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      Chapter 31: The Advent of Ruin


      Prince Rein had run himself ragged dashing around the royal capital, but rest and sleep were the last things on his mind. “There’s no time to spare,” he muttered to himself. “We must locate the pieces they’ve placed in waiting for us.”


      The dozens of hidden threats lurking within the city had manifested themselves. The investigations unit had revealed the first with [Uncover], but now powerful monsters reared their heads all throughout the city, catalyzing such mayhem that the calm of that morning felt like a distant memory.


      Fortunately, soldiers had already been dispatched to the locations of almost every hidden threat, and the Six Army Corps of the Royal Capital, commanded by the Six Sovereigns of the Kingdom of Clays, were spread across the city in force. With a cohort of hired adventurers marshaled by the Adventurers Guild also providing their assistance, the newly appeared monsters were being dealt with appropriately.


      The skirmishes happening across the city were hard fought, but a much worse outcome had been avoided thanks to Lynne and Noor’s report of a Goblin Emperor hidden under a [Concealment]. Cleanup parties had been formed based on their intelligence, and the overall conflict was going well as a result. Mercifully, though the number of injured was high, the deployment of clerics had proceeded successfully enough to have prevented any fatalities from occurring thus far.


      The capital’s forces had evacuated as many citizens as possible to the safety of the western districts. Even if buildings were destroyed and the walls encircling the city were reduced to pitiful rubble, the royal capital would recover as long as its people survived. Thus, while things had devolved into mayhem, no significant damage had been done.


      Not yet, at least.


      “This isn’t over,” the prince whispered. “There has to be more to come.”


      Their enemy, the Magic Empire of Deridas, was blatantly attempting to destroy the Kingdom of Clays, and it was the prince’s estimation that the attacks identified thus far were no more than opening moves. This was already an act of aggression on an unusual scale, but it was still only the groundwork; the Magic Empire would wait patiently for the right timing—when the Kingdom’s military strength was spread thin—and only then would it trigger the next big wave.


      That was what the prince would do in their position.


      In essence, the prince played the same role as his current enemies, so he understood their methods far more keenly than he would have preferred. That was what made him so certain they had more waiting in store. However, that understanding did nothing to help with the problem he now faced: he knew that something was coming, but he didn’t have the faintest idea what.


      “Where?” the prince muttered. “Where will the next attack come from?”


      He had spent the past day and night on his feet, and now his soles were worn and bloody. After entrusting Ines, the Divine Shield, with orders the previous evening—to take his sister Princess Lynneburg to the neighboring country of Mithra to seek refuge—the prince had set about running around in relentless pursuit of information that would help him get to the bottom of their current situation.


      However, he hadn’t found a single scrap of useful intelligence. Right now, the shadow company—the most elite intelligence unit in the Kingdom of Clays, spearheaded by the Sovereign of Shadows—was scouring the royal capital and its surroundings in a bloodshot-eyed frenzy. So as not to bring shame upon their reputation as the very best, they were conducting reconnaissance at a frankly absurd pace and had already searched through almost every locality in and around the city.


      And yet, they hadn’t found anything.


      Fueled by his fatigue and anger, the prince’s patience was at its limit. The enemy’s attack would happen any moment now...but where would it come from? And what form would it take? He had no answers. No matter how desperately he looked, his efforts turned up no results.


      In the city and all its surroundings, there was nowhere left to look. Alleyways narrow enough that only rats could pass through them, the nearby woods that were home to monsters, the city’s various dungeon-related facilities, the underground aqueducts—they had scoured every possible nook and cranny from top to bottom. An attack from above had seemed entirely possible too, so they had even searched the sky. But they had found nothing.


      The prince had even begun to believe that there was nothing else left for them to do. Or maybe...


      Maybe such an exhaustive search bearing no fruit only meant that his intuition had been off the mark. Nothing would make him happier than learning that his worries had been unfounded all along. Perhaps he was just being overly optimistic...but was it possible that there truly was nothing more to come?


      Maybe it was because his exhaustion had finally become too much—or maybe it was because of some other reason entirely—but the prince allowed that meager hope to stop him in his tracks. Trying to catch his breath, he tilted his head back to look up at the sky...which was the exact moment he noticed the faintest trace of something unusual far away, at the bounds of what his eyes could see.


      “What’s that...?” the prince muttered.


      The disturbance was no more than the smallest of tremors. At first, the prince tried to write it off as his weary eyes playing tricks on him, but he struggled to believe that was true. From what he could see, far up above, a portion of the clouds was trembling in a way that just barely seemed unnatural. And as he continued to observe it, the disturbance gradually increased.


      “It can’t be...”


      Upon realizing his mistake, the prince ground his teeth with enough force to draw blood. He had been shortsighted. His time spent on the ground, scurrying here and there, had simply been a waste. He’d thought they had left no stone unturned in their search, but they’d had an enormous blind spot this entire time.


      “So...it’s coming from even higher up...”


      The prince had already considered the danger of a wyvern attack from above and issued orders to watch the sky as closely as possible. Unfortunately, there was a limit to how much they could monitor; even the farsighted Hunter Corps could only conduct detailed surveillance up to the height of the clouds at best. If the threat were to come from a place even higher than that...


      “Then it would be the same as if we didn’t search at all.”


      As the prince despaired at the error he’d made, the disturbance he was watching became larger by the moment. It was already obvious that something was there—a massive, rippling, indistinct silhouette. The next “piece” that the prince had so desperately searched for was now before his very eyes and drawing closer. The crisis that he’d been pursuing—to the point that it had made his eyes bloodshot—was right there.


      “[Uncover]!”


      Seeking to reveal the unknown danger hidden under the [Concealment] as soon as possible, the prince activated one of his own skills to tear away the transparent film. And then, with almost unsatisfying ease, there it was. A massive shadow was cast over the city, shocking him speechless.


      “What...?” the prince finally eked out. “No. No, this can’t...”


      Before him was a single, titanic being of a species anyone would recognize as one of the mightiest examples of monsterkind: a dragon. To make matters worse, it was no common specimen; it was an Elder Dragon, the apex of its species. And here it was, above the city.


      The prince couldn’t bring himself to believe his own eyes. The sense of duty within him that fueled his desire to protect his kingdom reflexively rejected the truth.


      Because what he was looking at embodied the complete destruction of the royal capital.


      It was a dragon that all knew of yet none had ever laid eyes on—that none should ever lay eyes on: a dragon regarded as catastrophe itself.


      “The Dragon of Calamity...”


      When the prince finally accepted the reality of the situation, his shock morphed into fury. “What are they thinking?!” he screamed amid the chaos that surrounded him. “That thing is beyond human ken, yet they would use it to their own ends?! Have they lost their minds?!”


      The prince now found it exceedingly difficult to believe that his enemies were sane human beings. They had surely gone mad. How could they ever have done this otherwise?


      “They would unleash that thing upon civilization...?”


      The Dragon of Calamity was the oldest dragon in existence—an infamous monstrosity that mankind was never meant to disturb. Said to be more than thousands of years old, it was the subject of countless legends passed down over the ages. These stories, recorded in so many books, seemed entirely like fairy tales that bordered on nightmares. They told of innumerable tragedies that were hard to reconcile with reality.


      However, there existed irrefutable evidence of the dragon’s atrocity-laden history: The aftermath of its breath, gouged into more mountains than one could count. The ruins of a great metropolis, said to have been leveled in a single night. A paltry lake, which was all that remained of a military fortress torn up on a whim.


      Anyone who was familiar with such stories, even if only scarcely, would immediately recognize what the appearance of this living legend meant.


      A slight movement from the Dragon of Calamity could shatter a mountain with ease—and if the monster flexed its tail in sport, a man-made castle of stone would crumble effortlessly. In the face of this great threat, a single question prevailed in the prince’s mind.


      Why?


      According to books that detailed the ancient history of the continent, although the Dragon of Calamity was a monstrous, unmanageable disaster once awoken, it would only rampage for a short while before falling back into a slumber. These dormant periods were known to last hundreds of years, which meant that, by staying far away during its active periods, people were able to coexist with the dragon, if not exactly live alongside it.


      According to those same records, it had only been about 150 years since the Dragon of Calamity—which was black in color—was last awake. Its next active period shouldn’t have arrived for another two hundred years or so, yet here it was before the prince’s eyes, its massive frame suspended in the air by its flapping wings.


      “No...” the prince muttered. “Don’t tell me they intentionally woke it up. That would be absurd...”


      Hundreds of years ago, a single brush with the Dragon of Calamity had almost reduced the entire continent to ruin. As the story went, a certain greedy man had plucked a scale from the dragon while it slept, seeking to exchange it for some trifling sum of coin. This careless act had awoken the monster, which had then flown into a rage and started reducing all the settlements in the area to cinders.


      The rampage described in the books had ended up lasting ten whole years, and scars of the tragedy still remained all over the continent. Naturally, people had died in droves, and every country that had existed at the time had been brought to ruin.


      Mankind took from this indescribable catastrophe a valuable lesson: never disturb the Dragon of Calamity.


      And so, hoping to prevent such a foolish act from ever being committed again, those who had experienced the calamity documented their harrowing memories using every method available to them. These records were passed down from one generation to the next, all so that mankind would never again be at the mercy of that monster so far beyond its ken.


      Yet, despite it all...


      “They would go to such lengths for a mere conflict between people? How stupid must they be?!” the prince exclaimed. “Have they learned nothing from the past? This is a line that should never be crossed. How are they incapable of understanding something so simple?!”


      There was nothing mankind could do when faced with the Dragon of Calamity. Its arrival meant the annihilation of an entire region. “Civilization’s End” was another one of its names, and there was no shortage of examples of the countries it had destroyed. To the dragon, works of man built over untold generations of human history were easily torn down like mere constructs made of sand.


      And now, that legendary being was flying calmly in the sky above the city, headed for the royal castle where the prince’s father was.


      “This is the end,” the prince whispered. “It’s all over...”


      The dragon’s ominous form drove him to despair, robbing him of the strength to even stand. It was clear to him now: today would mark the final day of the history of the Kingdom of Clays. The Dragon of Calamity was beyond human control. There was nothing that could be done. No person in existence could revert the current situation.


      After all, this was reality. Only in some wild fantasy would a hero conveniently appear to save the day.


      “No... Get a hold of yourself!”


      Mustering the last dregs of his willpower, the prince put strength into his legs and stood. This wasn’t over yet. The situation wasn’t hopeless. There was still more he could do. Right now, at this very moment, he needed to act.


      And so, after taking in a deep breath, the prince began issuing orders to the liaison officer who was frozen in place at his side.


      “Move everybody in the evacuation area outside the city at once—everybody! Drag them if you have to! Just get them out! Abandon all possessions, and leave not a single person behind! Am I understood?!”


      “Yes, my lord!”


      Immediately upon receiving the prince’s bellowed orders, the liaison officer dashed away to relay them. The prince broke into a full sprint so that he could do the same for his other subordinates, even as he despaired over the giant shadow rippling in the sky above his head.


      The battle taking place within the Kingdom of Clays was no longer a fight to protect the royal capital—it was a rush to abandon the city and survive.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 32: The Road Home to the Royal Capital


      “We’re almost there, Instructor.”


      “Yeah. I can just barely make it out.”


      The coach in which Ines, the demonfolk boy Rolo, Instructor Noor, and I rode hurried toward the royal capital. We had maintained full speed since starting on our return journey, and though I knew we were working our horse too hard, its persistence had gotten us within view of the capital in less than half the time we’d spent traveling toward Mithra.


      The sight of the city left me at a loss for words—I could tell that something was off. Ines, who was at the reins, looked tense as she scowled at the smoke rising from the capital.


      “I knew it...” I said. “Something’s wrong.”


      The wind carried to us the smell of something burning. Black smoke drifted upward from the capital. Even from this distance, it looked awful. The plumes weren’t rising from just one or two locations either; they were coming from all over the extensive bounds of the city. It was as though every district was enveloped in flames.


      As I gazed upon the ominous sight growing ever nearer, I swallowed my breath and whispered, “To think things were this bad...”


      I knew full well why my brother wanted me far away from the city, but his desires were irrelevant in the face of this situation. The fact that I had considered it acceptable to run away on my own... The shame at my own thoughtlessness struck me anew.


      “Hmm? What’s that?” Instructor Noor muttered. He was looking up at the sky, a puzzled expression on his face. Evidently, he’d spotted something...but his gaze was directed so far up that he was staring more or less directly overhead.


      “Is everything okay?” I asked.


      “Look, up there,” he replied. “Can’t you see it? I think something’s there.”


      “Above the clouds...?”


      “Yeah, look.”


      Instructor Noor pointed at a spot far up above the clouds, right over the city. No matter how much I strained my eyes, I couldn’t see anything.


      “I’m afraid I can’t—”


      Surprise stifled my words. As I fixed my gaze in the direction Instructor Noor was pointing, I gradually began to make out something in the hazy sky above the city. A subtle tremor that I could only describe as the slightest of disturbances. Little by little, it appeared to be descending toward the ground.


      “You’re right...” I said. “There is something there.”


      It was moving. I could see a rippling mass of some kind that almost blanketed the entire section of sky above the city.


      “That can’t be a living thing, can it?” I murmured. “It’s too...”


      Despite everything, I doubted my own eyes. Whatever I was beholding seemed abnormally large, especially compared to the buildings I could see in the distance. It was too big to be something living—far too big.


      A moment later, we all swallowed our breath.


      “What?!” I exclaimed.


      We had been gazing at the sky, surprised, when it appeared out of nowhere. Someone somewhere had probably used [Uncover] on the rippling mass, and what I saw as the transparent film peeled away almost rendered me speechless.


      “No...”


      The sight of a titanic dragon flying above the royal capital dumbfounded me—and it was because I recognized it that my daze was all the more paralyzing. The behemoth looked exactly like the infamous Dragon of Calamity, the likeness of which was described and depicted not just in the records of legends, but also in picture books, reference books, grimoires, chronicles, and pretty much every other kind of text that existed.


      “It can’t be...” I said. “Truly?”


      The Dragon of Calamity. Its appearance guaranteed the complete and utter annihilation of the surrounding region. But such forebodings were irrelevant now; no matter whether one knew the legends or believed this was the true Dragon of Calamity, the scene before my eyes made the fate of our land all too clear.


      The titanic dragon that loomed over half of the city moved leisurely through the sky...toward the royal castle. As I watched from the coach, a small “No!” escaped me.


      The royal castle of the Kingdom of Clays had originally been built similarly to a fortress, and in times of emergency, it served as a command center from which my father—the highest authority in the Kingdom’s military—could issue orders to its surroundings.


      If my father ran away now, it was possible that he would make it out in time. His physical ability was more than enough for him to escape...but I knew that he would never choose to. From the look of things, I thought it likely that much of the citizenry was still within the city. In a situation where they had to be evacuated, my father would always stay to act as their shield.


      After all, he was himself one of the greatest military assets in the city and the Kingdom, as well as one of the strongest individuals in the entire world. Although he had retired from active duty, he showed no signs of having weakened, and with him were the Six Sovereigns, whose combat prowess made them worthy of their titles.


      I already knew what was going to happen: my father the king would lead the Six Sovereigns into a direct confrontation with the Dragon of Calamity, all so that as many people as possible could escape the city.


      But even so...


      “Please...run...” I whispered.


      No matter how much of a veteran and hero my father was, he was no match for his opponent. All that awaited him was certain death. The city would fall, and its king would die. The Kingdom of Clays would—


      “A dragon, huh? This is my first time seeing one. They’re so big.”


      My mind had been full of nothing but projections of the worst, but Instructor Noor’s voice brought me back to my senses. Amid my inner turmoil, I mustered all of my effort to speak in the calmest tone I could manage.


      “My father is over there. If that dragon reaches him—”


      My next words caught in my throat and stayed there.


      “Should I go help him?” Instructor Noor asked.


      “No, I...fear it is already too late.”


      I wondered why I had even bothered to state the obvious. What could possibly come of telling Instructor Noor about my father? We were still far away from the city—there was nothing we could do from where we were. And even supposing we did reach him, we would still be powerless to change anything.


      “I’m pretty sure I can just barely make it,” Instructor Noor said. “If I run, that is.”


      I stared at him in surprise. “Truly? From so far away?”


      “Yeah.”


      From what I could tell, he was entirely serious.


      “If you do the same thing you did when we fought that goblin, I think I can get there in time,” he finished, speaking as though it were the easiest feat in the world.


      Although my thoughts were preoccupied with my unease, his words reached me. He couldn’t possibly mean...


      “Do you mean my [Windblast]?” I asked. “I suppose I can use it, yes, b-but...”


      The spell wasn’t supposed to be used in such a manner. Back then, I’d only fired it at Instructor Noor’s back because the dire situation had demanded it. Moreover, he had just fought back-to-back intense battles against a Black Death Dragon and Deadman Zadu, which were bound to have drained him considerably. How could I ask him to head straight toward the Dragon of Calamity?


      “Well, I’m pretty sure I’ll only get in the way if I go...” Instructor Noor began. He was the picture of calm, as though the current situation didn’t bother him at all. Smiling at me, he raised the Black Blade in one hand as he continued, “But there’s still a chance that I’ll be able to do something to help. That city’s done a lot for me—and so has your dad—so I’d like to do what I can.”


      At that moment, I remembered just who was standing before me.


      “You’re...right,” I said.


      Just like that, my hesitation was gone. Why had I ever doubted whether we could make it in time? Of course we could. After all, Instructor Noor had just said so. My decision was immediate—I would do everything in my power to get him there.


      [Windblast] was an advanced, wind-attributed offensive spell. Ordinarily, it wasn’t supposed to be fired at people; it was high-class lethal magic that contained enough force to blow away an entire stone fortress or, on a direct hit, blast the average monster into tiny pieces. That was why, back in the forest, I had been so hesitant about using it on Instructor Noor. Even after agreeing to his plan, I didn’t think I’d put even half of my strength into the spell...


      But I wouldn’t hold back anymore. There was no need to. Last time, Instructor Noor had walked away without so much as a single scratch on him. A spell that would have seriously injured anyone else had to him been no more than a helpful tailwind. And that wasn’t all—everything about him deviated from the norm. My narrow-minded common sense couldn’t take his measure. So, to live up to his expectations, I prepared myself, body and soul, to fire a [Windblast].


      There was no need for any hesitation or restraint. Not when the person in front of me was none other than my Instructor Noor.


      “All right,” I said. “Ines, lend me a hand.”


      “As you wish, my lady.”


      Following the orders I gave her, Ines used her [Divine Shield] to create multiple barriers of light. She then formed them into a single cylinder, which she placed on its side. I got Instructor Noor to stand at one end, which was pointing toward the royal capital, while I stood with both of my hands on the other.


      “Here I go,” I said. “The impact will be incomparably stronger than last time. Do forgive me.”


      “What?”


      The next instant, I put all of my focus into preparing myself. I would need to gather all of my mana and fire it at Instructor Noor’s back.


      I formed multiple instances of [Magic Barrier] on the palms of my hands and—as an extra precaution—gave each a coating of [Reflect] and [Reflect Magic]. My [Windblast] was going to be amplified and compressed by Ines’s cylindrical [Divine Shield], an absolute protective barrier, so I needed to be ready for the impact.


      Next, to maximize the output of my spell, I layered on [Enhance], [Charge], and [Burst], then used [Condense] to compress the mana I had gathered in my palms. At the same time, to dramatically increase its power, I activated [Multicast]—a skill that Instructor Oken, the Spell Sovereign, had taught me. Three spells in each hand was the limit of what I could currently manage. Adding both hands together meant I was capable of a sixfold casting.


      I was focused on the upcoming task—on firing every single speck of power through Ines’s cylinder of light and into Instructor Noor’s back. This was the absolute limit of what I could do, at least insofar as what I’d been able to think up on the spot.


      In the time that it took me to take a single, deep breath, I’d completed all of the preparations. This was as far as my ability could take me. At best, it would only break the speed of sound; it wouldn’t be enough to reach the Dragon of Calamity. But with Instructor Noor in the equation...


      “Here I go...” I said. “[Windblast].”


      I fired my sixfold-cast spell, enhanced with everything I had. Almost immediately, I felt a tremendous impact through both of my hands as they were violently blown away from the cylinder of light. The bones in them had shattered, and Instructor Noor, who had taken the spell directly in his back...


      Had vanished without a trace. It was as though he had simply disappeared into thin air.


      “Instructor...?”


      Not even a beat later, a large crater appeared in the road leading toward the royal capital. Then another, and another still. The massive depressions emerged in quick succession, like a giant leaving footsteps in its wake, and the earth between them split apart, creating a lengthy fissure which stretched toward the city like a bolt of lightning.


      The ground juddered and rocked, and all the trees within my field of vision shook as if they had been struck by a terribly violent earthquake. From the sheer force of the vibrations, it felt like a vast meteorite had crashed into the earth.


      At the same time, far off in the distance, I saw something leap high into the air. It was the silhouette of a person, wielding a sword in one hand.


      “May fortune favor you, Instructor.”


      The shape continued straight ahead. Then, in the blink of an eye, it vanished into the backdrop cast by the Dragon of Calamity in the sky above the royal capital.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 33: The King’s Final Moments


      From the highest point in the capital, the king looked out over the city he ruled. The royal castle’s spire had been constructed to facilitate the issuing of citywide orders during emergencies, and from it one could clearly grasp the state of the surroundings.


      Thick black smoke as far as the eye could see. Houses, churches, and marketplaces engulfed in flame. The sheer number of homes that had been destroyed was beyond counting, and the sounds of furious combat could be heard from all over the city. And in the sky, there was the titanic black dragon that had appeared out of thin air.


      The king stared, burning the images into his mind. “So this is the ‘trifle’ he spoke of?” he wondered aloud. “How poorly I have judged his character. I never imagined that he would resort to such a blatant use of force.”


      “He” was Emperor Deridas III, the ruler of the Magic Empire. As the king gazed at the approaching dragon, he ruminated over the final—and failed—negotiations he’d had with the emperor several days prior, as well as the man’s final parting words.


      “Such absurdity they would try to force down our throats,” the king muttered. “Relinquish our dungeon and all of its resources? Preposterous.”


      For the Kingdom of Clays, acceding to such a demand would be equivalent to closing the book on a thousand years of storied history.
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At twelve years old, after being told that he had
no talent for any of the six classes, he went into
isolation and spent a decade honing his only
skill: [Parry]. Despite being an adventurer of the
lowest rank, he's unbelievably strong—though
he's the only one who has yet to notice.

Ines Harness

A knight of the Kingdom of Clays. She has
wielded a unique defensive skill since she was a
child and uses it in her capacity as Lynne’s
bodyguard. Twenty-one.

Rolo

Rolo

A demonfolk boy. The circumstances of his birth
and upbringing are mysterious. As his race is
largely scorned and oppressed, he has lived a
very miserable life.

Fourteen. Unequaled in all fields, and the first
princess of the Kingdom of Clays. Enemy powers
made an attempt on her life, but Noor managed
to save her. She has called him “Instructor” and
followed him ever since.
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Lynne’s brother and the first prince of the
Kingdom of Clays. Twenty. A calm and collected
man who bears the duly of guiding the Kingdom
as the king's advisor. There are some goals he
will go to any length to achieve.
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More than a decade ago, Noor came to be
known as "the Talentless Boy." Even after
completing a full term at every training school in
the royal capital, he had failed {o develop any
meaningful skills. Determined not {o give up on
his dream, he returned to his home on the
mountain and {rained alone, day in and day out,
focusing on his defensive skill [Parry].

Upon his eventual return {o the capital, Noor
stumbled across Princess Lynne being attacked
by a monster and rescued her. She decided to
make him her insfructor and, from there, the
cogs of his fate began to turn in unexpected
directions. Noor, a man of utterly peerless
strength and ability—though he's the only one
who doesn't realize i{—has already been
ambushed by fearsome {rials and challenges, but
many more lie in wait on the path ahead...





