping tears of hatred.


  “You Orthodoxy bastards never saved us! The only one who ever saved me… was my brother!”


  “Your brother? Is that so?” Dordun replied. “And?”


  “If you rotten Orthodoxy are gonna rule this country… then I’d be a hell of a lot happier if the Aros Temple Cult took it instead! Then my brother… He’d… He’d definitely… be happy… too!”


  “That’s enough. Die already.”


  With what little strength he had left, the bandit kept clinging on. Father Dordun kicked his hand away, then, without a word, drove his dagger into the base of the man’s neck. Once it was done, he turned on his heel and began wiping the blood from the blade.


  “The smell of blood will draw magical beasts and wild animals,” he said. “Gather the bandits’ horses. We’re moving somewhere else. It should be about time we started fearing pursuit from Pomette-sama as well.”


  That reminded Oakley of what he had spoken about with Father Dordun before the battle.


  The Kenneth Orthodoxy, apparently, fell on the more decent side of things.


  Presumably, that was because it could still save and shelter the overwhelming majority of people.


  But men like these bandits, those smaller, forgotten numbers, were left to slip through the cracks.


  Maybe Aros, the founder, had been one of those people, too.


  That was the thought that came to him.


  ※※※


  


  They gathered the horses that had fled and pushed on deeper into the forest to escape any pursuers.


  By the time night deepened, after riding hard all day, they chose another suitable place and began making camp again.


  Father Dordun roasted an animal he had killed with a throwing knife, sprinkled a little salt over it, and tore into it with his teeth. He held out a half-eaten portion to Oakley and told him to eat too, but the simple fact that Dordun’s mouth had touched it made Oakley recoil on instinct. He refused without hesitation.


  Looking genuinely disappointed, the priest went back to chewing noisily to himself. Across from him, Alex gnawed at strips of dried meat he had apparently bought in town.


  With nothing else to do, Oakley decided to speak about the fragment of memory that had returned to him during the fight with the bandits.


  “I remembered a little more,” he said. “About my past. It really does seem like Joanne Sagamix and I had some kind of special relationship.”


  “Oh, so it finally came back to you,” Alex said.


  “Yeah… You knew that already, didn’t you?” Oakley looked at him. “What were we like?”


  “That’s a hard question.”


  Alex did not know the full depth of the bond between Joanne and Oakley.


  But he did know that it had been abnormal.


  “The missing ring finger on your hand,” he said, “originally had Joanne-sama’s finger attached to it.”


  “So not an engagement ring but an engagement finger?” Father Dordun shook his head. “That’s a good one. Nearly made me spit my food.”


  He dismissed Alex’s words with a half-laugh, taking them for some grotesque joke. But when he saw that the blond monk remained utterly serious, the smile slowly drained from the old man’s face. The piece of meat clenched in his hand slipped uselessly onto his knee.


  “Are you people insane? What kind of relationship is that supposed to be? The core of you really is that of a heretic, isn’t it?”


  “That line,” Oakley said flatly, “I could return to you word for word.”


  “I’m far more reasonable than that woman ever was. Unlike Joanne, I’ve only killed around twenty innocent people. Compared to the number of lives a great man like me has saved, that is a low price.”


  The way he reduced lives to numbers grated on Oakley, and a faint irritation flickered through him as he tore into the meat of the animal he had caught himself.


  Sooner or later, if he truly meant to approach the cult, then he would have to meet her.


  And yet his heart still longed to remain with Kenneth Orthodoxy.


  It wanted the heretics destroyed.


  Torn between wanting to see her and never wanting to face her, Oakley let out a weary sigh.


  “Joanne-sama ought to be here soon…” Alex muttered.


  For him, worn down from being trapped in a state of constant, unnatural tension, the honest truth was simple: he wanted to finish the mission already and finally relax.


  Hand Oakley over to Joanne as quickly as possible. Add Father Dordun to the heretical side and stir the pot into even greater chaos. As for playing tag with Orthodoxy pursuers, he’d had more than enough of that for a while.


  Alex had been awake and active for two straight days now, partly because he’d had to keep watch on the other two. At last, sleep began to drag at him, and his head started to nod.


  Joanne could already track their location through the flesh fragment in the pendant. A little sleep wouldn’t make her angry, probably.


  That single lapse in caution pulled him down into a sleep as deep and heavy as mud.


  At present, Joanne was caught up in an executive meeting and also tied down by some of the administrative burdens that had fallen loose after Fuankilo’s death, which meant she could not use transfer carelessly. The past few days had simply been bad luck. She had been unable to move, not unwilling. She had felt Alex’s signals more clearly than she cared to admit.


  Ignoring them pained her. But it seemed it would still be a while before she could act freely.


  And so, by sheer misfortune, Alex ended up leaving Oakley and Father Dordun unguarded.


  Oakley, who had never intended to join the heretics to begin with, took off the pendant, hooked the chain of his handcuffs around a nearby rock, and used leverage to snap them apart.


  “Dordun. Don’t stop me,” he said.


  He leveled the short dagger he’d been given at Father Dordun in warning. After a faint smile, the old priest murmured, “Where do you intend to go?”


  “From here, the Holy Capital Sasfect is closer. I’m not joining the heretics. I’ll go to the Holy Capital, gather more information… and find out what the man I used to be was trying to do.”


  “Don’t,” Dordun said. “The Oakley who woke up without his memories is overflowing with the desire to stand with Kenneth Orthodoxy. But the pre-amnesia Oakley-kun was a heretic, and not just in passing. No matter how you choose to act now, the road ahead is pitch black.”


  “You don’t really plan to join the heretics either,” Oakley shot back. “You’ll just do whatever you please, follow whatever your heart wants, and before long, both the Orthodoxy and the heretics will be hunting you.”


  “I know.”


  “What?”


  “I accounted for that from the start. I’m moving this way precisely because I’m contrary by nature.”


  Then why was this man still so calm?


  Oakley stared at Father Dordun as though he were looking at something fundamentally impossible. In response, the old priest gave him a cool, almost refreshing smile.


  “You’re wondering why I seem so composed?” he asked with his habitual slurp. “It isn’t that I’m calm. I’m panicking inside. But now that it has come to this, I want to meet death with dignity. As my final act of stubbornness, I’ve decided that for the boy I’ve fallen for, I’ll be a man who always looks cool and unshaken.”


  “What?”


  “I want to stay with you. For that, I’ll follow you anywhere. I can make enemies of both the Orthodoxy and the heretics and be your ally alone.”


  The old man glanced down at the spent blond monk. Then Father Dordun rose, brushing the dirt from his robe, and released one of the three horses.


  Oakley’s throat tightened in understanding.


  He wanted them to flee together.


  Ridiculous. There was no world in which he could trust the man who had tormented him so relentlessly.


  Yet Dordun’s gentle voice seemed to seep into that ironclad refusal, softening it little by little.


  “At this very moment, my life has reached its climax. The instant I decided to follow you, I became a wanted man. The Kenneth Orthodoxy will hunt me for murder, and the Aros Temple Cult will come for me because I’ve earned its hatred as well.”


  They were both cornered. And yet Father Dordun spoke as though he found the whole thing exhilarating.


  “Heh… Hehehe. Just like you, my road ahead is completely black! After all, both a nation and a cult have marked me for death!” He sucked in a strand of drool, then burst into laughter, slurping. “When you put it that way, it sounds absurdly hopeless, doesn’t it? Kahahah! But there’s no need to despair over the present. The future can be shaped however we choose, depending on how we act!”


  And with that, Father Dordun threw back his head and laughed—a huge, shameless laugh, thick with saliva.


  The man was right.


  Father Dordun was, beyond question, a murderer, a hopeless piece of filth who had tried to rape and kill Oakley. No matter how one looked at it, he stood in a ruinous situation where death was almost guaranteed.


  And yet, as if some dark possession had finally fallen away from him, Dordun wore an expression of genuine, sunlit clarity.


  He himself called it a brave face, but to Oakley it looked more like the expression of a great rogue savoring the last leisure of his life.


  “Oakley-kun, I’ll likely die in the not-so-distant future,” Father Dordun said. “Before you do, most likely. And yes, I’m afraid of dying, too. Death is too powerful. No one can resist it. It comes unfailingly, absolutely. When I think of the overwhelming weight of the life I have carved out being brought to a stop without mercy, I tremble so badly I can hardly bear it.”


  A fierce heat burned in the old priest’s eyes. Perhaps it was only the reflection of the smoldering fire, but that was how it looked to Oakley.


  “And yet, when I thought about the end of life, something strange happened. The thought circled all the way around and became exhilarating. A thrill stronger than fear. I wanted to experience the one and only death waiting for me. I need to know, in this body, what the nineteen boys I killed felt in their final moments. I doubt I’ll be granted any ordinary death now. That’s fine. I’m looking forward to it. To the fate that will fall upon me. To the sins I made with my own hands. So you too should learn to meet it head-on, the way I do, with enough room in your heart to enjoy it.”


  “I can’t do that.”


  “You think too seriously about everything!” Dordun shot back. “If things become hopeless, then live carelessly for once! Honestly, I’m having far more fun now than when I was obsessing over the perfect crime!”


  Dordun was scum. There was no changing that. And yet some part of Oakley couldn’t help but envy the man’s way of living, his sheer force of mind. If he could cast everything off as completely as Dordun had, then perhaps…


  “Do you truly intend to go to the Holy Capital no matter what?”


  “To settle things with the man I used to be.”


  “I see… It’s your choice. I won’t stop you. But will you at least allow me to escort you part of the way?”


  There was no killing intent in his eyes.


  A faint trace of lust, perhaps, but not enough to matter.


  Moved in spite of himself by Dordun’s words, Oakley decided to allow him to come along.


  Without a word, he swung himself up onto the horse and jerked his chin, signaling the old man.


  Father Dordun, visibly moved by even that small permission, guided his own horse alongside Oakley’s and rode on beside him.


  Once Alex had vanished completely from sight, still asleep beneath the tree, Father Dordun spoke.


  “There are two things left for me to do with whatever remains of my life. First, deliver you safely to the Holy Capital of Sasfect. Second, arrive at a sexual relationship with you under mutual consent.”


  “What?”


  “You are special, Oakley-kun. Much as I may want to force myself on you, I find that I cannot. Or, to be precise, I can, but the pure maiden’s heart buried deep within me has begun to yearn for a more platonic courtship. That is why this journey with you has become the final pleasure left to me.”


  “I was an idiot for ever thinking I should listen to anything you say.”


  “Before we reach the Holy Capital of Sasfect, I intend to make you fall in love with me. The ultimate goal is consensual sex, of course, but given the time we have left, I suppose I’d be lucky to get as far as a kiss.”


  “Your self-esteem is way too damn high. Hurry up and die already!”


  Oakley dug his heels in and urged his horse forward, trying to leave Father Dordun behind.


  The old priest’s laughter rang out from the rear. Then, half-hidden beneath the steady rhythm of hoofbeats, Oakley caught his quieter voice.


  “Unlike me, you still have time. Before you reach Sasfect, you must understand what you yourself are capable of. Otherwise, the future you want will never come. Make sure you do this properly.”


  ※※※


  


  On the way to the Holy Capital of Sasfect, Father Dordun and I eventually slowed down and took a break at a log cabin we came across off a beast trail.


  “Hm. Convenient little place, this,” Father Dordun muttered.


  The land around the cabin had been logged out, leaving nothing but a field of stumps. When Father Dordun made a quick circuit with his dagger, hacking away at the brush, an open clearing was formed in no time.


  Inside the cabin, a thin layer of dust had settled over everything. Simply pushing open the door sent a cloud of it billowing into the air. Staying for an hour or so would probably be fine, but any longer than that and the place would start doing a number on the lungs.


  I threw open every window, cut strips from part of my clothing, and began wiping away the dust.


  “I’m going to get food,” Dordun said.


  When Father Dordun left the cabin, the space fell abruptly silent. After spending so long moving together as a pair, the sudden stillness left behind a strange loneliness in my chest.


  Even a man like that had apparently taken up space somewhere in my heart. We had, however crookedly, traveled together. Maybe that was all it was. Maybe some shred of attachment had formed along the way.


  Using the break, I tried to organize what I would do once I reached the Holy Capital.


  Sasfect is a huge city. People gather there. Information gathers there. Maybe there are others, like Marietta, who know something about my past. First, I need to ask around about the attack on Daskel, and then about the heretic called Oakley Mercury.


  At the very worst, even if the Orthodoxy seized me, there might still be someone among them who knew me, the way Marietta had. Hell, if it came to that, I could march straight up to a garrison and shout, “I’m Oakley.”


  After that, things would probably become hopeless, but I would learn, beyond any doubt, what sort of man Oakley had truly been.


  Pomette-sama seems like someone I might be able to reason with, but I shouldn’t count on that too much. Sater turned into a complete disaster. The next time we meet, I’ll need something in my hand, something valuable enough to make her hesitate before deciding to eliminate me.


  The roundtable in Sater had done nothing except plunge everything into chaos. In the end, I still needed to go to the Holy Capital and investigate everything properly.


  “I’m back.”


  “Yeah. Welcome back.”


  “I’m going to chop some firewood for warmth. There are plenty of trees around here that’ll do.”


  “All right.”


  Dordun had barely returned before he set the already-bled animal down by the doorway, grabbed an axe from somewhere, and headed straight back outside.


  For no real reason, I found myself watching his back as he swung the axe into a dead tree.


  Strangely enough, ever since I started running with Dordun, that maddening, overpowering killing intent hadn’t risen in me once. It was nothing like how I’d felt around the people of Yoyam Village, or around Marietta. Maybe that was why my eyes kept following him.


  Every time he raised the axe, his hips tightened beneath the movement. For a man his age, his body was grotesquely well-trained. A huge frame and thick muscles could be oppressive all on their own. The image of that body pinning me beneath it flashed unbidden through my mind, and a chill ran down my spine.


  What am I even looking at? Stop it. If Father Dordun catches me staring like this, he’ll only get the wrong idea.


  Just as I tried to turn my eyes away from Father Dordun, a strange sensation welled up inside me… a wrongness I had felt before.


  It was almost identical to what I’d experienced during the fight with the bandits, when terror and thirst had dragged a fragment of memory back up from the depths.


  A sudden thought flashed through my mind. I searched for it and managed to catch it this time, holding on tightly so it wouldn’t escape.


  With every crack of the axe slamming into wood, another fragment of memory was hauled up from the bottom of my heart.


  The fear, disgust, and strange trust I felt toward Father Dordun matched what I had once felt toward Joanne. That overlap caused old scenes to synchronize, and the past returned in vivid detail.


  Father Dordun, poised somewhere in that uncomfortable middle ground where he was neither enemy nor ally, overlapped perfectly with the Joanne I had once known.


  Makena and Marietta, those who supported my heart in the present, were so much like Alfie, the boy I had once clung to.


  And Pomette, the Orthodoxy executive who had suddenly appeared at the church, overlapped with Stella, the woman who had appeared when I was at a loss over how to deal with Joanne and Fuankilo.


  Being hunted by both the Orthodoxy and the heretics. That hadn’t changed, then or now.


  The dread that I was drawing closer to hell with each passing day? That had never really left me, either.


  The surge of memory became a flood and crashed through my mind.


  The man I had once been, racking his brain over what to do when driven into an impossible corner.


  The weak version of myself, surrounded by an unprecedented threat, on the verge of throwing everything away.


  The stubborn self who, even then, had refused to give up on a hopeful future.


  The self who had cast aside his fixation on his previous life, resolved himself for real, and tried to change the world.


  I remembered all of it.


  Everything.


  My memories from my previous life.


  The secret of my birth—that I had been born from a womb bred only to bear children.


  My meeting with Joanne.


  The tragedies of Metasim and Daskel.


  Celestia’s fall into darkness.


  The battle at the Northeastern Branch.


  I remembered it all.


  “What… What have I…”


  There was a break in my memories. It began right after I fought Karatena and got caught in the elevator.


  I ran a hand over my forehead and found a large bite mark there.


  So that had to be it. That wound was what had thrown me into amnesia.


  But if my memories had returned like this, then the issue was resolved. I was myself again—completely.


  Even if the decisive trigger for recovering them had been the absolute worst possible thing imaginable: Father Dordun’s ass.


  I can feel that girl nearby. Did Joanne transfer close enough that my heart responded to her, and that’s what brought my memories back?


  Trembling violently, I clawed at my hair and squeezed my skull as though I could crush the shrieking headache still ringing through it like an alarm bell.


  A long time had passed since we’d lost Alex. That meant she had to be getting closer to me through the fragments of flesh.


  I had to move.


  I had to run.


  “I have to tell him.”


  Like it or not, one reason my memories had come back was that Father Dordun had listened to me so earnestly. I hated the idea of feeling grateful to that irredeemable bastard, but the truth was that he was still someone I could rely on right now.


  I leaned out the window and waved both arms at him.


  Wiping away sweat, Father Dordun gave me an easy wave in return. The exercise had clearly put him in a good mood, and my calling to him only made the corners of his mouth relax further.


  “Father Dordun, I need to tell you something! Get over here right now—”


  He set the axe down beside him and tilted his head, waiting for the rest.


  The reason my words cut off was simple.


  Someone was standing behind him.


  A girl.


  She had glossy chestnut hair cut to mid-length, eyes burning with blistering heat, and a longsword gripped in her right hand.


  “Marietta?”


  The instant I breathed her name, Marietta brought the sword down at Father Dordun.


  He twisted aside on pure reflex and barely avoided the slash, then rolled between the dead trees and snatched up his axe. Even while I gaped at the agility no man of seventy-five should have possessed, I jumped out of the cabin and ran to his side.


  “Dordun, are you all right?!” I asked.


  “Not a scratch. That was close.”


  He answered without taking his eyes off the brown-haired girl. Rising to his feet as he brushed bits of grass from his clothes, Father Dordun fixed Marietta with a stare and let out a low, amused chuckle.


  “Quite the greeting, attacking without a word, Marietta. What is it you want?” Dordun asked.


  The girl did not answer. She simply stared Father Dordun down as though sheer hatred alone might kill him.


  “Oakley-san, it’s all right,” she said at last. “Come back with me.”


  “So you mean to ignore me?” Dordun clicked his tongue. “He stands at a crossroads in his life. A little girl with no real experience should stay out of this.”


  “Be quiet. You are under suspicion for mass murder.” Her voice sharpened to a knife’s edge. “Oakley-san, don’t worry! I’ll arrest this criminal right here and free you from all this fear!”


  “How shallow.” He slurped. “As you are now, you can only be a burden to Oakley-kun.”


  “Shut up, criminal! Give Oakley-san back, now!”


  Their argument flared hotter by the second. Marietta’s voice was thick with fury now. Dordun, on the other hand, remained maddeningly composed. Even cornered as he was, he still had the composure to straighten his collar.


  “Oakley-kun, this girl will likely drag you down for years to come. Better to kill her.”


  “Kill me?” Marietta sneered. “Father Dordun, have you forgotten? I’m actually pretty strong.”


  “True enough. You are stronger than I am. But now I have someone I must protect.” Dordun’s eyes narrowed. “Haven’t you heard? A person grows stronger the moment they have someone to protect.”


  “Don’t run your mouth!”


  The air tightened to the edge of violence.


  But a fight here had to be avoided. There was nothing to gain from Marietta and Father Dordun tearing each other apart.


  Oakley stepped between them and began trying to talk the murderous heat out of Marietta’s grip.


  “Marietta, calm down. For my sake, please lower your sword,” I said.


  “I can’t!” she shouted.


  “I was already planning to go talk to the Orthodoxy myself. There’s no reason for this to turn into a fight right here—”


  “This woman’s acting on her own,” Dordun cut in. “The kind who won’t stop until she’s dead.”


  Neither of them would back down.


  Then a sudden gust of wind swept through. It was only a phantom sensation, the kind stirred by the forewarning of disaster.


  Joanne was coming.


  “This is bad.”


  I screamed at her in my heart.


  Please. Don’t.


  ※※※


  


  However, the girl ignored every bit of that plea and came anyway.


  A severed head dropped to the ground between Father Dordun and Marietta. One eyeball, slipping loose from its socket, rolled grotesquely and fixed itself on Oakley.


  Then, it smiled.


  Bone and blood vessels stretched into empty air. Sickly white flesh coated them, layer by layer, shaping itself into the naked curves of a woman’s body.


  A narrow waist.


  Full breasts.


  A body so pale and sharpened by beauty it seemed almost blinding beneath the sun.


  At the very end, slightly overgrown strands of hair sprouted into place. And there, before them, was born a girl so beautiful she could not possibly belong to the human world.
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  Joanne completed her transfer without a thread on her body.


  Paying no attention to anyone around her, she slowly stretched as though savoring the moment. Her spiral-patterned eyes locked onto Oakley, and she slid both slender arms around the back of his neck.


  “Welcome back, Oakley.”


  She breathed the words into his ear in a sweet murmur, and then, right in front of Marietta and Father Dordun, she pressed a deep, lingering kiss to his lips, as though celebrating their reunion.


  The only one who instantly recognized this unknown girl was Father Dordun, who had already heard about her from Oakley.


  He had never once laid eyes on one of the Aros Temple Cult’s executives before, but after watching her transfer in from a severed head, there was no mistaking it.


  The fever-bright madness in her eyes as she looked down at the man she loved.


  The way she pinned the back of Oakley’s head in place so he could not escape, devouring his mouth with her tongue without even letting him breathe.


  And above all, the triumphant sidelong glance she cast toward Dordun and Marietta, flaunting that they were bound to each other.


  That hateful little look told Father Dordun everything he needed to know.


  So that is Joanne Sagamix, one of the heretical high executives!


  The mutual kiss I struggled so desperately to earn… She took it from him as easily as breathing!


  Forcing down the jealousy boiling up inside him, Father Dordun drove his thoughts into overdrive.


  First, he looked into the possibility of taking Oakley back from Joanne.


  There was probably none.


  The likelihood of Oakley escaping from her was close enough to zero that the difference barely mattered.


  Still, Father Dordun had already chosen to act as though he were a dead man from the moment he’d fled the city with Oakley. If his death came a little sooner than expected, then so be it. Nothing about what he intended to do had changed.


  Act for Oakley’s sake.


  Spend the rest of his life on Oakley.


  That “pure maiden’s heart” he so absurdly claimed to possess, the principle by which he now lived, did not waver even before the hopeless existence called Joanne Sagamix.


  Meanwhile, Marietta, standing before the girl, was so shaken she looked on the verge of crushing the hilt of her sword in her grip.


  The boy she loved, the man who had saved her life, was suddenly kissing a beautiful naked girl who had appeared out of nowhere.


  For someone her age, it was enough to make the world feel as though it had turned upside down.


  What rose inside Marietta was far stickier, far darker, than the fury she had felt toward Father Dordun for luring Oakley away.


  Grinding her back teeth hard enough to break them, she took a wavering step forward, unsteady as a defeated soldier.


  “Hey, you… What do you think you’re doing to my Oakley-san?”


  Her pupils had narrowed to pinpoints. Hideous blue veins stood out at her temples as she stalked toward him.


  Then a hand closed around her shoulder and stopped her cold.


  Father Dordun.


  “Marietta. Stop.”


  “Let go of me. I won’t be satisfied until I kill that woman.”


  “Calm yourself and listen for a moment. I feel exactly the same. But there are beings in this world one simply cannot defy. Nations. Royal bloodlines. Nobles and other wielders of authority. And above all, the high executives of Kenneth Orthodoxy and the Aros Temple Cult. In terms of raw violence, an executive can be something even greater than a nation. Depending on how you conduct yourself from here, your life could very easily end.”


  The hand gripping Marietta’s shoulder was trembling.


  Whether from fear or from the rage of watching the man he desired kiss some brazen thief of a girl was hard to say. But when Marietta saw the sweat beading across his forehead, she understood one thing immediately. He was not stopping her as a joke.


  The Father Dordun before her now was reacting the same way he had in the church when faced with Orthodoxy Executive Pomette—


  No. Even more strongly than that.


  Back then, he had only lost a little of his usual composure because he was terrified his hidden crimes would be dragged into the light. What bled through him now was much deeper than the agitation he had shown at the roundtable.


  “Do you still not understand?” Dordun said. “That is Joanne Sagamix herself, sixth in the executive order of the Aros Temple Cult. One of their high executives.”


  “That’s her?!”


  Marietta’s eyes flew wide in shock. To her, that was one of the most familiar names among the heretical executives. Celestia, the woman who had saved her from Metasim, had told her many times that Joanne was a nemesis she had crossed fists with again and again.


  Celestia, who was now missing, was said to remain bound somehow to the enemy’s camp, and Joanne was rumored to have a hand in that as well. The grudge between them ran that deep.


  And yet, why was that same Joanne kissing Oakley?


  Marietta could not make sense of it.


  She and the other Orthodoxy soldiers had been given a direct order from Pomette: track down Oakley’s trail and capture him without fail.


  To determine once and for all whether he truly was a heretic, she had ridden herself half to death. She had broken ranks, plunged into the forest on her own, and at last found the man she had been searching for.


  Only to find him locked in a kiss with Joanne, one of the heretical executives.


  The two of them had been wrapped in a world that belonged only to them.


  That sight—so intimate it seemed to settle, beyond argument, his deep ties to the Aros Temple Cult—dropped Marietta into a despair so heavy it almost crushed her.


  Her heartbeat turned erratic, then more violent still, beating in ragged waves.


  She had spent all this time refusing to believe Oakley was a heretic. She had clung to that denial like a wish. But now she heard it, inside herself, unmistakably, the sound of that wish being shattered.


  Reality refused to feel real.


  Marietta had lost her family, her best friend, and her hometown. Oakley alone had become the thing propping up her heart.


  “Oakley-san was… a member of the Aros Temple Cult?”


  “Did he not say so himself?” Father Dordun replied.


  Held back by the priest’s hand, Marietta could only stand there and murmur numbly to herself. And once she said it aloud, the dark emotion inside her swelled all at once. The castle of sand she had built atop her own assumptions collapsed in an instant.


  “No.”


  The love she had felt for Oakley, something so dependent it had bordered on worship, split open and began to turn with a harsh, grinding sound. The image of him she had once looked up at in that city of despair was smeared black. Even the memory of her own back, lit up with joy at seeing him again, now looked unbearably foolish.


  A vast hatred dropped onto her shoulders.


  The affection that had lived there was swept away almost at once.


  Joanne turned a vicious, mocking smile on the brown-haired girl whose face had gone utterly blank. Cradling Oakley against her soft chest while he gasped on the edge of blacking out, Joanne spoke to Marietta, and with that single line, she drove the knife all the way in.


  “Tell me something, will you? How does it feel when the boy you’re in love with already has a woman? And on top of that, he turns out to be the enemy?”


  The instant those triumphant words struck her ears, Marietta felt as though the skin of her entire body had begun to boil.


  She had lost to Joanne in every conceivable way. In beauty. In feminine allure. In her understanding of Oakley. In power. In the very force of her existence.


  Marietta was overwhelmed by the fierce vitality blazing from every inch of Joanne’s body. And somewhere in that instant, she understood. Joanne was the kind of girl who could throw away everything for Oakley.


  What seized Marietta’s thoughts was something far blacker, far more violent, than mere anger.


  Contempt and hatred for having been betrayed.


  A crushing sense of defeat before that beastlike girl.


  Envy toward the woman who had Oakley all to herself.


  Jealousy. Hostility. Doubt. Self-loathing.


  Still, buried beneath all that, there remained something she could not rip out of herself: a painfully straightforward love for him, and the dependence that clung to it. The broken heart of a girl still yearning for her savior with a desperate, feverish devotion.


  To cast that love away completely, to sever it with her own hands, felt unbearably sorrowful, like someone reaching into her chest and gouging out her heart. The thought alone was enough to bring tears to her eyes.


  Which was why she could not let it go.


  “Joanne, you bitch!”


  At that moment, her need to confirm Oakley’s identity was eclipsed by something stronger: the urge to kill the woman who had shattered everything between them.


  If Joanne had never appeared, maybe she could have kept dreaming a little longer.


  But this woman had destroyed it.


  Her tender, private world with Oakley.


  The future she had dreamed of beyond it.


  And so, by a twisted path, Marietta and Father Dordun arrived at the same conclusion.


  “Father Dordun,” she said, voice shaking with murderous intent, “lend me your strength. I hate you. I truly do. But it seems we’ll have to work together if we’re going to kill this woman.”


  “I thought you might say that,” Dordun replied with a slurp. “I hate you too, girl. But let us call a temporary truce.”


  On that one point, their aims aligned.


  They would take Oakley Mercury back. They could not allow Joanne Sagamix to hold the power of life and death over him.


  As far as Father Dordun was concerned, Oakley had to walk the road he chose for himself. If it was a path the young man chose of his own will, then whether he lived or died at the end of it did not matter. Nor did it matter what Oakley’s true identity turned out to be.


  But to see him twisted out of shape under Joanne’s hands, to see his choices forced, bent, and stolen, was intolerable.


  The man worthy of becoming the final companion of my life, reduced to dancing in the palm of some petty heretical girl? Impossible. Laughable. His life belongs to him.


  Whatever history lay between Joanne and Oakley, Dordun could not forgive the fact that a girl who had failed to stay by his side when he stood at the crossroads of his life, tormented, wavering, unable to choose, was only now stepping forward to claim him.


  To Dordun, Joanne’s overwhelming, violent strength was nothing but an obstacle, something that would muddy Oakley’s resolve.


  He would fight Joanne so that Oakley could decide his own life by his own will.


  That, in Father Dordun’s mind, was love.


  And Marietta could not bear the thought of letting Joanne Sagamix walk away with ownership of him.


  Oakley-san, you’re going to tell me everything. Every last thing you were feeling until now. And after we’ve talked—really talked—I’ll kill you properly myself.


  As a soldier of the Kenneth Orthodoxy, Marietta saw Joanne as an enemy even less tolerable than Father Dordun. And for the sake of the country’s future, there was no path left but to take her head sooner or later.


  The love still festering inside her mingled with the hatred she bore toward the enemy who had stolen her family and friends, casting a dark, chaotic shadow across her heart.


  She would fight Joanne to find out where love and hatred were meant to end.


  That, too, was Marietta’s version of love.


  Father Dordun and Marietta.


  One, a wicked criminal.


  The other, an executor of twisted justice.


  The instant they both became conscious of the word love, their paths, opposites though they were, crossed for the first time.


  “Doesn’t matter if the two of you join forces. It won’t change anything.”


  Seeing Dordun and Marietta somehow end up standing shoulder to shoulder, Joanne let out a sigh and tilted her head.


  An executive was a monster capable of dominating an entire battlefield alone. These two should have known that ordinary people could never bridge that gap, so why were they trying to fight her anyway?


  For just a moment, Joanne found it genuinely puzzling.


  Father Dordun was strong enough to beat ten trained soldiers on his own, and Marietta was a swordswoman who could have cut down twenty without much trouble.


  But that strength was still built on fundamentals. Swordsmanship, muscle, technique, experience.


  The sort of skill that targeted arteries in the armpit, inner thigh, or neck, or slipped through gaps in armor to damage vital organs, meant nothing against monsters who could heal such fatal wounds in an instant.


  If they had been dealing with someone like Fuankilo, there might still have been a real fight. But against a pure combat type like Joanne, Marietta and Father Dordun were little more than background noise.


  “I only came to retrieve Oakley,” Joanne said. “I’m not here to fight.”


  That, at least on the surface, was her objective: to take Oakley back and lock him away.


  Oakley had been born from an artificial womb, then transferred into a cultivation vessel and forced to grow at an unnatural rate through specialized drugs. In only a handful of days, his body had been accelerated until it reached the physical age of ten. Compared to an ordinary human, his body had been half-ruined from the very beginning.


  Worse, because his mind could not keep pace with that violent physical growth, they had spent months stuffing him with drugs until a sense of self formed by force. The result was catastrophic. Not only his bodily tissues, but even his brain and internal organs were already approaching levels of cellular deterioration and abnormal growth that should have been impossible.


  The average lifespan of those born from such wombs was around thirty in terms of physical age.


  Oakley’s body was currently nineteen.


  If averages meant anything, then he did not have much life left. And on top of that, his body had been ravaged further by all manner of grotesque injuries and self-destructive acts. It would not have been strange to say that death was already breathing down his neck.


  I’m doing this for your sake, Oakley. Not that I expect you to understand.


  To prolong what little life he had left, and to create the small private world the two of them could share, she had to seize the Holy Relic no matter what.


  And to steal that Holy Relic from the Holy Capital of Sasfect, Oakley’s existence would only get in the way.


  In that sense, too, imprisoning him was essential to the plan going forward.


  The truth, of course, was that her claim of having no intention to fight was a complete lie. She had no intention whatsoever of letting the trash who had lured Oakley astray walk away alive.


  “Give Oakley-san back, you monster,” Marietta spat.


  “Monster?” Joanne lifted a brow. “I’m just an ordinary girl.”


  As if only rising because she had been provoked, Joanne slowly stretched. She ran a hand through Oakley’s hair in a rough, affectionate ruffle, about to let him go, then suddenly noticed that she was still completely naked.


  To cover her alluring body, she leaned close to the breathless Oakley’s ear and whispered in a sweet voice, “Hey, Oakley. Can I borrow your clothes?”


  Still half-suffocating from that deep, flooding kiss, Oakley was in no state to think clearly. Like a broken puppet, he gave a tiny nod.


  Clearly pleased by that response, Joanne all but forcibly stripped off his outer coat.


  She draped it over herself, shyly concealing her pale, water-smooth body. Wrapped in the scent of the man she loved, her eyes softened and melted with bliss. She lingered in that brain-melting ecstasy for a few precious moments, then rolled the too-long sleeves up to her elbows and settled into a fighting stance.


  That single garment, lit by the sun, faintly outlined the exquisite curves beneath.


  Anyone ignorant of the situation would have been struck speechless by the sight.


  But the two people facing her were Marietta and Father Dordun—one another woman, the other a man whose desires had taken a very particular shape—so the effect was lost on them.


  If anything, both Marietta and Dordun were furious that she was wearing Oakley’s clothes like a lover’s borrowed shirt. Their eyes blazed with savage anger, and the hostility they turned on Joanne only sharpened further.


  Just as the battle was about to ignite, Oakley recovered himself and lunged in from behind, locking both arms around Joanne to pin her in place.


  “Joanne, why did you come now, of all times!”


  “What kind of question is that?” she replied. “I came to take you home, obviously. Until my plan is finished, will you be good and sleep in your little room?”


  “As if I’d ever do what you tell me.”


  Even with his memories restored, even if they loved each other, their paths would never truly meet.


  Joanne bit down hard on her lip, then gripped the left hand encircling her with all her strength.


  Oakley did not pull away.


  If he truly wanted to reject her, he could have shoved her off in any number of ways. Instead, as though filling the space left by his missing ring finger, Joanne rubbed her cheek tenderly against his hand.


  “I want you to come with me. We’ll kill every other human in the world and make a world for just the two of us. So what if it’s selfish? So what if it’s decadent? We could love each other until we lose track of time, do nothing but what feels good, never have to suffer through anything painful again. Don’t you want a paradise like that? A place like standing inside a warm, hazy light, a place so happy you could drown in it… A small world for just the two of us, where you’d be free of the fate of the Aros Temple Cult and never again have to bear the hatred of the Kenneth Orthodoxy or of the entire world…


  “If you help me,” Joanne whispered, “then you’ll never have to suffer again. We can eat together, take walks sometimes, sleep soundly at night, do only what we want to do… and just live like that while we wait for the day our small world is born. All the painful parts of this world, I’ll carry them for you. Every last one, okay?”


  A thin breath slipped from her lips.


  Her voice was raw and unsteady, gone hoarse with too much hope. Cradled in the young man’s arms, she tilted her face up to him. Oakley met her gaze head-on with eyes that did not waver.


  “No.”


  Just as she had thought, his heart did not bend.


  No, that was not quite right.


  Her words had cracked his heart wide open. He wanted, from the bottom of his soul, to make this girl, who loved him enough to stand against the whole unreasonable world, happy. And yet, even knowing that, he still chose the more painful answer, deciding that her wish could never be granted.


  Joanne understood both things at once: that her words had reached him, and that she could never persuade him.


  Because she was the girl who knew his heart in the deepest dark, she felt the conclusion before he finished speaking. As if she had known all along how this would end, the strength drained from her body.


  She had only offered him those sweet words to make sure.


  Deep down, she had already known.


  Ever since the day they exchanged organs and she lost to him in that dialogue of selfhood and mental contamination, she had known she would never be able to bend his convictions.


  When it came to sheer strength of will, Oakley was always just one sheet, just one thin, decisive layer stronger than she was.


  Whenever we argue, I always lose in the end, don’t I?


  If she had never met Oakley, she probably would never have known this kind of pain. She could have gone on serving Aros, fulfilled by that purpose, intoxicated by blood and battle, and those days would have been satisfying in their own way.


  And yet, why was it that even with her chest aching like this, even with all this pain from meeting him and failing to truly reach him, she still thought this life was so much happier?


  “I knew…” Joanne said softly. “I knew this was the kind of man you are. I knew you wouldn’t listen either.”


  Joanne pressed her bare foot slightly more firmly into the grass, rose onto her toes just a little, and gave Oakley a kiss of farewell.


  It was the signal to fight.


  The instant that kiss ended, so too did any future the two of them might have shared when they met again for the first time in half a year.


  As if the kiss itself had been a starting bell, Marietta and Father Dordun lunged in, wrapped in killing intent.


  From before and behind Joanne, their blades flashed with a dull, lethal gleam.


  She slipped both strikes with the barest minimum of motion, then threw them a contemptuous look.


  Negotiation had failed.


  The struggle over what would become of Oakley had moved into its next phase.


  Joanne shoved Oakley backward behind her.


  The other two came straight at him.


  The biggest nuisance here isn’t Marietta or Pomette. It’s that mad priest called Dordun.


  According to Alex, the old man had seen through Oakley’s true identity in an instant.


  The source of all this chaos was Father Dordun’s “miracle,” his ability to sense another person’s past by touching their testicles.


  Perhaps evil could only be checked by another kind of evil.


  Without warning, Joanne lashed out with a high kick.


  Marietta barely ducked under it in time, but the tip of her hair was sliced away, and the pressure of the blow alone felt strong enough to strip her consciousness from her skull.


  “Die, you little thief.”


  The moment Marietta’s balance faltered, Joanne brought her heel straight down.


  The kick, delivered with inhuman physical prowess, would have crushed her instantly, but it struck nothing.


  Father Dordun had smashed the side of Joanne’s heel with the hilt of his dagger, knocking the trajectory off just enough.


  Without that intervention, Marietta’s brains would have burst across the ground.


  At some point, he had already scooped Oakley away to safety. With the flat of his blade, Father Dordun smacked his palm a few times and grinned up at Joanne in provocation.


  “I’m taking him.”


  “Old man.”


  But after deflecting even that single blow, Father Dordun could no longer shake the terrible feeling rising inside him.


  A coldness that crushed hot-blooded resolve from directly above.


  The certainty of defeat.


  “Dordun,” Oakley said, “she’s bad news.”


  “Mm. I know for certain now,” Father Dordun murmured. “Lend me your ear.”


  Oakley threw him a puzzled look.


  He leaned in and whispered, “If the bomb doesn’t work, leave me behind and run.”


  Oakley did not so much as twitch a brow. He only gave the faintest nod.


  If we can land the bomb, it’ll blow Joanne to pieces. Then maybe we can buy enough time to escape back to the city with Marietta.


  After that brief exchange, Oakley shifted fully into a fighting stance.


  All three now shared the same objective to drive Joanne off.


  Each with a different weapon in hand, they arranged themselves in formation, carefully masking the fact that Dordun’s bomb was their true finishing blow. Watching them, Joanne let out a disgusted breath.


  “How reckless.”


  “Have you never heard the phrase ‘overconfidence kills’?” Dordun replied.


  “The idea of losing to the likes of you is impossible,” Joanne said. “Even if heaven and earth were overturned.”


  In that instant, Marietta read the rhythm of Joanne’s blinking. She struck in the tiny gap between one closing of those eyes and the next opening.


  Her right hand vanished into an afterimage.


  Her slender body bent and sprang like a snake skimming the ground. She drove her full weight into the point of her sword, enough force behind it to shake the surrounding brush with the shockwave.


  The result of that perfect thrust was made clear by the sound of steel groaning.


  Joanne had caught it.


  A killing strike, stopped between her index finger and thumb.


  Marietta pulled at the hilt, then tried to yank the blade back.


  It did not move.


  Joanne wasn’t even gripping it properly. She was only pinching the very tip of the blade between the pads of two fingers, yet it was as immovable as a sword buried to the hilt in stone.


  Marietta looked up in horror.


  Joanne’s face was already there, expressionless.


  The spiral of her eyes seemed ready to swallow the world.


  Shuddering, Marietta abandoned the sword and hurled herself backward, but a kick came up at her immediately.


  She barely escaped it with a backflip, landed, and tasted despair all over again.


  There was no beating Joanne Sagamix.


  Not ever.


  Not with cheap swordsmanship like this. She couldn’t even force Joanne to heal, let alone wound her.


  That truth struck Marietta with crushing force.


  She’s just like Pomette-sama. If she goes all out, there’s no way the three of us can win. With Oakley-san here, she might be holding back without even realizing it.


  But Marietta’s attack had bought Father Dordun the opening he needed to light the hidden bomb.


  Marietta drew her spare sword and flicked a glance at the other two.


  They would only get one real chance to use the bomb.


  “I’m impressed,” Joanne said, her voice dripping with mockery. “You’re the first person I’ve ever met who aimed for the instant I blinked.”


  The moment Marietta forced out a bitter smile, a murderous fist came for her.


  A thunderous boom split the air, deep enough to feel like the sky itself had warped. Marietta threw her upper body backward and half-collapsed into an exaggerated evasive motion, but even that wasn’t enough. The pressure from Joanne’s punch alone peeled her eyelids back, and blood burst violently from her face.


  To shield the half-blinded Marietta, Oakley stepped in.


  His blade flashed and severed Joanne’s fully extended right arm.


  Even setting favoritism aside, Oakley had grown stronger.


  Joanne had not let her guard down. She was certain of that. And yet he had still cut off her arm with absurd ease.


  A flicker of joy mixed with frustration passed through her as she slowly ran her tongue across her lips.


  Then, as if filling the opening left by Oakley’s strike, Marietta’s blade came slicing in from behind, blood tears streaming from her eyes.


  Joanne didn’t even bother to look. She caught the sword barehanded and crushed it.


  A merciless metallic shriek rang out. Broken fragments spilled from her blood-slick hand and vanished into the brush.


  Without missing a beat, Father Dordun brought his axe crashing down from above.


  Joanne’s skull split open.


  The instant it did, she regenerated, clamping the axe head in place with her own healing flesh.


  Even Father Dordun’s face twitched at the sight.


  Joanne stood there with an axe buried in her head and had the audacity to fix it there.


  He had been aiming to steal her movement rather than give up his weapon. Releasing the axe at once, he switched to the knife hidden in his robes and drove for her eye. At the same time, Oakley slashed in from the right.


  Joanne caught both attacks in her hands.


  Then she crushed them.


  But in that instant, seeing his chance, Father Dordun shouted. This was the only moment they would get to force the bomb against her before detonation.


  “Everyone, pry open Joanne’s wound!”


  At Dordun’s shout, both Marietta and Oakley moved at once without needing to exchange so much as a glance.


  They stepped in, weaving around Joanne to throw off her balance, then seized the haft of the axe still buried in her skull.


  With all their strength, they wrenched it sideways, and the wound split wide.


  Into that gaping seam of torn flesh, Father Dordun rammed the bomb.


  “Oh.”


  Joanne sounded almost impressed.


  Then, in the next instant, her head exploded from the center outward.


  “Did we get her?!”


  Marietta’s voice rose in astonishment, but Oakley couldn’t bring himself to feel relieved.


  His dread proved justified. A short distance away, Joanne had already begun restoring herself, her body reforming as though nothing had happened. Their desperate all-out assault had been nullified without effort.


  Father Dordun turned toward Marietta and Oakley.


  “This is as far as we go. The trick’s been exposed. Marietta, take care of Oakley-kun. We won’t get a perfect victory out of this, but I can buy you time.”


  “D-Don’t say something so stupid! You still have to live and answer for your crimes!” Marietta snapped.


  “Far better that I buy time and give you a way out than for all of us to die trying to challenge that thing. Use your head.”


  Joanne was already regenerating the missing portions of her body, starting back up without mercy. Forced to witness that this symbol of terror was, for all practical purposes, immortal, Marietta bit down so hard on her lip that it looked ready to tear, then grabbed Oakley’s hand.


  “Oakley-san! There’s a horse tied just over there! Run for it! Now!” Marietta shouted.


  “Got it! Dordun, don’t die!” Oakley exclaimed.


  In the few seconds before Joanne’s resurrection finished, the two of them made their choice and bolted for the horse.


  Left behind, Father Dordun struck flint and set a fresh bomb’s fuse alight.


  And in that instant, understanding passed between him and Oakley.


  One pair of eyes, wide with horror, staring at a death about to burst open before him.


  The other, sharp and unwavering, the eyes of a man who had already chosen death.


  He was a man Oakley had never wanted to trust, yet when it mattered, he had been dependable.


  A cunning old bastard who had hidden his true nature behind the mask of a perfect priest, always trying to slip free of consequences, was now choosing death of his own accord.


  For me? To that extent?


  For one fleeting instant, Oakley nearly turned back.


  But if he did, all of Dordun’s resolve would be for nothing.


  He was the kind of man who deserved to die. A vile creature who had never possessed any real worth saving in the first place. Oakley forced those thoughts into place and ran after Marietta.


  Even so, something too vast and too tangled to dismiss as merely the death of a monster slammed into his back like a wave.


  When someone you’d become deeply entangled with stood at death’s edge, there was a force that pressed against the chest, something transcending relationship, transcending emotion.


  For some reason, tears spilled from Oakley’s eyes before he could stop them.


  And when Father Dordun saw that single drop fall from the corner of his eye, he felt satisfied with his life.


  At last, he had found what he had been searching for all along.


  Father Dordun bared his white teeth in a grin.


  That was beautiful! Come, then. Let’s fall into hell together, Joanne Sagamix!


  Father Dordun’s decoy plan involved detonating explosives to obliterate Joanne’s body, aiming to buy just a few seconds. If, by some miracle, he could annihilate her so thoroughly that not a single cell remained, then all the better.


  It was the best possible move to let Oakley escape from Joanne.


  A feral savagery lit Father Dordun’s eyes.


  As though the impulses of his youth had returned, every muscle in his body roared to life, drawing out strength beyond its natural limit.


  Unarmed, the priest hurled himself bodily at Joanne, his frame wrapped in explosives. A giant of a man, well over six feet tall, crashed toward the half-naked girl.


  And she did not budge, not even slightly.


  Joanne’s bare feet stayed planted as though nailed into the earth itself.


  To anyone watching, it would have looked grotesquely unreal.


  Father Dordun outweighed her by an overwhelming margin, and yet no matter how he strained, no matter how raggedly he breathed or how hard he ground his teeth, he could not force aside a girl who stood barely as high as his chest.


  Even while feeling that despair with his own body, Father Dordun refused to give up.


  The moment of detonation is getting closer with every second! By now, Oakley-kun and Marietta should already be on horseback! If the bomb goes off, his odds of escaping will rise!


  His face flushed red, veins standing out dark and swollen beneath his skin, the priest poured every ounce of strength into holding Joanne in place.


  The girl glanced at him with something like pity, then blew out a sharp breath.


  The tiny flame eating along the bomb’s fuse vanished at once.


  “Get out of my way.”


  That was all she said.


  Her eyes were icy, looking at him as if he were nothing more than worthless trash.


  And in that instant, Father Dordun remembered the primal terror of death that all humans carried inside them from the beginning.


  A broken, ridiculous laugh spilled out of his mouth.


  “No… that’s absurd.”


  The next moment, his body flew.


  Joanne had done no more than casually swat him aside with the back of her wrist, and yet his giant frame was hurled all the way to the log cabin thirty meters away.


  He crashed through the window frame and slammed into the wooden structure hard enough to shatter it in one blow. Only after bursting through a wall did he finally lose enough momentum to stop. His formal attire was soaked in blood now, splinters of wood driven into him all over.


  Gah! What monstrous strength! But if it bought him time to escape…


  Father Dordun gasped, spitting blood-tinged saliva. Joanne was already coming after him.


  Apparently, she had chosen to prioritize dealing with the priest over chasing after Marietta and the fleeing Oakley. For an old man who placed Oakley’s life above all else, that suited him perfectly.


  “Fu… hah… And you’re really fine… not going after Oakley-kun…?” He muttered, coughing.


  “It’s fine. Someone else is already pursuing him.”


  “Someone… else?”


  “You don’t need to know.”


  Gone was the syrupy tone she had used when speaking to Oakley moments earlier. What stood before Dordun now was a woman who sounded like a cold-blooded soldier.


  Beside the collapsed remains of the cabin, she seized the half-ruined old man by the front of his robes and hauled him up. Then, carefully controlling her strength, she hit him. Once. Twice. Three times.


  She laced the beating with just enough healing magic to keep him from dying, tormenting his whole body without letting him slip into unconsciousness. She was not merely hurting him; she was stripping away the nerves of a man who had always been too thick-skinned, too cunning, beating him until he would lose the luxury of speaking casually.


  She poured into those blows all the grudge she bore for his attempt to defile Oakley.


  And after she had struck him to her heart’s content, she planted her foot on Father Dordun’s groin while he quivered like a dying insect.


  The pain jolted him awake.


  Blood swimming in his eyes, the priest cracked them open and let out a rasping sound.


  A wet sound slipped from Father Dordun’s throat.


  “The heretical executives are softer than I expected…”


  For a moment, Joanne nearly hit him again just for that obscene grin alone. She managed to stop herself only by clenching her fist until the bones protested. If she hurt him much more, he would probably die of shock.


  And before he died, she needed answers.


  How had nothing more than a common murderer managed to worm his way into the gaps in Oakley’s heart? There were not many people in the world capable of moving him this deeply.


  “What did you do to Oakley?” she asked coldly. “What do you know about him?”


  “Everything…” the priest rasped. “The moment I touched Oakley-kun’s balls, I knew.” He slurped. “He was the final heroine of my life…”


  “Balls? Are you fucking with me?”


  Joanne dragged Father Dordun along by the scruff of his neck. With all four of his joints bent the wrong way, the once-massive man had been reduced to something pitifully small. She had already left Marietta and the others to Alex and his underlings. Even if they lost, she could still track Oakley’s location. In practice, he was already hers again.


  Oakley rejects me now, but once our small world is complete, he’ll understand. For now, he just has to endure it.


  Half-dead and scraping along the ground, Dordun coughed violently, then forced out another question.


  “Let me ask you one last thing, Joanne Sagamix…”


  “What?”


  “Have you slept with Oakley-kun?”


  “Huh?”


  “I asked whether you have or haven’t.”


  Joanne’s eyes narrowed.


  “When I brought up Oakley-kun’s balls, you were rattled, weren’t you? Hehe… It made me wonder whether the two of you might still be innocent.”


  “You’re almost impressive at this point.”


  Joanne let go of his collar and gripped him with her nails, minimizing the amount of contact. For a man on the brink of death, he really was absurdly entertaining. Revolting, yes, but entertaining enough that she indulged him.


  “Tell me, is Oakley-kun still a virgin?”


  “Half of him, maybe.”


  “Then I’ll take the other half…”


  “You really are disgusting.”


  “And yet, whatever ties you to Oakley-kun, it goes deeper than mere flesh. How did you obtain that?”


  “I exchanged every organ with Oakley,” Joanne said. “With his consent.”


  “…”


  “What’s with that look?”


  “That is, frankly, revolting even by my standards…”


  Now that the matter had been decided, something almost lighthearted had crept into their exchange.


  Even so, Father Dordun’s end was already set.


  “At the very least, I wanted a kiss from Oakley-kun… one given in mutual love…”


  He would never again set foot upon the stage of history.


   

  Chapter 4: In the Forest of the Testing Grounds


  

  Having escaped Joanne’s grasp alongside Marietta, Oakley found his heart clawed raw by the loss of Father Dordun.


  That lunatic murderer just died. That’s all! So why won’t the tears stop?


  Oakley’s first encounter with Father Dordun had been a nightmare from the very start.


  Not long after taking in the amnesiac young man, Dordun had already laced his dinner with sleeping drugs to see whether he had any tolerance for them. After Oakley fell asleep, the priest had gone so far as to massage him without permission, touching him as though savoring every inch, and eventually, driven by lust, had attacked him outright.


  He was a man who had raped and murdered nineteen boys, then tried to escape justice by making the bodies disappear. All that had happened was that such a man finally met the retribution he deserved. They had only ended up cooperating through a twist of circumstance, and Dordun had done little more than offer a bit of advice about Oakley’s inner conflict and what he ought to do next. There was no reason for Oakley to feel this deeply for him.


  Even during the short time they had traveled together, there had hardly been a single moment when he could truly let his guard down. Dordun was never someone he could trust. They had been enemies from the beginning to the end.


  It had been the same when Oakley played through the original story. From beginning to end, Dordun had been a selfish villain, the sort of man who would trample anyone else if it meant saving his own skin.


  He had framed the protagonist to bury the truth of his crimes. Even while setting those traps, he had continued indulging his lust without restraint, committing one atrocity after another, the very picture of human filth.


  And yet, in that final moment, when their eyes had met, a flood of feeling had burst from Oakley’s own without end.


  That was wrong.


  It made no sense.


  He could not understand why parting from that man had shaken him this badly.


  At present, Oakley was riding on horseback with his arms wrapped around Marietta’s waist. While keeping a constant watch behind them for any sign that Joanne might still be pursuing them, the brown-haired girl also worried over the sobbing she could feel against her back.


  “Oakley-san, why are you crying? That woman isn’t chasing us anymore.”


  “No, that’s not it. It’s just… After Father Dordun covered for me, I can’t stop crying for some reason. Don’t you feel anything at all, Marietta?”


  “If you mean if I was shaken, then yes, of course I was. I never imagined a man of his caliber could be defeated so completely, without being able to do anything.”


  “That’s not what I… No, never mind.”


  The words nearly slipped out before Oakley swallowed them. In the end, he decided her reaction was probably the normal one.


  From Marietta’s point of view, Father Dordun had been a murderer wearing the skin of a perfect priest. To a soldier fighting to protect the peace of ordinary people, his crimes had to be unforgivable.


  In truth, part of Marietta was relieved that Dordun had disappeared amid all that chaos. A man like him left a powerful mark on everyone around him simply by existing. Whether that influence took the shape of evil or justice, that was what charisma was.


  He had also been a bizarre man who interfered in her path toward Oakley, so while she would have preferred him alive to answer for his crimes, the truth remained the same. In the eyes of the people of Sater, Father Dordun was a man of impeccable virtue, an example for all citizens to follow. It was easy to imagine the shock that would have torn through the city if his true nature had come to light. In that sense, it was better that he died before the truth could spread.


  Most likely, the real circumstances of his death would be blurred and forgotten, and in generations to come, he would be remembered as a saintly man who never disgraced the title of priest.


  That was precisely why, in a way, his death had been for the best.


  “He was a man who deserved to die. There’s no reason for you to torment yourself over it,” she said.


  Wiping at his tears, Oakley murmured, “Maybe.”


  Glancing back at him, Marietta thought the situation was worse than she had realized.


  This was not the expression a victim should wear, the victim of a man who had nearly assaulted him and then tried to kill him. He had to be confused. That was the only explanation. Without slowing the horse, Marietta reached down and covered the young man’s hands where they were wrapped around her waist.


  “I think I know what this is, Oakley-san. When a criminal and a victim spend a long time together, people say a strange psychological bond can form between them. I think you’ve ended up in something like that. But I’m here now, so take a deep breath and calm down.”


  Once Marietta had reassured herself that Joanne was no longer pursuing them, she eased the horse down and turned her focus to calming him. Then, just as her hand slid softly across the back of his neck, the light in her eyes turned cold as ice.


  “You have a lot to explain,” she said. “So I need you calm enough to talk. First, you’re going to tell me about Joanne Sagamix. Then you’re going to tell me who you really are, what happened in Daskel, and everything else.”


  Her fingers closed around his throat, tightening little by little.


  Oakley twisted free on instinct, but the motion threw him clean off the horse. He hit the ground hard. Marietta yanked the reins to stop the horse, leaped down after him, and drew a knife.


  Before he could rise, she was already on top of him.


  Straddling his body while he hunched over from the impact to his back, Marietta pressed the reverse-gripped blade to his throat.


  For a fleeting instant, she wondered whether simply killing him in the heat of the moment might make her feel better.


  Her arms started to tense.


  Then she stopped.


  If Oakley-san really is a heretic, then too many things stop making sense. Saving me in Daskel a year ago could still be dismissed as a whim. But helping Pomette-sama? That doesn’t fit, no matter how you look at it. Someone like Pomette-sama, a mage of that caliber, should have been exactly the kind of person a heretic would want dead above all else…


  Pomette herself had described that moment like this:


  When she was being attacked by the Temple Cult executives, Pawk Tedlotus and Shadik Lane, an unknown young man had toppled a crumbling tower, creating an opening.


  Because of that intervention, Pomette had been able to knock Pawk out of the fight, if only temporarily. The enemy had likely never intended to pursue too far to begin with, but once Pawk took the hit, her counterpart, Shadik, had chosen to retreat. That was how Pomette had barely survived the encounter with two heretical executives.


  So why had Oakley helped her then?


  If he had simply maintained the numbers advantage and supported Pawk and Shadik, they might well have finished Pomette off.


  Or had it been a human mistake born from ambition? Had Oakley, desperate to claim the achievement of killing Pomette himself, rushed ahead and blundered?


  “No, that doesn’t add up.”


  If he were the sort of man who made a blunder that catastrophic at such a crucial moment, he never would have risen to the point that even the Kenneth Orthodoxy knew his name.


  If anything, he could have made the ultimate pragmatic choice and done nothing at all.


  He could have preserved the two-on-one advantage, judged that stepping in would only get in the way, and simply watched while Pawk and Shadik finished Pomette off. A truly rational man might well have chosen that path.


  But he hadn’t. Oakley had saved an executive of the Orthodoxy.


  That single fact cast a haze over everything Marietta thought she knew about him. The image of Oakley inside her had split into layer after layer, each one blurring the last.


  There was Oakley, the devil-minded strategist, the next executive candidate of the Aros Temple Cult, the one the Orthodoxy military itself spoke of, the architect behind the fall of Daskel.


  And there was Oakley, the wandering drifter, who had saved Marietta and Pomette.


  Which one was real?


  She had to know now, before anything else.


  “Oakley-san, what exactly is your goal?”


  “My goal?”


  “I understand now that your true identity is that of a heretic. But if that much is true, then I still can’t understand why you saved Pomette-sama…”


  His aid to Pomette. His relationship with Joanne. His true identity. The missing ring finger on his left hand. The question of whether his amnesia was even real anymore.


  Every piece was tangled hopelessly with every other.


  It was maddening.


  She knew he was supposed to be the enemy, and yet these impossible details refused to let her thoughts settle into one clean conclusion. They stayed there, staring at each other, while time slipped uselessly by.


  “I’m sorry. I lost my composure.” Marietta’s face went blank as she severed the moment with that single line. “Let’s go.”


  She rose abruptly, as if cutting through everything that had happened, climbed back onto the horse, and reached down to haul Oakley up after her.


  Then, suddenly, she dismounted and crouched low.


  She yanked at Oakley’s clothes, pulling him down with her, and dragged him into the cover of the brush.


  “Shh. Be quiet.”


  “Something’s coming.”


  Without warning, the forest around them began to stir.


  If he held still, he could hear it clearly now, the great chorus of branches and leaves rubbing together all at once.


  ※※※


  


  At that same time, Alex’s search party from the Aros Temple Cult was growing increasingly tense as the air around them shifted in a way that felt deeply wrong.


  “Squad leader.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  They were a makeshift unit composed of Alex, one of Joanne’s subordinates, plus six expendable men.


  The six others had never been told that Oakley was alive.


  Joanne had simply ordered them to assist Alex and gather information on the Orthodoxy side.


  Which meant that once they recovered Oakley, the six of them were almost certainly destined to be disposed of by Joanne herself.


  Still, their quality was top-tier. Former mercenaries, men from the Northeastern Branch, an elite mix.


  They knew the geography of the Holy Kingdom of Gerleid well. The terrain from Sater to the outskirts of the Holy Capital of Sasfect should have been burned into their minds.


  And yet, this forest was wrong. There was no way a place like this existed on any map they knew.


  Had they lost their sense of direction from the moment the rustling of the trees began to grow louder?


  Towering trees drooped under the weight of their branches like ancient weeping cherries. Thick fog hung where this terrain should never have produced it. Damp moss had somehow crept over the ground without their noticing. Ferns curled in grotesque spirals. Wind laced with droplets slipped through the gaps in their clothes and touched their skin.


  All seven men, Alex included, instantly understood that they had walked into some kind of trap.


  “Looks like we’ve fallen into the enemy’s hands before even realizing…” Alex muttered.


  He had been able to track Oakley’s movements clearly until the point where Oakley fled on horseback with Marietta.


  Then, at one moment, the trail had vanished completely.


  At the exact same time, they had somehow wandered into unknown terrain.


  Alex’s subordinates had reached the same conclusion.


  “Stay sharp and watch the surroundings! One of the Orthodoxy executives is probably nearby!”


  “Yeah!”


  Kenneth Orthodoxy Executive, rank six, Known Tilti, a mage who could freely grow and manipulate plant life.


  Neither his name nor his methods were known to them yet.


  In fact, none of the seven heretics present, including Alex, had even been told the details of the magical abilities possessed by the heretical executives, much less by the Orthodoxy ones.


  The magical abilities of the fourteen executives were their lifelines. If the details of those powers were passed down to subordinates, then the moment one of those subordinates was captured by the enemy, that knowledge might be extracted through interrogation, or worse, through magic.


  Celestia, in her brainwashed state, was unusually lax about revealing her power. But aside from that exception, the executives kept the full scope of their abilities locked inside themselves, restricting information as tightly as possible.


  The power of Kenneth Orthodoxy Executive Rank Six, Known Tilti, was no exception.


  Forget chasing Senpai. First, we need to get out of this situation.


  Known was an executive who devoted herself to the Orthodoxy side not so much through direct combat, but through the foundations of civilian life, boosting food production, countering famine, and building or modifying the defensive systems of major cities.


  If her ability were ever fully exposed, the damage to city defense alone would be catastrophic, regardless of the impact on daily life.


  “The air’s sweet with flowers, and the plants are growing out of control. This is definitely the product of magic, Captain Alex.”


  Alex said nothing.


  Forte, a man from the Northeastern Branch, kept his eyes fixed forward as he reported the abnormality. The forest was filling with the cloying scent of blossoms, and the air itself seemed to stagnate around them. Yet from behind him, Alex’s usual breezy voice did not come.


  “Since neither the rock nor the soil shows any change, it has to be a power that manipulates plant life. In that case, the enemy can only be Orthodoxy Executive Known Tilti.”


  “Yeah, Known’s the only possibility,” Alex said at last.


  “Do we retreat?”


  “We’re already inside the enemy’s range anyway, so we gather whatever information we can and die.”


  “Hah! Brutal thing to say, Captain. In that case, wouldn’t the best messenger be Forte here, since he’s the quickest on his feet?”


  One of the believers, a man whose face was carved up with scars, answered Alex’s merciless conclusion with a laugh.


  “Sounds good to me. Then we’ll leave the reporting role to Forte,” Alex said.


  “And the other six of us are decoys, is that it?”


  “Make sure the information gets back,” Alex spoke.


  “Captain, everyone…”


  Forte found himself strangely grateful for how quickly the others had thought. In an instant, they had assessed both their situation and the course of action that would contribute most to their faction’s future.


  For just a moment, Forte was even moved.


  He wasn’t emotionally attached to them in the slightest, and yet the thought of losing such capable comrades still left a bitter taste in his mouth. Seeing him falter, one of the believers, a man with long hair, brushed his hair back and grinned.


  “That’s a rough look you’ve got there, kid. Don’t worry. Stella-sama and Acting Branch Chief Whip drilled us hard enough. We’re not going down easy.”


  As if picking up the baton from him, the elite soldiers started tossing out irreverent remarks one after another.


  “This is for Aros-sama. At the very least, we’ll do the job that’s ours.”


  “Hah! Hell, maybe we’ll beat Known instead! Once this mission’s over, it’s human steak with Stella-sama, Orthodoxy soldier edition!”


  “There is no need for regret, even if we die attempting it. Even death itself will mean nothing, so long as Aros-sama’s paradise embraces our souls.”


  Unlike Oakley, who knew the abilities of all fourteen executives from the original story, they would have to fight while inferring not only whether the enemy’s visible power was genuine, but what kind of true ability might lie hidden behind a feint.


  What sort of magical ability does the enemy possess?


  If one classified it by type, was it something like Fuankilo Legacy’s curse-based art, a spell that only took effect once certain conditions were met?


  Or was it something like Celestia Hothound’s physical-type ability, one that acted directly upon specific nearby objects?


  Or perhaps it was a self-contained power like Joanne Sagamix’s, complete within the user herself.


  There was even the possibility that it was a special case like Pawk Tedlotus.


  The plant-related effect they were seeing could be nothing more than a facade. The true power might instead be a broader physical manipulation spell. Or, unlikely but not impossible, it could even involve some kind of hypnosis or mind control that only functioned under special conditions.


  To win the battle of information, Forte reached for some kind of guidepost in the dark.


  Known still hasn’t shown herself. But the plants are still growing at an abnormal speed, which means this entire area is definitely under the influence of her magic. The range is enormous. There’s no escape. She might be trying to tighten the noose on us, inch by inch…


  She wasn’t killing them instantly. She wasn’t binding them either. The hostile effect was taking too long to fully manifest.


  That thought had only just crossed Forte’s mind when the heretic at the far left edge of his vision was suddenly hurled high into the air.


  “Ugh!”


  The strike had come from underground, from a blind spot.


  What he saw next was a mass of roots piercing through the earth and spearing toward the sky with terrifying force.


  Their growth didn’t slow in the slightest. Just as the man reached the apex of his arc and should have begun to fall, the roots drove up from below and impaled him again, refusing to let him touch the ground.


  Though gravity should have been dragging him down, the plants lifted him higher and higher, as if rebelling against that absolute law.


  “A long-range physical manipulation type?” Forte muttered under his breath, turning the information over in his mind.


  At that same instant, the heretic to his right was decapitated.


  Part of a great tree had thrust out at blinding speed and punched straight through the man’s neck from the side. It was faster than any human could react.


  Too fast.


  The forest was the worst possible battlefield.


  In a place this rich with nature, she was invincible. It didn’t even matter what weapons they carried. The believer with the scarred face had every opening in his body clogged with moss, his breath cut off, while the plants sucked the nutrients from him. Another heretic was wrapped in vines from head to toe and twisted like a rag until he died on the spot.


  “Fire! Use fire!”


  A man who threw down his crossbow and curved blade to start a fire was dragged into the hollow of a tree and ground to pulp, leaving only part of his hand behind.


  Forte, now completely panicked, clawed at the pouch on his belt, desperately searching for a torch and flint.


  Where was it? The stone and the wooden rod. He always kept them on him. Why couldn’t he find them? No, there. Right there.


  Forte snatched up the two tools so violently he nearly lost his balance, then broke into a full sprint as he tried to reconstruct the route back to their base.


  He had been far too optimistic. This was no longer a matter of escaping cleanly or gathering information.


  This was slaughter.


  “Forte! We got what we needed, right? The rest is on you!”


  Alex’s shout struck him in the back, and Forte ran as though the devil himself were at his heels.


  He nearly tripped. His body pitched so far forward that he was almost falling with every step. His hands shook too badly to strike the fire properly. But he kept trying. Learning even this much about the behavior and warning signs of Known’s magic was already a huge gain. That alone mattered. Use anything. Do anything. Just escape. Get back to base.


  Behind him came a wet, bursting sound, like a water skin splitting open. A dry, insectile rustle of branches followed a heartbeat later.


  Ah, the captain just died.


  Goodbye. We’ll meet again someday.


  Or maybe I’ll be joining you in the next few seconds.


  “Aros-sama, Stella-sama…”


  And yet, as if his desperate prayer had been answered, flame finally caught on the torch in his hand. Heat burst against his face like a slap. The smell of soot stung his nose, mixed with the faint sweetness of nectar.


  He spun and slashed the torch backward.


  The fire licked across the root that had been creeping up behind him and spread at once, racing down toward its base until the entire thing collapsed into ash.


  “Huh?”


  Sparks flew as a swelling wave of heat blasted past him, resembling the last gasp of something dying. A gust of wind followed. It was almost as if the plants had sensed the flame in his hand, causing their movement to slow.


  Like snakes drawing back in wary tension, the roots and vines that had been trying to kill him now paused and watched.


  “H-Ha… Ha! I knew it! Known’s plants really are weak to fire!”


  Forte gripped the torch hard and raised it high.


  O great Aros-sama. I did it. I truly did it. I exposed the weakness of that hateful Orthodoxy executive, Known Tilti.


  A rush of hot wind swept over him, carrying with it a feeling of absolute omnipotence.


  Excitement trembled in the pit of Forte’s stomach. A joy so fierce it almost burned. The perfume of flowers had grown so rich it made his head swim.


  With one hand raised in prayer, Forte invoked the sacred name of Aros, and with the other, he struck aside the plants under Known’s control.


  Again.


  And again.


  I’m doing this.


  I’m the one overpowering an executive.


  I’m standing against one of those absolute beings who wield magic beyond human reach.


  I’m cornering that filthy Orthodoxy witch.


  Forte’s heart soared.


  “I…”


  Now Aros and Stella would acknowledge him.


  “Huh?”


  When he realized where he was, he was standing inside the Northeastern Branch stronghold of the Aros Temple Cult.


  “My torch…”


  The torch that should have been in his hand was gone, as well as the flint.


  He frantically rummaged through his pouch, but there was nothing inside except the issued pendant.


  Then he looked up and saw Stella Belmont standing straight before him.


  “Stella-sama?”


  No, that made no sense.


  A sharp stab of pain lanced through his temple. The sweet scent of flowers continued to tease his nostrils. The instant he recognized the distortion in his vision—no, in the world itself—Stella’s form warped like jelly.


  Her form changed seamlessly into that of a girl he didn’t recognize, small-framed, with large ash-gray eyes and lime-green hair. Twin braids with a playful charm framed her face. Dressed in a robe so oversized it enhanced her sorceress aura, she, Known Tilti, sat atop a manipulated vine with one leg crossed over the other, gazing down at Forte.


  “To break free of the hallucination on your own… You’ve got a bit of spine after all.”


  Forte was unable to move. His tongue felt useless. His breathing fluctuated between shallow, deep, and distant.


  Something hard pressed against his cheek; he tried to push it away and sit up, realizing it was the ground. Forte lay flat on the floor. His thoughts jumbled, memory, dreams, and reality blending, making it impossible to discern his true location.


  “How was it?” Known Tilti asked lightly. “What did you think of that little piece of my magic?”


  “Ma… Ma… gic?”


  Forte could only echo the word back at her.


  What he held in his hand was not a torch at all. It was only a fragment of a plant.


  “N-No… that’s impossible! I… I used a torch… I beat you!”


  “A torch?” The girl covered her mouth and laughed softly. “Did you truly think my plants would fear a flame of that level?”


  Still chuckling, she reached out and tapped him lightly on the nose, teasing him.


  “It was the scent. The moment you lot inhaled the fragrance of the nectar these plants secrete, you had already lost.”


  At Known’s feet bloomed a thick patch of flowers, their petals overflowing with glossy, gleaming nectar. The perfume produced by one of her plant species had shown Forte a vision far too convenient for him.


  “W-Why… did you… know… where we were?”


  “This is the forest of my testing grounds,” Known said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Which means finding you was pure chance. In other words, you were simply unlucky.”


  She said it so matter-of-factly that it almost sounded cheerful.


  “So the repeated improvements to this Alpha Plant were worth the effort after all. Thank you for the useful information.”


  At that moment, despair finally sank its claws into Forte.


  He had failed to uncover even the smallest portion of the enemy executive’s magic in any meaningful way.


  The five corpses lying near Known, like squeezed-out husks, told the story plainly enough: Alex’s unit had been annihilated.


  All Known had really been doing was running magical experiments in a cordoned-off section of the forest, developing anti-heretic traps using the plants she herself had cultivated.


  She had not come into the woods because she sensed the movements of Marietta, Oakley, and Joanne.


  It truly was nothing more than a coincidence.


  What’s more, all she had been testing was the effect that feeding magic into the Alpha Plant would have on the surrounding environment from a distance.


  From Known’s point of view, leisurely controlling things from a nearby mountain village, her encounter with Alex’s squad had not even risen to the level of a battle. A set of convenient test subjects had simply wandered into her hands, and she had been lucky enough to run a live-field simulation. That was all.


  Forte had been defeated before the fight ever began. Known kept the plant in question stored inside a magical reservoir and could draw it out whenever she pleased. Even if he had faced her head-on, he would still have been forced to inhale the flower’s scent and collapse. From the very beginning, Forte had no chance of winning.


  It really had been nothing more than bad luck. Alex’s squad, Forte included, had blundered into Known’s trap and been wiped out simply because fate had turned against them.


  “Ah!!!”


  Summoning what little life he had left, Forte screamed in a hoarse, broken voice that never quite became sound.


  The last exchange he’d had with Alex’s squad, his deductions about Known’s magical ability, the desperate flight, the hope of reversing their fate—every last bit of it had been false. A mirage. An illusion.


  Forte writhed ugly and helplessly. Then, with Known’s cold face the last thing he saw as she crouched over him, vines crushed his face to pulp and brought his short life to an end.


  Known fed the splattered pieces of flesh to her plants, then stroked the stems gently, almost affectionately, as if communicating with them.


  “Hm. Yes, you lot are more than sufficient as anti-heretic weapons. If I can just set you in place and have you intercept intruders on your own, then that makes you very good. Far too good!”


  The girl bore bitter memories of witnessing cities like Metasim and Daskel be destroyed, even as she carried the responsibility for constructing urban defense systems.


  So long as heretics remained in the world, her work on defensive technology would never stop.


  ※※※


  


  Several kilometers away from Known Tilti.


  “Good thing I trusted my gut… Those guys were way too brave. Looks like they got themselves killed…”


  The moment Forte had muttered something about a sweet scent, Alex Eagley had felt a jolt of unease. He’d broken into a full sprint and fled with everything he had, escaping death by the narrowest possible margin.


  “I’ve gotta tell Joanne-sama fast, or Oakley-senpai’s gonna get carried off by Marietta! And if that happens, the fun world is over!”


  Alex and Joanne had prepared several fallback rendezvous points in advance in case the retrieval failed, so he had been sprinting flat out toward the nearest one.


  When he finally reached it and spotted Joanne sitting atop a dark red-black boulder, relief nearly made his legs give out beneath him.


  Thank God he’d made it in time. There was still every chance she would blow up at him, but no matter how bad the failure or how bizarre the circumstances, the rule was the same: report everything. After approaching her, Alex dropped to one knee so fast it was almost a full prostration.


  “Forgive me, Joanne-sama! Alex reporting in!”


  “Judging by the look of you, I take it you failed to recover Oakley?”


  “Uh, y-yes. I’m sorry.”


  There was no sign of the man she loved anywhere around the blond monk. One glance told Joanne all she needed to know. Alex had come back without Oakley. Her sharp gaze pinned him in place and struck cleanly in the vitals, making him recoil under the pressure.


  “You’ve failed a lot today,” she said.


  “Y-Yes, ma’am…”


  Today had been a disaster for Alex. While he was dead asleep, he had let Dordun and Oakley slip through his fingers. By the time Joanne had finally broken free from the executives’ meeting and transferred in, it was already too late. She had rushed to Oakley’s position at once, only to find him protected by Marietta and Father Dordun, and had then lost the man she loved right in front of her.


  “They can’t have gotten far yet. I’ll go myself,” Joanne declared.


  “W-Wait a second, please! If none of the other six have shown up, then everyone besides me is probably dead. Which means Known Tilti is almost certainly somewhere in that forest.”


  “Known?”


  “One of the squad said he smelled something sweet. It was probably the scent of flowers or fruit, some kind of plant with poisonous properties of hypnosis, confusion, or paralysis. I’m guessing it ended the fight almost instantly.”


  “I see. So that’s why I didn’t feel any sound or shockwave…”


  The girl shifted her white legs and crossed them again.


  Alex quickly looked away, suddenly very aware of where he was looking.


  Joanne, at the moment, was completely naked. She moved her bare legs around with no thought at all, not even underwear to hide them, and it left him with nowhere safe to rest his eyes.


  And then, in the place his gaze fled to, he noticed the red-black boulder she was sitting on.


  The “boulder” was Father Dordun.


  Both his arms and legs had been folded backward at the joints, and Joanne was casually using the ruined old man as a seat while she rested.


  “Huh?”


  “Something wrong?” she asked.


  “N-No, nothing at all.”


  “You’re not reflecting on your failure in the slightest. Well, whatever.”


  Joanne had never expected anything from anyone except herself. In the end, the only thing she believed in was her own strength. Any truly important operation, in her mind, ought to be carried out by her own hands. That was why she could coolly accept that the fault lay with her for ever entrusting Oakley’s capture to Alex in the first place.


  That was the reason her response was so dry.


  And that very dryness filled Alex with despair.


  “T-Then… what should I do now…?”


  Alex Eagley had joined the Aros Temple Cult because he wanted a front-row seat to watch the world sink deeper and deeper into chaos. Unlike most of the others, he had not been dragged into the faith; he had become a believer of his own free will.


  And the reason he had grown so attached to Joanne and Oakley was simple: inside what was already the most extreme and entertaining cult in the world, he had found two people trying to do something even more outrageous.


  At this point, Alex’s emotional anchor, his very reason for living, had shifted away from admiration for the founder Aros and settled almost completely on those two, Joanne and Oakley.


  Sweat poured down him in sheets as he wavered.


  If Joanne abandoned him, then he would no longer be the ultimate spectator, the privileged bystander who got to witness the world’s chaos from the best seat imaginable.


  That would be unbearably dull.


  Life itself would lose its meaning.


  He needed Joanne and Oakley to acknowledge him. Only then did his place here feel real. Otherwise, he would be cast out from the place he had finally managed to make for himself, forced to hand it over to someone else.


  He could not bear that.


  Finding his way into this cult and meeting those two had felt like a miracle. He could not afford to lose the chance to stand at a turning point in history.


  Because he had already spent so long simmering in frustration after failing to earn Aros’s approval, the thought of disappointing Joanne hit him with a despair far deeper than he had imagined possible.


  Alex’s vision wavered. It felt as though tears might spill at any moment.


  “Hey now, there’s no reason for you to take this so hard,” Joanne said. “If Oakley slipped away without a collar around his neck, that’s on me.”


  “But…”


  “I’ll think through what comes next. You focus on whatever you’re still capable of doing.”


  “Y-Yes, ma’am.”


  The girl tilted her face toward the sky and fell silent for a while, thinking.


  Oakley had planned to build up his standing inside the Aros Temple Cult, gain enough influence among the executives, and then rebel from within to destroy the cult. Up until now, earning that internal prestige had been absolutely necessary. But the situation’s changed.


  Oakley had formed ties with Marietta and Pomette of the Orthodoxy side.


  Put another way, he had now been given a path, an opening to defect to the Kenneth Orthodoxy camp.


  For him, remaining a heretic was pure suffering. Being forced to serve a cult he despised, helping slaughter innocent civilians… Under that kind of strain, it would have been stranger if his mind hadn’t started to break.


  Oakley had always been searching for a way to eradicate the heretics. If a more certain method appeared, one that caused him less pain, then of course he would choose it. He would not hesitate to betray them.


  If he truly decided to, it’d be easy for him to talk his way into the confidence of those Orthodoxy executives. If I don’t take him back, this could turn into something catastrophic.


  The Aros Temple Cult was preparing a large-scale offensive during the Phantom Night Holy Festival in Holy Capital Sasfect. They aimed to steal the Kenneth Orthodoxy’s sacred treasure, the wish-amplifying Mirror of the Heavenly Heart, and use it to fulfill Aros’s greatest ambition: seizing the nation itself.


  Joanne, though still nominally part of the Cult, stood in a faction all her own. She intended to seize the power of the Mirror of the Heavenly Heart for herself, solve the problem of Oakley’s shortened lifespan, and create their small world.


  Which meant that, from Joanne’s point of view, both the Kenneth Orthodoxy and the Aros Temple Cult would ultimately need to perish.


  She occupied a deeply complicated position. She wanted to wear both sides down, yet also ensure the Cult’s assault on Holy Capital Sasfect succeeded.


  She could not allow Oakley to side with Kenneth Orthodoxy.


  He was an irregularity. Even without healing magic, that deranged force of will of his could become a balance-breaker for the entire Holy Kingdom of Gerleid.


  If she let him slip away in this forest, then both the “small world” and the quiet, blissful days she longed to share with him would vanish for good.


  That, above all else, could not be allowed. Not after she had even gone to the trouble of preparing a custom-made cage for him.


  And if she could kill the elusive Known Tilti here, while also reclaiming Oakley, how great a gain would that be?


  Known was the one responsible for defending the Holy Capital of Sasfect and other cities. If Joanne could kill her, it would not only aid in the theft of the Holy Relic; it might be enough to shatter the balance of power in the religious war itself.


  She was the fastest spearhead among the heretics. If she handed Alex a fragment of flesh and kept repeating hit-and-run strikes, killing Known would not be impossible.


  So, Known Tilti and those plants with the sweet scent. That woman really did make something like that without me noticing. She’s as clever as ever. If I hold my breath, could I break through head-on?


  Still, there was a problem attached to killing Known.


  The strategy known as transfer, reconstructing the main body from severed flesh.


  That devilish tactic, born from Oakley’s existence, had become known to Kenneth Orthodoxy after the fall of Daskel. In other words, the era of mutual, muddy resurrection warfare had already begun.


  She’s smart. Cunning, too. She knows anti-heretic warfare inside and out. After Daskel shattered the confidence of the city’s defenses, she must have studied transfer and deepened her understanding of it. She’s probably already made it standard procedure to prepare “carriers” for flesh fragments and secure revival destinations for the executives. Best not assume I can fully kill her here.


  In fact, when Celestia had plunged into Metasim after falling under enemy control, there had already been carriers hiding nearby to transport executive flesh.


  That operation had failed only because it was a sudden infiltration. Still, the incident itself proved something important. Long before now, the Orthodoxy executives had already realized how useful the transfer tactic could be.


  From here on, when killing an executive, it would no longer be enough to eliminate only the executive themself. One would also have to erase the carrier.


  For better or worse, the shape of war had changed because of Oakley.


  “All right. I’ve decided. I’m going to kill Known, then take Oakley back,” she said.


  “Seriously?”


  “If I can erase Known completely, great. And even if she survives through transfer, I’m still getting Oakley back no matter what. I’ll find a way to wipe out your failure while I’m at it.”


  “R-Really? T-Thank you! I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t apologize,” Joanne said. “Take this old man and head back to base. While you’re at it, take one of my earlobes too. If I fail to reclaim Oakley, that’s what I’ll return with.”


  “Understood… Wait. This guy’s still alive?”


  “Barely.”


  Alex accepted the bloodied earlobe from her and stuffed it into his pouch. Beside him, Joanne rose from the “chair” that was Dordun’s body and drove a bare foot into his ribs.


  “Hey, Dordun. You rotten old bastard. Wake up. You’re alive, aren’t you, you disgusting pervert? Or are you just playing dead?”


  The man was over six feet tall, but now, his limbs had been folded backward at the joints, his heavily muscled body and sharp-featured face beaten until they were barely recognizable. Even with healing magic having been applied, he was already hanging by a thread.


  And yet, the moment his mind understood the next thing the girl said, the body that should have been utterly spent reacted against all reason, jolting his consciousness awake.


  “Want me to let you kiss Oakley?” Joanne asked.


  Awareness surged back through the haze.


  As voices floated over him—“See? You can do it,” and “Yeah, no, this guy is way too gross”—Father Dordun opened his blood-caked eyes again.


  “Morning, old man,” Joanne said. “You lost to me in battle, and you lost the competition for Oakley’s love, too. You’re a loser. But as the victor, I’m willing to offer you a little charity.”


  “What… are… you…”


  “If you agree to the condition I’m about to give you and swear to live the rest of your life as my servant, then I’ll let you kiss Oakley.”


  “W-What did you say?!”


  “And while I’m at it, I’ll even let you touch his balls.”


  “H-His balls too?!”


  For an old man who had been on the verge of dying with his dream unfinished, it was the ultimate bargain.


  All he had to do was offer the life he had already once thrown away to Joanne, and in return, he could resume his romantic pursuit of Oakley.


  The muscles that had withered to nothing stirred back to life. The heart that had nearly stopped began pounding hard in his chest again. Color flowed back into a world that had gone monochrome, and the ringing in his ears receded until his hearing cleared.


  By the time he had recovered enough strength to turn his head, Father Dordun noticed the blond monk standing over him.


  “I wouldn’t mind letting you have a free romance with Alex over there, either.”


  “H-Hey, no way! Absolutely not! Hard pass!” Alex shouted.


  “Silence. It’s not like it costs you anything. Let him touch your balls,” Joanne said.


  “That is, without question, the single worst order I have ever received…”


  Good heavens. Was this girl truly willing to permit even that sort of relationship with Alex?


  He, too, had been a rare talent discovered in the city of Sater. And to think such a bonus would be included as well. Just what kind of condition was she about to demand?


  “You’re a man who should already be dead. The only reason you still draw breath is because of my mercy. And now Joanne-sama herself is about to give meaning to the miserable scraps of life you have left.”


  Father Dordun looked up at the girl with suspicion thick in his eyes. Joanne lowered herself to one knee before him and whispered with a smile like a devil’s.


  “I’ll say it again. Dordun, become my servant. Not for the Aros Temple Cult. Not for the founder. For me. And for Oakley alone. Devote every remaining breath of your life to us.”


  To be honest, Father Dordun didn’t entirely understand what she was saying.


  She belonged to the Aros Temple Cult. She was supposed to worship the founder, Aros. So why was she going out of her way to say he should live only for Joanne and Oakley?


  Something enormous, something monstrous, might be about to happen.


  His clouded mind scraped together the fragments of information at hand. Several possible answers began to take shape, but none of them had yet solidified into certainty.


  Just as Dordun was about to voice his confusion, the answer came from above him.


  “My goal is to destroy everything in the world. Orthodoxy and heretic alike, all of it. So tell me, old man, would you be interested in Aros Hawkeye’s balls?” Joanne asked.


  “O-Of course I would, but what has that got to do with anything?!” Dordun exclaimed.


  “Then do whatever it takes to lay hands on Aros Hawkeye’s testicles. Find his past, find his weakness. Stake your life on it. Do it even if it kills you. That’s my condition.” Joanne’s lips curved faintly. “Though I already know you won’t refuse… So go on. Accept it and become my servant.”


  Joanne Sagamix’s ultimate goal was the creation of her small world with Oakley Mercury, a stagnant, decadent little paradise bathed in dim, gentle light, a closed world with no growth in it, meant for the two of them alone.


  And for that to happen, the Kenneth Orthodoxy had to be eliminated first.


  After that, Aros Hawkeye himself would have to disappear.


  She had been searching for a foothold, some way to seize hold of Aros’s weakness. And by sheer chance, she had found one.


  This plan required an outlier like Dordun, a man who stood outside the world’s normal measure.


  As for Dordun, the sheer scale of the dream being laid before him had robbed him of speech.


  Not only Oakley, but even Alex—the rare talent he had taken an interest in back then—was being handed to him.


  And on top of that, he was being told he could freely lay hands on the testicles of Aros himself, the great sovereign of evil.


  Ahh…


  Another dream in his life, granted shape.


  Filled with a slow, swelling ecstasy, Father Dordun spoke a single word.


  “Woof.”


  It was a sound of pure loyalty and delight, bubbling straight up from the bottom of his heart. That one word was all he could manage, but it was enough.


  Understanding everything, Joanne gave a low laugh and jerked her chin.


  She didn’t dislike men this simple. Like Alex, who would follow behind her as long as he could chase his selfish, destructive dreams, Dordun was an extremely manageable kind of man.


  “Heh. I like how straightforward you are. Dordun, we’ll speak again later.” Her gaze slid aside. “Alex, take him.”


  “Y-Yes, ma’am!”


  Leaving Dordun in Alex’s care, Joanne’s eyes fixed on the place where Marietta had fled.


  Of course, she never intended to actually let Dordun touch or kiss Oakley, just as she would never allow the same with Alex.


  All of it had been lies. Bait, nothing more, to hook Dordun cleanly.


  The muscles in her legs swelled. Then, in the next instant, Joanne launched herself forward like a bullet.


  And so Father Dordun became an ally of Joanne, the so-called third faction.


  He was taken to one of the Aros Temple Cult’s bases and hidden away below ground.


  All for the sake of fulfilling Joanne Sagamix’s ambition.


  “With this, I’ve acquired my second piece…” She let out a quiet chuckle. “Everything is proceeding beautifully.”


  The two elites the girl had personally selected were Alex, the zealot who worshiped chaos, and Dordun, the old man who lived in perfect obedience to his own desire.


  Now that the worst possible trio had come together, the position of the Aros Temple Cult, which had once seemed dominant in the religious war, was beginning, little by little, to crumble.


  ※※※


  


  With Marietta’s hand clamped over my mouth, I noticed a familiar girl approaching through the trees.


  Parting the thick canopy overhead, a mage-like girl drifted into view atop a massive leaf and came to a halt directly above us.


  “Known Tilti…”


  The sight of her dragged a strangled sound out of me.


  She was only a hundred and forty-eight centimeters tall, small enough to stand a full head below my own hundred and seventy, but she was none other than the Kenneth Orthodoxy’s sixth-ranked executive, the mage responsible for strengthening the Church’s defensive infrastructure and food production systems. In other words, she was one of the people supporting their entire way of life from the roots up.


  At this point, though, the very existence of executives had become enough to fill me with dread, and I found myself frozen, staring at the small girl wrapped in her loose robe.


  Swinging her legs idly as she descended until she was nearly within arm’s reach, Known tilted her head at the sight of Marietta in her Orthodoxy soldier’s uniform.


  “You’re… Marietta, one of Pomette’s subordinates, are you not?” Known asked.


  “Yes! It’s been a while!” Marietta replied quickly.


  “And what are you doing in a place like this? This forest is supposed to be off-limits.”


  “A lot’s happened, actually…”


  “You aren’t in the middle of a tryst with that man, are you?”


  Marietta was half-sprawled over me, shielding me with her own body.


  Seen from a distance, it would not have looked entirely unlike she was trying to force herself on me.


  “N-No, of course not! It’s not like that! He’s not… not that kind of person to me… At least, not yet…”


  Flustered, Marietta pulled herself off me in a rush to protest.


  Once things had settled slightly, Known manipulated the vines and stalks she had extended like tentacles, drawing several bundles out from deeper within the forest and bringing them over.


  At first glance, they looked like six sets of clothing.


  They hung there, tangled in roots and stems like laundry on a line.


  But something was wrong. They had some strange, limp thing plastered against them, like half-dried kelp.


  A bad feeling crept over me, and when I focused my eyes, I realized what was stuffed inside those withered clothes.


  Human bodies. Their skin had been exposed, shriveled flat after whatever had been inside them was drained away.


  Holding up the six stretched, desiccated corpses as if to show them off to us, Known began to explain with unmistakable pride.


  “Behold. These are heretics who wandered into my testing grounds.”


  So those were the subordinates Joanne had sent.


  If they were dead, then did that mean no one was watching me now?


  Nothing was certain yet, but a part of me already felt as though dark clouds had lifted from the sky.


  Even though Known Tilti might not be an ally at all but simply the next assassin sent for me.


  Now that I’m out from under Joanne’s protection, nobody’s going to swoop in and save me anymore. From here on, a single wrong word could mean life or death…


  When I was wandering around with amnesia, I’d been under Joanne’s protection. The clearest proof of that was the way Alex had shown up at the roundtable just as Father Dordun was about to kill me.


  Without that, Dordun and I both would have died.


  Now that my memories had returned, the protection of Joanne and Alex’s squad was gone. In exchange, I had my memories of my previous life back, which might give me an advantage in some areas. But in this world, there were dangers that knowledge alone could never save you from.


  Whether my present isolation would prove a blessing or a curse, I still didn’t know.


  “You two were fortunate,” Known said, in a tone that made it impossible to tell whether she was joking. “You were about to end up just like these.”


  Her magic worked by pouring power into plants, forcing them into unnatural growth, then shaping that growth according to her will.


  If Known was keeping people away from this whole area, then she was almost certainly experimenting either on dangerous plants that could cause accidents… or on something else whose very existence had to be kept secret.


  Wait, don’t tell me Known is developing the Alpha Plant here?


  I knew that plant’s nature all too well. It had been developed as an anti-personnel botanical weapon. In the final battle, it became one of the decisive factors in victory, inflicting catastrophic losses on the heretical army.


  But this was far too early. In the flow of the original story, the soonest she should have been conducting practical field tests was years from now. I couldn’t understand how the Alpha Plant had already reached an operational level this fast.


  Had the rising tactical value of transfer accelerated the pace of counter-technology along with it?


  I was still wrestling with that uncertain line of thought when Known leaned in, the loose collar of her robe hanging open slightly as she peered at me.


  “And who,” she asked, “might this man be?”


  Her somewhat three-white eyes swept over me in a long, suspicious stare.


  If I remembered right, Known used to be self-conscious about those eyes. She had always fiddled with her bangs to hide them. Yet now she made no attempt to cover them at all.


  For a girl who normally concealed her gaze from strangers, that meant only one thing: she was hostile enough not to care.


  I almost spoke, then stopped myself.


  In a situation like this, it would be better to let Marietta do the talking. She knew Known personally, and that would make things go faster.


  You’re still hesitating, aren’t you, Marietta?


  You know I belong to the heretical side, and yet there are too many contradictions, too many things that refuse to fit cleanly enough for you to condemn me outright.


  I could tell because, however briefly, we had already been through too much together.


  Marietta would not describe me as an enemy of the world.


  No, not just would not. She could not.


  Unless I was being conceited, she felt more than a little affection for me.


  I had reasons to think so.


  She believed I was the man who had saved her life in Daskel.


  At the roundtable, even with suspicions hanging over me, she had defended me with something very close to blind devotion. And when Marietta and Dordun had faced off, for some reason, she had even seemed jealous of him.


  In any case, Marietta was tangled up in all this, too. Nowhere near as badly as Joanne or Stella, but tangled up all the same. Too much had happened in too short a time, and it had left her emotionally unstable. That was why she still couldn’t decide what I was to her.


  So all I could do was trust her words and pray.


  The sight of myself reduced to relying on smooth talk against an executive brought back a vivid memory of the man I used to be, standing under Fuankilo’s interrogation.


  “His name is Oakley Mercury.”


  “Oakley? Wait. You don’t mean that Oakley?!”


  Known recoiled in shock and sprang back.


  In the same instant, Marietta and Known were both thrown into the air, something thin and cold coiling itself around my right ankle.


  “Whoa!”


  A moment later, both my legs were bound, and I was hanging upside down.


  As the world flipped end over end, I caught sight of the two girls retreating farther away atop a giant leaf they were using as a foothold.


  “K-Known-sama! Wait, please!”


  “What is there to wait for?!” Known snapped. “He’s an enemy of the Orthodoxy! I’ll kill him here and now!”


  Marietta cried out in anguish, but Known’s attack didn’t slow in the slightest.


  Stems shaped like living tentacles wrapped around all four of my limbs and stretched me out in midair like some grotesque crucifixion. As if to make absolutely certain, thin pointed shoots flew in from every direction and stopped only after slicing through the thinnest outer layer of my skin.


  I couldn’t move an inch. Even blinking felt dangerous. The mere rise and fall of my shoulders as I breathed brushed against the thorns, drawing blood.


  This really wasn’t just some plant.


  Its hardness, its flexibility, its explosive speed. Every part of it was first-rate.


  I really couldn’t do anything here.


  All I could do was pray Marietta could reach her.


  “Please, wait! Oakley-san indeed is a heretic! To be honest, even I want to kill him sometimes! But some things still don’t make sense if that’s all he is!”


  “Things you can’t explain?” Known’s voice sharpened. “Oakley Mercury is Joanne Sagamix’s right hand. I’ve heard he was the one who destroyed Daskel. What other explanation could you possibly need?”


  Their gazes slammed into each other hard enough to spark.


  And even while they glared one another down, Known’s restraint on me only tightened further. With my throat slowly being crushed, I swallowed down a scream that never made it out.


  The turning point in Founder Aros’s plan would come in roughly two months, at the Phantom Night Holy Festival.


  If their scheme wasn’t stopped there, then Kenneth Orthodoxy’s defeat would become all but certain. Chaos would flood the world. A hell of screams and slaughter would spread across the continent, and before long, it would swallow the whole world.


  If I died here, there would be no one left who could stop the heretics.


  No one who could stop Joanne.


  I absolutely refused to die.


  “Kh… Mari… etta…”


  A wet, broken sound clawed up from the back of my throat, like phlegm I couldn’t clear. My feet kicked uselessly in the air.


  Please, I’m begging you. You’re the only one I can trust to talk her down.


  Through tear-blurred vision, I saw Marietta bite her lip and seize Known by both shoulders.


  “Known, please! I’m begging you! Could you withhold judgment here and now?! He saved my life in Daskel! He’s my benefactor! And he’s also the one who rescued Pomette-sama when she was cornered! It shouldn’t be too late to decide after we regroup with Pomette-sama!”


  “He saved Pomette?” Known’s restraint loosened.


  The instant I had enough space to breathe, I collapsed into a fit of violent coughing, dragging lungful after lungful of desperately needed air into my chest.


  “I see,” Known murmured, touching a hand to her chin. “It seems I don’t yet have enough information to make a proper judgment. In that case, the priority is to head for the Holy Capital of Sasfect and rejoin Pomette.”


  Beside her, Marietta wore a complicated expression—a mixture of relief that I hadn’t been killed on the spot, and doubt over whether sparing me had truly been the right choice. Her teeth were still sunk into her lip.


  “Thank you, Marietta,” I said.


  The brown-haired girl looked away. Maybe she thought my words had clouded her judgment. Maybe she was already regretting it.


  For now, though, this was enough.


  The real test would begin once we met up with Pomette.


  I would have to persuade Marietta, Known, and Pomette all at once, and make them understand that I stood with Kenneth Orthodoxy.


  They wouldn’t believe me at first. But I had enough cards in hand now to make even the Orthodoxy listen.


  “So it was not merely six wretched cultists I caught after all. A far finer haul than I thought. Marietta, we’re heading to the Holy Capital. Follow me.”


  I was already on the verge of sighing at the thought of being hauled off yet again when I noticed an opening deeper in the forest, a patch wide enough that sunlight spilled cleanly through.


  Fallen trunks lay piled atop one another there, leaving just enough space for light to reach the plants along the forest floor.


  And in that clearing stood Joanne Sagamix.


  With a faint smile on her lips, the girl casually seized one of the fallen trees in both hands.


  The trees that grew naturally in this forest were thick and long. That trunk had to be at least five meters in diameter and twenty meters in length.


  “Known-sama, look out!” Marietta’s warning cut through the air.


  Handling that colossal trunk as if it weighed nothing, Joanne swung it up high and hurled it down with all the force of an executioner’s blow.


  In the next instant, a deafening blast and a wall of wind slammed into my entire body.


  I curled up without thinking, clutching my head and squeezing my eyes shut as tightly as I could.


  When the shaking and the gale finally eased, I raised my face by reflex.


  At the center of the dust-choked clearing, Known stood braced against the impact, having stopped Joanne’s thrown tree head-on with a mass of conjured plant life.


  Huge roots. Giant leaves. Flower petals. Stalks twisted together into cocoon-like bulks. It was a defense so dense it called to mind the spread of nine tails. Having perfectly blocked the surprise attack, Known brushed the dirt from her robe and muttered, “Joanne, is it? It has been a while.”


  “Well, if it isn’t Known. Still short as ever, huh?” Joanne said.


  “And your insolent mouth is as tiresome as ever…”


  The mistress of earth-shaking plants and the awakened girl closed the distance between them.


  Sensing the kind of impact that could flatten everything nearby, I grabbed Marietta’s hand as she stood there frozen in shock.


  “Marietta, we’re pulling back for now!” I shouted.


  “Wha—?!”


  I dragged her away at full speed.


  And behind us, a thunderous roar split the forest apart once more.


  Joanne again! Did she come back to take me?


  Everything was changing too fast for me to keep up.


  A battle had broken out between Known Tilti, sixth-ranked executive of Kenneth Orthodoxy, and Joanne Sagamix, sixth-ranked executive of the Aros Temple Cult.


  The outcome varied by route in the original story, but if I remembered right, their record stood at three wins to nine losses. Of those, Known had been completely erased once, and Joanne twice.


  Because Known possessed such a wide range of long-distance attack options, the matchup itself heavily favored her. If they had been fighting in a place without plant life—a desert, a ship at sea—then Joanne might still have had a chance. But in a forest like this, the odds were turning against her with brutal force.


  And on top of that, Known should have had any number of first-strike botanical weapons stored away in her magical reservoir. It would be fair to say Joanne’s chances of winning were extremely slim.


  But that only applied to the Joanne of the original story. The Joanne who’s merged with me has already become something else entirely. I can’t tell which of them will win this fight!


  Keeping low with Marietta behind a boulder, I watched the battle unfold.


  The exchange between them moved far beyond anything our eyes could properly follow. The restraint Known had used on me earlier must have been unconsciously held back, because the magic she unleashed against Joanne now was strong enough to reshape the terrain itself.


  The enormous roots of the trees scattered throughout the forest shuddered to life under her spell and writhed beneath the ground. The earth surged like something possessed of will, then split open in violent waves.


  Joanne was thrown high into the air. She swung the log she’d been carrying in an attempt to stabilize herself, but there was no way Known would let an opening like that pass.


  She moved at once to finish her.


  “There’s no escape in the sky, you know?”


  An aerial battle with no room to defend.


  Using giant leaves as footholds, Known launched an uninterrupted barrage, refusing to let Joanne descend even for a second.


  Blows too fast for the eye to catch rained down on her. The log Joanne had been using as a shield to protect her body was knocked away from a blind angle, and flesh tore free with it, arm included.


  Deprived of that makeshift shield, Joanne was hurled higher into the sky by a mass of plants moving like a school of fish. Swept along in that living torrent, her flesh was shredded away, her hair torn free, and huge holes were punched through her slight body one after another.


  When at last the storm of aerial attacks came to an end, what remained of Joanne, reduced to scattered fragments, fell back to the ground under the pull of gravity.


  Of course, reducing her to scattered remains was nowhere near enough.


  In less than the time it took to count a single blink, the pieces that had once been Joanne were already drawing back together, rebuilding themselves into her original form.


  “Be erased!”


  To pulverize even the minced fragments of flesh, Known, robes billowing, summoned a tree so massive it looked like a slab of bedrock.


  The striking end alone had to be ten meters across. It was absurdly oversized, a colossal tree wielded like an enormous war hammer, and with an equally excessive windup, it tore through the air.


  The landscape warped like heat haze.


  Then the empty space itself was gouged away, together with what remained of Joanne.


  A heartbeat later, the shockwave hit.


  Pebbles and chunks of earth blasted outward and struck Marietta’s arm and mine.


  “Joanne Sagamix… died?”


  “No.”


  She had to have left behind a transfer point—a save point, by another name.


  Known seemed to have reached the same conclusion, because she raised the giant wooden hammer again and held her finishing stance, scanning the area without relaxing in the slightest.


  And yet, despite keeping her guard up, her chest was pierced without warning.


  “Gah?!”


  Bare ribs were jutting from her chest.


  They were not hers.


  They were Joanne’s.


  Blood spilled from Known’s lips, and for a brief moment, she blacked out. Strength drained from her body, and she began to lose her footing atop the platform of leaves.


  “T-That’s Joanne’s bone…” I said.


  “B-But she was just killed!” Marieta exclaimed with surprise.


  “No, I know because I saw it. That shape, that color. It’s hers. No mistake.”


  “What?”


  Most likely, before her body was completely destroyed, she had attached some tiny fragment of herself, part of a finger, perhaps, to Known’s clothing, then waited until Known relaxed before regenerating from it.


  Reduced to a skeletal form, Joanne twisted the rib she had sharpened like a blade and used it to slice Known’s body clean through at the waist.


  Known’s entrails burst free like a split pomegranate.


  The plants under her command tried to strike back, but because Joanne had fused herself into her body, attacking Joanne now was nearly the same as attacking herself. In the end, the retaliation faltered, half-hearted and incomplete. None of it landed a decisive blow. Most of those attacks only shredded Known’s own body further, never once managing to catch Joanne as she freely regenerated.


  The two of them spun downward together and crashed to the ground in a tangled heap, almost as if embracing each other.


  The first to rise was Joanne, hanging on by a thread.


  As the mage who possessed the most versatile healing magic of all, she began layering muscle and fat back over her skeletal frame. Once her legs had recovered, she swept them out, gouging away the very ground beneath her. After silencing the surrounding plant life, she stomped through the scattered chunks of Known’s flesh with ruthless precision, grinding them underfoot as though kneading the earth itself.


  When at last the thunder of her trampling ceased, the plants Known had raised to pierce the heavens sagged weakly and began to collapse.


  Known Tilti had vanished from the Forest of the Testing Grounds.


  “No! Known-sama!”


  Marietta’s anguished cry rang through the forest.


  The disappearance of an Orthodoxy executive was enough to break my nerve as well, but I forced myself back to reason by relying on what I knew of Known’s brilliance.


  She had realized the true value of the Alpha Plant and had chosen to prioritize keeping its existence secret.


  The Alpha Plant was the kind of weapon that showed terrifying effectiveness the first time it was used. But once the enemy had seen it two or three times, they would start developing countermeasures. However unlucky it was that Joanne had stumbled onto this place, Known must have judged that revealing it as a stopgap measure in the moment was too dangerous.


  But even setting myself aside, losing someone as capable as Marietta would be a devastating blow. Was it really information worth protecting even at the cost of her life?


  The Alpha Plant’s performance was absurd. The moment you inhaled its scent, collapse was guaranteed. Figuring out its mechanism on first encounter would be incredibly difficult, and even Joanne would not escape at least a brief blackout if she breathed in that sweet fragrance.


  And yet, Known had not even made the slightest motion as if to deploy it.


  It was as though she believed she had such a powerful backstop waiting behind her that she had no need to use it here at all.


  Don’t tell me that while fighting Joanne, she was already summoning Pomette through the roots?!


  Known did not excel at fighting enemies head-on. If anything, she was more of a support type, one lacking in direct destructive power and explosive speed when facing someone straight on.


  It would make perfect sense if she had called for Pomette. And the reason Known’s falling body had looked as though she’d died without resistance was because the stalling was over and preparations had already been made for her to reunite with Pomette at the respawn point.


  “Known-sama, no! Then what am I supposed to do?”


  “No, it’s all right. She’ll come back. To protect you, Marietta, she absolutely will…” I said.


  About thirty seconds after the battle ended, while Joanne was searching for me, two new figures descended on her.


  The first was the blonde, blue-eyed knight, Pomette.


  She came leaping in from an absurd distance away, crossing the sky at a speed that looked like a joke made flesh, and as she passed Joanne in midair, she cleaved her cleanly in two with a single stroke.


  Pomette’s magic transformed mental energy into a blade of photonic particles. On top of the actual sword in her hand, a second blade of energy was added, and its length could be freely adjusted according to the degree of her mental combustion.


  And that energy blade could cut through anything.


  Its edge never dulled. It burned through all matter without resistance.


  So what happened when Pomette’s strongest spear brushed against Joanne’s tender flesh?


  With a sharp sizzle, her upper and lower halves separated in an instant.


  “Ack! Pomette Yoster?!”


  In a contest of reach, Joanne was at an overwhelming disadvantage. Realizing she had to close the distance no matter what, the girl, reduced to nothing but her upper half, grabbed her own head and ripped it upward.


  With a twisting pull, she tore it free, and with a wet, muffled sound, her spine came snaking out after it like the body of a centipede. Lifting the severed head with what remained of her upper torso, she used the attached spinal column as a spear tip and hurled herself forward with all her strength.


  A tremendous shriek of splitting air and a shockwave followed as Joanne, transformed into a lance, shot in a straight line toward Pomette.


  Already on the ground, Pomette took a defensive stance.


  She thinned and extended her energy blade, then spun the sword in her hand.


  It looked like a shredder.


  Because she used her strongest spear as a shield, one that burned through anything it touched, most opponents could not even get close to her.


  But Joanne, throwing her whole body away, did not flinch in the slightest.


  Without changing speed or direction, she accelerated straight into Pomette’s blade.


  The next instant, they collided.


  A dry, almost anticlimactic sound cracked through the air, and Joanne’s body vanished without leaving behind a single drop of blood, not even a single fragment of cell.


  “You missed some, Pomette!”


  No, it hadn’t.


  A tiny part of her had remained.


  Just a tiny fragment.


  Slipping into the space inside Pomette’s reach, between the blade and her body, Joanne reformed enough of herself to swing with the unfinished bones of her right arm and strike at her.


  “What a ridiculous way to fight!” Pomette shouted.


  “It’s the only kind I know!” Joanne replied with a smile.
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  Still only halfway through regeneration, Joanne drove the sharpened points of her ulna and radius—ground to the fine tip of an awl—straight through the female knight’s left arm. Because she had prioritized offense, the girl was standing there with little more than a skeleton wrapped in the barest minimum of flesh.


  Pomette lost her footing under the absurd assault and fell. Joanne, toppling forward with her, chased her all the way down. The knight hit the ground hard without even managing a proper breakfall, and in the next instant, the now fully restored Joanne had mounted her.


  No one but Joanne could pull off something like that.


  And compared to before, her style felt even more feral, more relentless, more honed toward suffocating pressure.


  But Pomette was no easy prey.


  She dropped her holy sword at once and countered.


  As if a reminder that she still had fists, she drove a punch clean into Joanne’s jaw.


  Pomette had never been content to rely on the inhuman body granted to an executive. She had abused and trained her body beyond reason with her own hands. The impossibly heavy blow that burst from that fist carved away Joanne’s lower jaw and part of her upper torso, checking, if only for a moment, the advance of the girl who should have held the advantage.


  The two broke apart and faced each other.


  That entire exchange, from Pomette’s arrival to this standoff, had taken fifteen seconds.


  Then, without warning, sparks burst across the sky.


  A flash split the air.


  And from within that storm of light, accompanied by a chill so intense it crawled over my skin, a new mage stepped forth.


  It was Saren Deputy, first-ranked executive of Kenneth Orthodoxy.


  Clad in a high-collared ceremonial robe, she descended with unhurried authority, radiating a presence even more overwhelming than Pomette’s. The moment Joanne saw that dignified figure, her movements slowed by a hair.


  “Joanne. It’s been six months,” Saren said.


  “Saren… What the hell are you doing all the way out in a backwater like this?” Joanne asked, confused.


  “The same reason as you, Joanne Sagamix.”


  Even I was stunned by the reinforcements.


  It would have been one thing to send Pomette, but to dispatch Saren, the Orthodoxy side’s greatest combat asset, as well? Their preparations against Joanne had been terrifyingly thorough.


  When Saren touched down lightly, she adjusted the collar of her robe, then casually formed a sphere of flame in one hand.


  Joanne shifted into a half-profile stance, focusing all her attention on the second enemy.


  That flame was a holy anti-heretic spell. The burn scar carved into my right arm throbbed in response. The wielder of the sacred fire, the very fire once used to annihilate the Northeastern Branch’s elite, now stood before us.


  Both Joanne and I were overwhelmed by that fact.


  I knew all too well what it could do. Simply looking at it was enough to make a heretic feel fear, enough to stir even the impulse to bow their head and submit.


  And when Known arrived a beat later, the battle was decided. There were no longer any conditions under which Joanne could win. In a one-on-one, perhaps. But against three opponents, there was not a single path left to victory.


  “So you really sent this much force for me alone,” Joanne spat. “You’re more cautious than I thought.”


  “If we underestimate you, we get punished for it,” Saren said coldly. “So we crush you thoroughly.”


  With casual ease, Saren tossed the ball of fire.


  Even the aftershock of it was enough to threaten a burn radius of dozens of meters, and the expanding inferno rolled straight over Joanne as she tried to leap away.


  “Gah!”


  She avoided a direct hit, but the damage was still immeasurable. Combined with the flame’s ability to inhibit healing magic, it began to eat through Joanne’s body in the form of severe burns.


  At the same time, Known drew something from her magical reservoir.


  At first, it looked like white dust.


  No, that was spores.


  She gathered them in her palm, then blew them into the wind through pursed lips.


  The current carried them around behind Joanne’s blind side. Riding the tailwind, they moved in concert with Pomette’s attack.


  While Joanne reeled from the firestorm, Pomette’s holy sword flashed and carved straight across her face. At that exact instant, the spores released by Known made contact.


  They sank into Joanne’s exposed lower jaw and upper body, where the skin had already been burned away, and instantly burst outward into white roots. Moss, perhaps. Mold, perhaps. Some unknown fungal growth. It hardly mattered. Whatever it was, it ate through her from the inside, breaking down her flesh and unraveling the bonds that held her cells together.


  Her body began to fall apart, each individual cell being killed off as she crumbled to pieces.


  Joanne reacted fast, severing her own head to stop the collapse and trying to force a resurrection from there, but there was no way Saren would overlook an opening like that.


  A concentrated stream of flame shot from Saren’s fingertips like a beam of light, striking each torn fragment of Joanne with perfect accuracy and burning every last piece away.


  Then came a single swing of the holy sword.


  Fed by mental energy, the translucent blade had swelled to dozens of meters in length and several meters in thickness. It fell like a guillotine.


  For an instant, Joanne’s form blurred as the torrent of energy shaved her body away. Then everything below the collarbone vanished, and what remained of her head—already being consumed by the spores—was slammed into the ground.


  Her face began to collapse like a sandcastle. The last of her neck was already overrun by the spores. At that point, there was only one possible end left to her.


  Even so, they showed no mercy. A gigantic wooden hammer shaped by Known’s magic crashed down onto Joanne’s crumbling face.


  “Oakley, I’m sorry. But I’m definitely going to make our small world,” Joanne muttered.


  The mass that swept down like a giant scooping water erased the last of Joanne’s remains without leaving a trace.


  There had been loneliness and frustration in her final words. And the moment she vanished, that muddy, murderous thing I had carried inside me ever since losing my memory faded away as if it had never been there.


  As horrifying as it was to realize that the current Joanne had become far sharper and quicker-minded than the girl she used to be, I still felt relief. The long chain of events that had begun with Father Dordun was, at last, coming to an end.


  ※※※


  


  “Damn it… They took Oakley away from me!”


  Joanne crawled back into existence through transfer, as though dragging herself out of a womb, and collapsed at Alex’s feet under the crushing weight of death and defeat.


  The sudden sight of the girl sprouting into being shocked the blond monk. Alex rushed over to her at once and demanded to know what had happened.


  “W-What happened?”


  “The Orthodoxy executives took Oakley. Those bitches… They just had to interfere!”


  Joanne slammed her fist into the ground hard enough to bend her wrist at an impossible angle. A moment later, she forced the fury from her face and pressed a hand beneath her chin.


  “This is the worst…”


  “For someone saying that, you look awfully calm, Joanne-sama,” Alex muttered.


  “Well, I got some useful information out of it. There are ways to work with this.”


  “Are you really okay with that?”


  “It’ll be a pain if he goes over to the Orthodoxy side, sure. But as long as he comes back to my side in the end, when our small world is finally complete, that’s all that matters. When that time comes, I’ll love him as much as I please.”


  Joanne answered Alex’s question in a perfectly even tone.


  Oakley’s ambition was to secure victory for Kenneth Orthodoxy and destroy the Aros Temple Cult.


  Joanne’s ambition, on the other hand, was the ruin of both factions and the birth of her dream world.


  No matter how things unfolded, their futures were never meant to meet.


  It had been inevitable that Oakley would drift toward Kenneth Orthodoxy.


  Oakley and Joanne would clash again, staking their fates on it.


  Until that day came, all Joanne could do was pray for his safety.


  And then, when the time arrived, she would utterly crush him, gather him up once he was broken to pieces, melt him down, tempt him, and make him yield.


  For the sake of saving his life, she would make the finest preparations possible.


  For the sake of building a world where an ordinary girl and an ordinary boy could live together, she would devise the finest plan imaginable.


  Alex the clown, Dordun the fallen priest, and Joanne the girl of deranged love left the Forest of the Testing Grounds behind.


   

  Epilogue


  

  “Known-sama! Thank goodness you’re safe!”


  “I am one of the principal officers responsible for this nation’s defenses, you know,” Known replied dryly. “As if I’d die that easily.”


  “Please don’t scare me like that. Seriously…”


  Having survived Joanne’s assault, Marietta ran straight to the small, sharp-eyed mage. After that, she checked on Pomette and Saren as well. All three of them had already fully recovered, and the only thing left bearing the scars of the battle was the Forest of the Testing Grounds itself.


  While Marietta fussed over Known, worried because she had nearly been erased entirely, the blonde, blue-eyed knight approached with a hard stare. Pomette stopped right in front of me and looked down at me in silence.


  Pomette was a little taller than I was. With her blessed one-hundred-seventy-five-centimeter frame and that unearthly, perfectly sculpted face pressing down on me, it felt like my whole body might lock up.


  And Saren, standing beside her, only made things worse.


  She was taller than me, too, beautiful in a way that barely felt real. But the beauty in her features resembled the kind you sensed in a perfectly honed wild beast, something elegant only because it had stripped away everything unnecessary.


  “This would be our first proper meeting, I suppose,” Saren said. “I am Saren Deputy.”


  “Likewise.”


  “You are Oakley Mercury, yes?”


  “That’s right.”


  “There is an entire mountain of things we need to ask you,” Saren told me. “You’ll come with us, won’t you?”
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  Saren stepped forward, her cream-colored hair swaying as she closed the distance with smooth, unhesitating steps.


  Amber eyes.


  Caught in the backlight, they looked like the eyes of a predator gleaming in the dark.


  She really did carry herself on a level entirely separate from the other executives.


  At this point, it no longer felt human. Even standing in front of her now, my heart was pounding so hard I could barely stand it. Every instinct in my body was screaming at me to get away from this monster.


  Aros had carried an indescribable wrongness about him, something almost inorganic.


  Saren was different.


  If I had to put it into words, she felt like some creature out of a fairy tale everyone knew had stepped straight into reality, halo and all. There was something people would simply call divinity drifting around her.


  And layered over that was the primal terror tied to Saren’s power. To the faithful of the Orthodoxy, her fire was a thing of warmth. To heretics like us, it was the shape of fear itself. The scent of sacred flame seeping from her skin only deepened that sense of holy dread.


  Pinned beneath that crushing pressure, I forced out an answer to Saren’s question.


  “What happens if I say no?”


  “That option does not exist,” Saren said flatly.


  Fair enough. If I resisted carelessly, there probably wouldn’t even be ash left of me.


  Still, this was as good a chance as any to clear up some of the questions between us. I gave a slow nod and lifted my hands in a gesture of surrender.


  They were probably going to take me to either Sater or the Holy Capital of Sasfect and interrogate me there.


  As always, nothing but impossible problems. A world with no light ahead.


  Everything was chaos. A tangled mess. The situation changed too fast to follow.


  Ever since that day in the forest when I first met Celestia, when I draped my robe over Joanne’s shoulders, everything had changed.


  And apparently, not even a full year had passed since then…


  That was absurdly dense, wasn’t it?


  I almost laughed.


  “What are you smiling about, Oakley-san?” Marietta asked sharply.


  “Do I look like a man in the middle of a catastrophe who’s smiling?”


  “You do.” Marietta shot back at once.


  “I’m really not, though.”


  Like hell I was laughing because anything was funny.


  It was the other kind of laugh, the kind born from exasperation, from resignation. Not because any of this was amusing, but because once I tried to trace how everything had led to this point, the whole thing felt so outrageously unreasonable that all I could do was laugh.


  The distortion in the flow of fate had already reached a point far beyond anyone’s control.


  There had never been a branch in the old history where Joanne became a third force.


  And Marietta, the one who had just spoken to me, had never possessed any way to escape her destined death.


  Fuankilo, meanwhile, had once been safe in her secure base. Unlike Marietta, she had seemed impossibly far from death.


  That forest had changed fate.


  Back then, I hadn’t thought at all about how much impact my actions might have.


  But that was fate for you.


  A single action branched outward like a spreading tree, rippling until it twisted the future itself into something unrecognizable.


  Even Celestia’s brainwashing—hell, even the runaway acceleration of wartime technology—should never have happened if I hadn’t existed.


  I almost wanted to go back and tell the man I used to be, the one who believed brute force could solve everything, this: For someone as close to powerless as me, I sure managed to flail around hard enough to drag the world into the worst possible timeline.


  I’d done things that could never be taken back.


  Some of them were failures. Some of them were successes. It didn’t matter. None of them could be undone.


  The things I did with good intentions backfired, and whenever I managed to seize a victory, it came at a cost of pain.


  At this point, I could only assume that some greater power had taken an interest in me.


  Or maybe cursed me.


  A mischievous god, perhaps. Some malicious thing from a dimension beyond reason. That was the only explanation that fit.


  And now, here I was, about to try to persuade the Orthodoxy executives.


  Another trial laid out by fate.


  Apparently, I was expected to clean up the chaos I myself had unleashed.


  The facts could not be denied. I saved Marietta in Daskel, helped Pomette even while tearing through the city, killed Fuankilo, Karatena, Gerugoroi, and Koranda, and destroyed the Northeastern Branch.


  If I wanted them to believe me, I would have to explain everything—what I had been feeling, where I had stood, what I had wanted back then.


  Otherwise, there was no way they would accept any of it.


  As usual, the whole thing was exhausting. In more ways than one, nothing about this was sane. Then again, staying sane in a world like this was probably impossible to begin with.


  Whether things would go well from here was up to fate.


  All I could do was give it everything I had and leave the rest to heaven.


  It was always like this.


  “Very well, Oakley,” Known said. “You’re going to sleep now.”


  She scattered pollen taken from her magic storage over me.


  The instant those fine grains struck my face, I felt nothing. But after two seconds… three… my eyelids began to grow heavy.


  So she had more tricks than just the Alpha Plant.


  The moment that dim flicker of admiration crossed my mind, my consciousness snapped off like a severed thread.


  ※※※


  


  When I came to, I was drifting through a sea of pure black.


  Beneath me rolled a darkness so deep it felt ready to swallow everything, while far above, bands of light shone down like sunlight piercing the ocean floor. My awareness floated somewhere inside that sea-like expanse.


  The outline of my body was vague. My mind was unstable too, so much so that I could barely make sense of anything, as if I were lost in a dream. Yielding to the current, my body kept drawing lazy, helpless breaths.


  It would not move. It was as though all my will had been drained away, leaving me too empty to command even my own limbs.


  After a while, a simple realization surfaced. Why could I breathe underwater?


  That was when I understood that this place I had vaguely assumed was some extension of reality was nothing of the sort. It was a dream. A wholly unreal world.


  The moment I recognized that, my body began to rise toward the light.


  Something shaped like a girl took my hand.


  Freed from the black sea, I was drawn upward and wrapped in radiance. The brightness was so overwhelming that my vision washed out to white.


  When I opened my eyes again, I was seated in a cradle-like chair whose skirted edges flared wide around me. It seemed I had been dozing there, half asleep, while the chair rocked to the rhythm of a beating heart.


  Nothing else existed in this world.


  Just the chair.


  And her.


  It resembled a dream I had once seen before. I knew right away that this was another dream.


  Because she was here beside me.


  A girl with hair as white as blown snow.


  A presence so clear and translucent it almost hurt to look at her.


  Like a white wolf that held both intelligence and wildness in equal measure, she was someone special to me, and she was the one gently rocking this cradle.


  “Oakley, this isn’t just a dream,” the girl murmured, her voice curling around my ear with a soft, seductive gentleness. “This is the ideal world you wished for somewhere deep in your heart… a world made manifest from your mindscape.”


  Her whisper brushed against me like a spell.


  “This is the dream I slipped into when I melted my way into your heart.”


  Her voice saw straight through me. It hurt how perfectly it did.


  Of course it did. She had accepted my mind into herself, inherited my wishes in a warped form, and now, she was trying to make them real.


  What she had lacked, I gave her.


  What I had lacked, she gave me.


  “So?” the girl murmured with a faint smile. “This whole ‘small world for just the two of us’ thing isn’t so bad, is it?”


  “Yeah…” I admitted. “As something to taste inside a dream, it’s not bad.”


  “You’re more honest than usual.”


  She pressed a kiss to my ear and wrapped me in a light embrace. I answered by resting a hand gently over her arm.


  Our fingers twined together.


  Warm.


  Soft.


  A tender ache welled up from the bottom of my heart.


  For no reason at all, I felt like I could try again tomorrow.


  That was the deadliest poison of all.


  “I hate this…”


  “What do you hate?” she asked.


  “Everything.”


  “That’s unusual,” she said, amusement in her voice. “Coming from you, that almost sounds like weakness.”


  “It’s a dream. When I wake up, I’ll forget it anyway. Makes me want to say at least one selfish thing.”


  “Fair enough.”


  This world would never come true.


  The small world was something I had created, born from the part of me that wanted to surrender to selfish, shameful desire, give up on everything, and sink into lazy ruin.


  Maybe Joanne had wanted some part of it, too.


  You could call it a dream shared by the two of us.


  But it was also a world that could never, ever be allowed to exist.


  The road I had to walk was the harsh road of reality. No dream could solve every problem at once—only reality, slow and tedious and painful and dull, a road that cut your feet open one step at a time.


  And that was exactly why I wanted to stay here, drowning in this lukewarm happiness.


  Compared to that reality, what was this world if not bliss? A place where all I had to do was touch her. A place so warm, so gentle, so easy, so quietly comforting, it made my chest ache.


  “No battles… No need to stay tense every second of every day. No pain to endure. No need to struggle. The person I love is right here beside me.” My voice wavered. “How could something this wonderful not tempt me?”


  This had to be the paradise my ugliest self had wished for.


  That was why it struck my soul with such dull, crushing force.


  Joanne Sagamix was my mirror.


  I was the one who had changed her.


  So stopping her had to be my responsibility.


  “Joanne.”


  “Hm?”


  “I will never let the small world become real. And I’m going to stop the Aros Temple Cult too.”


  “…”


  “I mean it. No matter what.”


  “Heh…” She smiled, but it was a sad one. “You’re crying. You know exactly how painful that road is, and you still can’t hide it. Pathetic.”


  Her slender white fingers brushed softly over my cheek, gathering up the tears that had spilled there.


  Then she laughed—a bright, careless little laugh—and pulled me tighter into her arms.


  My heart twisted, and a sob escaped me.


  So I really do love Joanne after all.


  And one day, over this dream, we would have to try to kill each other. We were avoiding that final clash for now. But someday, without fail, I would have to stop her for good.


  I would have to take her life.


  That truth was so painful, so unbearable, that it felt like it might tear me apart.
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  “I love you,” I said.


  “I love you too,” Joanne replied.


  “Do you really want to make this world real?”


  “I do.”


  “I see.”


  “…”


  “I’m not going to let this world come true.”


  “Yeah. I know.”


  “But thank you for showing it to me.”


  The breath tickling my ear stilled for a moment, then slipped free again with a soft, sweet smile.


  “No… I’m the one who should be thanking you. The days I spent with you gave my life meaning, Oakley. They gave me a kind of joy I’d never known.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “For what?”


  “Because I failed. Because I couldn’t do this right, and everything ended up like this. If I’d handled things better, then you and I…”


  “Hey, come on. Are we really doing this now? Digging up the past?” Joanne’s tone turned gently amused. “None of that matters anymore. There’s nothing we can do about it now, right? All that’s left for us is to collide.”


  “Yeah… You’re right.”


  The moment I let out a quiet sigh, Joanne’s lips covered mine. Through the slight parting of my mouth, her tongue slipped in, pouring sweetness, pleasure, and a bliss so soft it almost dissolved me.


  “Then show me,” she whispered. “Show me how hard you’ll struggle to the very end. Show me the ideal world you believe in. The man I fell for was never the kind to stay down quietly, no matter which way fate rolled.”


  With those words, the white world melted into haze.


  My consciousness closed before I could even say goodbye to Joanne. It reset. Went dark.


  The conversation I had with her would probably vanish, too. I would forget it when I woke.


  But that was fine.


  The path I had chosen was neither the small world nor the path of conquering the nation. It was a third path. An ideal world I believed in so strongly that I would trample even the girl I loved most in order to reach it.


  Once the gears began to turn, they would not stop. No matter how desperately I wished otherwise, they would never stop for me.


   

  Afterword


  

  Hello, as always, and thank you for your continued support. This is Heaven99, the author.


  This is Volume 4 of I Got Reincarnated as a Cultist Mob in an Eroge Full of Maniacs with Death Wishes. And this time, the cover features Joanne on her own! She really does have an overwhelming presence worthy of the main heroine. She’s beautiful.


  Now then, this volume serves as a natural stopping point for the series for the time being, and I’ve delivered it at full throttle in both content and sheer volume.


  In Volume 4, Oakley, having lost his memory, wanders through Orthodoxy territory, confronts his past, gets thoroughly tossed around by a parade of madmen, and ultimately renews his resolve to part ways with both the cult and Joanne…


  That said, what left the strongest impression on me was how fully Cultist Mob’s signature chaos came to life. Joanne, Marietta, Father Dordun, Alex, Pomette, Koranda, the people of Yoyam Village, and many other characters all sprang into motion according to their own desires and agendas, each helping embody that absurd, runaway chaos in their own way.


  Father Dordun, the central figure of the popular web-version episode “Roundtable Conference,” has long been one of the most beloved characters among readers online. Alongside the organ-exchange arc, I’d always hoped I could one day publish the material leading up to Father Dordun’s appearance in book form, so being able to do so here has been deeply moving for me.


  To be honest, both the organ exchange and Father Dordun himself were so extreme that I assumed I’d have to tone down those parts or cut them entirely. But the wonderfully open-minded team at GC Novels/GCN Bunko allowed me a surprising amount of freedom, and for that, I truly can’t thank them enough.


  I’d also like to give special thanks to my editor, N, who enthusiastically advised me, “I think you can totally get away with the part where liquid drips down Father Dordun’s… thing!” I did point out that perhaps that might be going a little too far, but it sounded funny, so I went with it.


  Cultist Mob has always been a work driven by unrestrained eroticism, grotesquerie, and madness, but thanks to all of you, I was able to enjoy writing it tremendously. The cast was so sharp-edged they never once moved the way I expected them to, and the story itself kept flying off in directions that made no sense even to me. Yet somehow, by the skin of my teeth, I managed to keep it all together as a novel.


  So once again, thank you for finding this work.


  To my editor and everyone at GC Novels/GCN Bunko who worked so hard on bringing this volume to life, to Namanie-sensei for creating such incredible illustrations despite an incredibly busy schedule, and to everyone else involved.


  And of course, to all of you readers, thank you, as always, from the bottom of my heart.


  I hope we meet again somewhere, someday.
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  Thank you all


  Thank you for reaching the end of I Got Reincarnated as a Cultist Mob Volume 4! We hope you've enjoyed Okley's desperate struggle for survival against a brutal fate and the attention of the world's most deranged heroines. Your support means the world to us!


  To help us bring you more fantastic stories, please share your thoughts on Amazon. Your reviews not only let us know what you liked (or didn't!) but also help us decide which light novels to bring to you next.


  Click Here


  Curious about what else we offer? Scan the QR code to discover our diverse range of light novels and many more to come!
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  Thank you for reading!


  Stay tuned for upcoming releases and share your experience in our social media:


  
    	Facebook


    	Twitter


    	Instagram


    	Discord

  


  Need a break from social media? We've got you covered! Sign up for our newsletter and we'll send you a recap with relevant news.


  Sign Up

OEBPS/Images/07.jpg





OEBPS/Images/contents.jpg
«The Things

Q
The RQundtable






OEBPS/Images/QR.png





cover.jpeg
' MOB'“"Ero

VI: D‘““’ll
wishes

Written by Heaven®9 | Hlustrated by Namanie






OEBPS/Images/06.jpg





OEBPS/Images/05.jpg





OEBPS/Images/04.jpg





OEBPS/Images/back-matter.jpg
Author

Heaven99 <

The fourth volume, which marks a
conclusion, retains the atmosphere of the
previous works, but has a slightly
different feel.

I can't wait to see the manga adaptation!

lllustrator

Congratulations on the release of volume 4!

This time we have Joanne's first solo cover!
Although, while writing that, a question
popped into my head: do fingers count as
people?

What do you think?

Cover Design: Shindousha






OEBPS/Images/illust-03.jpg
THE AROS TEMPLE CULT IS THROWN INTO . @
CHAOS BY THE BETRAYAL OF OAKLEY, ¢

A rising candidate for executive rank. After a brutal battle to the death
against Karatena, he awakens with no memories, hunted not only by the
Order’s pursuers but by something far more terrifying.

Because the thing he fears most is himself.

A girl's voice echoes inside his head. Kill.

Guided by that mysterious whisper, Oakley heads for the Holy City, torn
between the instinct to survive and the horror of uncovering his true
identity.

Waiting in his path are three figures bound by obsession and secrecy.
Marietta, a girl whose fixation burns with warped intensity. Father
Dordun, a priest whose calm smile feels subtly wrong. And Joanne, who
seems to understand everything yet chooses silence.

At the center of this suffocating three-way deadlock, one question
remains. What future will Oakley choose, and what will it cost him?
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