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      Chapter 1 — The Sudden End of the World


      Airena and I returned from the world of the giants above the clouds...and then forty-two years passed.


      I was living in the Vilestorika Republic, where I took up residence in a mansion in Saurotay. Why Saurotay of all places, and why a mansion of all things? Well, let’s just say a lot happened in the past forty-two years. Going into detail about it would take forever, but to give a broad summary, I was working together with the elven caravan to help Airena with a sudden huge increase in her workload. I guess I should also mention that I’m the reason she had so much extra work.


      As I might have mentioned before, the caravan had been doing well servicing the east-central region of the continent, but expanding their influence to the west-central and Far West regions was beyond their means. For example, if they wanted to operate in the West, they didn’t just need boats; they also needed to hire people to sail them, which would require enough profit to afford paying those people. In order to make that money, they needed to sell more goods to more people, which meant a greater need for management and transportation of their goods, as well as people to manage accounting. All of which meant hiring even more people.


      So it was decided: the elven caravan would expand massively. Airena had been running the caravan well from the start, so it had already acquired a considerable amount of wealth, and I had connections all over the continent, opening plenty of trade opportunities. But we didn’t have the personnel to buy and crew a ship ourselves. So instead we absorbed a human-run trading company, along with its ships, crews, managers, transporters, and accountants.


      Vilestorika’s strength lay in its commerce, particularly the vast profits it earned from trade with the southern continent. However, the southern continent had now been conquered by a single empire which forbade trade with foreign nations. There had been rumors of something along those lines happening in the past, but I was quite shocked to hear that the entire continent had been united under one power. Of course, Vilestorika still engaged in trade with the eastern and western regions of our own continent, so this change wasn’t enough to doom them, but many companies and their families suddenly found themselves lacking trading partners and needing to find business elsewhere.


      Ah, by the way, the families in question were those making up the Republic’s parliament. One particular family in these dire straits was familiar to me: the Toritrine family. Yes, I was currently staying in a mansion because the elven caravan had absorbed the Toritrine family’s trading company.


      It wasn’t that the caravan had hostile intentions toward them, but the Toritrine family had neither the money nor the connections to escape their current situation. Seeing that we possessed both, they had chosen to sell themselves to us. True merchants at heart, their goal was to draw out whatever profit they could find.


      Naturally, this arrangement had become hugely controversial within Vilestorika. Though it was only one seat, the elven caravan had nevertheless secured a position in the parliament. In other words, if the caravan so wished, it could exert political influence over Vilestorika. It went without saying that the Republic felt threatened by this possibility. Of course, a single seat in parliament wasn’t enough to have a huge influence on the politics of the nation, but now that a precedent had been set, there was nothing stopping other outsiders from seeking similar influence.


      For example, there were large families who also ran manufacturing businesses in Vilestorika. What would happen if the dwarves—a race with a deep connection to the elven caravan—set their sights on those businesses? It was unlikely, considering the personalities of most dwarves, but if they set their minds to it, it was definitely possible.


      That said, the takeover of the Toritrine family was all very much legal and above board. You could even say that the takeover had been a saving grace for the Republic, as it had saved a great number of people from unemployment. For the politicians of Vilestorika who lauded the virtues of sincerity and honesty in trade, complaining about our actions after how much we had helped them was over the line.


      So while they had accepted the entrance of the elven caravan into the parliament, they immediately began amending laws to prevent outsiders from taking other seats and to protect the great families of the Republic from hostile takeovers.


      It was a wise decision, in my opinion. They didn’t try to force the issue to their benefit, instead accepting their loss and then acting to prevent such a failure from ever happening again. It couldn’t have been an easy choice to make, but it spoke of the bravery and pride of their lawmakers. Losing their opportunity to trade with the southern continent had been a colossal blow, but the fact that they could still exercise wise judgment like this made it clear they weren’t headed for collapse. After all, now that the elven caravan had a stake in the Republic, they were obligated to work for its benefit as well.


      At any rate, this all led to a massive expansion of the elven caravan, and gaining free rein over the Toritrine family’s properties in Saurotay. Of course, I also spent time helping the elven caravan in Vilestorika’s capital of Vitsa, and sometimes traveled by ship to other regions. There were no small number of problems born from merging a human trading company into an elven caravan either. Having competent allies who couldn’t work together or had entirely different visions for the future could be more detrimental than having enemies.


      The war in the West had been settled, with Win’s Federation army proving superior in the end, and reconciliation with the humans living there complete. The Quoramite religion had been wiped out, the huge monster populations were being cut back little by little, and the elves had begun moving back to their old homes in the forests.


      Besides that, Aiha’s efforts at building a new dojo had succeeded, giving rise to the third Yosogi dojo, and they were starting to gather a considerable amount of fame. All of the dojos had gone through a full generation of leaders twice now, but each one had been excellent swordsmen. Sparring with them was a precious joy for me when I got the chance to visit. However, as you probably already guessed, Touki, Souha, Kairi, and even Aiha had all long since passed away. Human lifespans were really starting to feel too short.


      Speaking of which, Oswald was still alive, but I imagined he didn’t have much time left. I was planning on visiting him again in the near future. He might not be happy about being seen in a state where he was too weak to swing a hammer anymore, but I still wanted to see him with my own eyes.


      In all that, I hadn’t changed much myself in the past forty-two years. I’d continued to live following my whims. But one day, something happened that changed everything. Something that blew away the peace in my life, something that threatened to bring it all to an end.


      ◇◇◇


      That morning, while I was in the back garden doing my daily training, I felt the world begin to shake. It wasn’t an actual earthquake, though. Earthquakes were exceedingly rare here—provided a high elf wasn’t asking the spirits to make one for them—and even when they did occur, I could pick up the signs well in advance. An actual earthquake would have been significantly less disturbing.


      This was different. It was like a massive being had risen from the earth in the East, the shock waves of its emergence reaching even here. Great wingbeats shook the air. A voice called out across the continent, inaudible to most, but nonetheless calling clearly...for me.


      “The golden dragon...” I murmured. The dragon was on its way to see me.


      What could have possibly awakened a true dragon? I had absolutely no idea, but there was really only one possibility. Whatever had happened, it threatened to be the end of the world.


      However, the golden dragon wasn’t immediately laying waste to the world. He was coming to see me first. In other words, there was still hope of stopping the End from coming. According to Heero, the End brought about by an increase in the distorting power, necessitating the destruction of the world and its entire population of monsters—in other words, the true need for the End to come again—was still a long way off. It was possible that I could put it off this time by talking things through with the dragon like before.


      However, the fact that he was already awake meant stopping him might only be possible with force. As the strongest of the ancient races, there was absolutely no way I could beat a true dragon. However, if I gave everything I had, I might be able to deliver a few injuries in exchange for my life.


      As a high elf, once my body expired, I would become an immortal spirit of nature. Compared to others, death was not such a somber affair for me. Of course, the idea of dying was still scary, and I didn’t even want to think of the possibility of losing the life I had now. But there was no way of knowing what effect a dragon’s flames would have on my soul that had yet to mature into a spirit of nature. After all, even the gods—born directly from the Creator’s hand, even if they weren’t technically one of the ancient races—feared the dragons.


      Something deep in my chest had grown cold, enough to send shivers through me. But no matter how scared I was, there was no way I could stand by and watch the world and the people I loved be reduced to ash. No matter how scared I was, no matter how I trembled, there was still something I could do, still something I should do.


      I wasted no time in getting myself together and borrowing a small ship to head out to sea. Confronting the golden dragon within Saurotay would be too dangerous. Of course, if it did turn into a fight, this much distance wouldn’t make a difference. This was a dragon capable of incinerating the entire continent, if not the world. Just the side effects of our battle would probably wipe Saurotay off the map.


      So unfortunately, I was not getting away from the city to protect it, but rather to go somewhere it would be easier to fight. If I wanted to draw on the power of the spirits as much as possible, it would be easier to do so over the open ocean than in the middle of a city. Though there were no fire or earth spirits here, I would be able to draw a great deal of power out of the strong water and wind spirits that inhabited it. With the entire ocean backing me, surely I could hurt even a true dragon.


      I just hoped that conjecture wasn’t entirely wishful thinking.




      At long last, I saw the enormous dragon approaching from the east.


      He was much larger than he had been when I saw him underground in the Ancient Gold Empire, but the aura about him was exactly the same. There was no doubt in my mind that this was a true dragon, the friend I had spent seven years speaking with every day.


      It seemed he had already noticed me...well, of course he did, since he had flown all the way here specifically looking for me. I waited for him as he descended, though his size made it hard to tell exactly how far away he was. The wind from his wingbeats churned the sea below us. My boat would have capsized instantly without the wind and water spirits protecting it.


      But, yeah, this was more fitting. Though I still felt like I was on the verge of openly trembling, now that he was right in front of me, I could steel myself and be ready to fight back if needed.


      “Long time no see, golden dragon,” I called out, greeting him before he could say anything. Luckily there was no tremor in my voice. It seemed I could be pretty brave when the situation called for it.




      “From my perspective, it feels as though we last spoke only yesterday. But if it has been a long time for you, I am sure that is the case, friend.”




      The dragon’s voice was gentle and calm, just as I remembered it. But I knew full well that if he decided it was time to carry out his duty, he could maintain that gentle demeanor even as he burned the world to ash. He was truly kind, but when it came to protecting this world, he wouldn’t let emotion stand in his way.




      “Friend, though it has felt like no time has passed since our last meeting, I must ask you nonetheless. Is this world still a wonderful place? Is it still a place of value?”




      So our last meeting had changed from “just the day before” to “no time having passed at all,” had it? I supposed for a true dragon, the eighty years that had passed since our last meeting were nothing.


      So if it felt to him like no time had passed at all, what was so pressing that he needed to come all the way here to ask me that? Even if I didn’t understand what made the question necessary, the answer was easy enough.


      “Of course. This world is still very precious to me. I’m out here because if you were thinking of burning it down, I would have to try and stop you.”


      The sea began to churn again, but not from the wing beats of the dragon. This time it was the spirits, responding to the unrest in my heart, growing steadily more belligerent. As always, the spirits in the sea were quite daring. Many people thought of water spirits as being kind and gentle, but they possessed incredible destructive power. Water was responsible for great disasters like tidal waves and floods, after all.


      However, I couldn’t let myself be carried away by those aggressive tendencies. If I tried too hard to suppress the fear I was feeling, I could end up drawing out the opposite emotion. If those exultant feelings were mixed with the aggressive tendencies of the water spirits, they could easily sweep me along without my realizing it, driving me into a state of panic. Though that was a bit better than cowering in terror, there was no way I could stand against a true dragon in a state like that.


      I still had control over myself. I needed to remain calm, willing to fight, but not overwhelmed by strong emotion as I faced the golden dragon.




      “You would fight a true dragon? Do you understand what that would mean for you, friend?”




      The dragon’s gentle question was far more intimidating than any kind of violent threat. But nothing he said would change my mind. Win had finally managed to bring an end to the war in the West. Airena was even now heading to the West to help the elves there return to their ordinary lives. Oswald was nearing the end of his life, but he would come to that end surrounded by children and grandchildren.


      The system of the End was no doubt necessary to protect the world. It was a decision reached by all of the ancient races coming together. I had no objection to it in principle. There was no way they would have made that choice if there had been another way.


      But even so, as long as I was still a high elf, as long as I had people I loved here, I wouldn’t let the world be destroyed. That might have been no more than greed on my part, but I wouldn’t budge. I was just a damned elf after all. My personal feelings meant more to me than the logic of the ancient races.


      “Of course,” I replied, eyes locked on his, ready to fight back with everything I had if fire came for me at that moment.


      But rather than fire, the dragon bowed his head.




      “Very well. Then I shall act in aid of your will. As the golden dragon of the north, I shall deny the request of the ebon dragon of the south. The continent under my protection has not reached its End. There is no need for me to destroy the world my friend loves so.”




      He nodded.


      Ah. It seemed the circumstances drawing the golden dragon from his slumber were a bit more complicated than I had expected.


      ◇◇◇


      According to the golden dragon’s story, he had been awakened at the request of the ebon dragon, the true dragon inhabiting the continent to the south. Apparently the human empire that had conquered the continent had killed a great number of high elves. One of the surviving high elves had awakened the ebon dragon to burn the southern continent to the ground.


      But that wasn’t where the story ended.


      “In the past, the demons were exterminated because of the harm they caused to the high elves. As such, I believe humans should be exterminated in the same way.”


      So the high elf in question had decided. I imagined that this high elf had spoken with the ebon dragon and so learned about the system of the End.


      I couldn’t tell just from the dragon’s story whether that demand had come from a desire for revenge, or if the high elf actually believed humanity to be a great threat. But in any case, the ebon dragon seemed to agree, and so had contacted the golden dragon and the giants. It requested the giants dispose of the humans that they were protecting above the clouds, and that the golden dragon initiate the End in the northern continent.


      However, the giants objected to the ebon dragon’s request. There was one anomaly they just couldn’t get past, one that I was sure anyone who heard this story would immediately catch.


      How on earth had humans managed to harm high elves, and in great numbers no less? Watching both the north and south from their place in the clouds, the giants knew the answer to that. So the giants pointed out the error in the dragon’s request, or perhaps more accurately the high elf’s request.


      While it was true that the empire that ruled the southern continent was mostly made up of humans, it wasn’t ruled by one. The emperor of this human empire was none other than another high elf who had left the sacred ground of his home behind, one with memories of a past life like I had.


      That reminded me of my visit to the giants.


      “A high elf leaving the forest casts unbelievable ripples across the surface of the world. We all take a great interest in watching those stories play out. Thus, we’ve been watching your journeys from the very beginning.”


      The giants said our journeys.


      I had been confused about that back then, since I didn’t know of any other high elves who had left the Forest Depths, but now I knew he must have been referring to one from the southern continent. I had no doubt that they were paying closer attention to him than they had been to me.


      Using his power and long lifespan to take control of a human kingdom, he named himself emperor and expanded his influence, arming his military with shrapnel-laden explosives, guns, and cannons. Their incredible military strength allowed them to conquer the continent with ease. It also might have explained why they had cut off all trade with foreign nations. They hadn’t wanted their firearms technology to leak to the outside world.


      In that case, it was quite likely the emperor was planning on eventually attacking the northern continent. Or maybe in his madness, he never cared to leave the southern continent. In any case, he had decided to bring the power of his empire to bear against the sacred ground he came from. I could only imagine what conflict had existed between the emperor and the high elves of his home, but the emperor won in the end.


      In short, the giants claimed that it had actually been a war between high elves. To be honest, I agreed with them. Even with guns and cannons, humans wouldn’t be able to seriously harm high elves on their own if those high elves acted with any sort of caution. I was pretty confident I could face a human army armed with firearms on my own. The high elves had lost their war because they had looked down on their enemy for being humans, but also because those humans had been led by a high elf.


      For example, if the high elves asked the spirits to protect them from the guns of the humans, the emperor could ask the spirits to not get involved. Though this was all wild conjecture on my part, I doubted it was far from the truth. That was likely the cause of so many casualties among the high elves. I imagined they had never expected themselves to be injured at all.


      The ones I really felt bad for in this case were the spirits. While they were confused by the request to not get involved, huge numbers of high elves were dying right in front of them.


      Did the emperor really hate this world that much? He had been incinerated by the very flames he’d ultimately caused, but apparently never ascended to spirithood. Perhaps that had been his goal from the start. Hating the idea of being bound to this world for eternity, perhaps he brought about such violence in the hope of waking the dragons, the only ones who could threaten the immortality of his soul. But I still had no idea how he came to learn of the dragons or the End.




      Though the giants refused the ebon dragon’s request, the ultimate fate of the humans under their protection fell to the golden dragon. If the golden dragon agreed with the ebon dragon, the giants alone would have no hope of protecting them. If the guardians of the world both rejected the humans, there would be no place in the world they could return to. However, the golden dragon refused the ebon dragon’s request after hearing my answer. Though really, I suspected it was a conclusion he had already come to beforehand.


      But the story still wasn’t over. The ebon dragon’s objective—or rather, the objective of the high elf who awakened him—was still to wipe out humanity. Would they give up just because their request had been refused? This high elf had already succeeded in getting the ebon dragon to destroy the southern continent. With such power at their fingertips, there was a real possibility of them taking drastic measures.


      It seemed the golden dragon foresaw the same possibility, which was why he offered to help me. In other words, we had all but declared war on the ebon dragon and the high elf riding it here.


      ◇◇◇


      I was riding on the golden dragon’s back, heading south. We obviously couldn’t afford to fight the ebon dragon anywhere near the northern continent itself. Though really, if two true dragons fought each other without holding back, never mind the continent, the whole world would likely be destroyed.


      However, the dragons’ role was to protect this world. I couldn’t imagine they’d go far enough that they would risk destroying it. Even if the ebon dragon was intent on destroying the northern continent, I was still confident in that assertion.


      So in order to prevent putting the world at risk, the real fight would likely be between me and the other high elf. The high elf who saw their comrades cut down around them, awakened the ebon dragon, and brought about the destruction of the entire southern continent. I couldn’t underestimate them, knowing the battles they had already come through.


      But even so, the thought of fighting another high elf was downright relaxing compared to the thought of fighting a true dragon. No matter how experienced they were, I was sure it was at least possible for me to do more than just injure them slightly.


      On that note, I was quite glad that Airena was out on business while all of this was happening. If she had been around, she definitely would have demanded that I take her with me, but making an elf fight a high elf was just cruel. I had no doubt she would still take my side, but it would doubtlessly hurt her. Dealing with a high elf who had overstepped their bounds was best done by myself.


      “Just to be sure, the other true dragons aren’t going to intervene, are they?” I asked the golden dragon about my greatest fear.


      Back during my stay in the Ancient Gold Empire, the golden dragon had told me there were four true dragons in all. If the other two decided to get involved, all of our plans would be for nothing.




      “Of course not, friend. The northern continent is under my protection. Defending it falls well within my role. The other two dragons will not be hostile to us.”




      But the golden dragon guaranteed me that wouldn’t be an issue. That was a relief. If the other dragons weren’t getting involved, all I had to do was deal with the ebon dragon and the high elf who had awakened it. As I sighed in relief, the dragon under me spoke again.




      “Even so, friend, please do not think ill of the ebon dragon either. He is only carrying out what he sees as his duty in the extermination of humanity. It is a fact that the humans were killing high elves on the southern continent.”




      Basically “don’t hold a grudge against the guy we’re about to fight.”




      “Had the two of us not met, I might have acceded to the ebon dragon’s request and burned the northern continent. That is the kind of creature we are. If you come to hate the ebon dragon, you will have to hate all four of us.”




      The true dragons felt it was their role to burn the world down, and so to that end were planning to wipe out humanity.


      I see. I couldn’t help but smile at that. There was no way I’d hate them for that. Of course, if they tried it, I would fight back, however futile that would be. But that wasn’t because I hated them or thought they were evil. I understood that they were doing what they could to protect the world in the best way they knew how. I just loved the world enough that I would do everything I could to protect it too.


      The worst I thought of the dragons was that riding on one wasn’t nearly as comfortable as riding on Heero’s back. Every time he flapped his wings, the muscles on his back rippled, shaking me. I could still feel the wind so I was okay, but without that, I would be dealing with motion sickness way worse than riding in a carriage. Of course, I would never bring that up with the golden dragon, not after he had agreed to be my ally and take me south like this. In short, this was the extent of my complaints against them.


      “Don’t worry, as much as I love you for coming all the way here to help me, that doesn’t mean I hate the ebon dragon for standing against us. We just have differing perspectives right now.”


      I would really like to get a chance to sit down and talk with the ebon dragon someday, and the other two true dragons for that matter. This clearly wasn’t the time for that, but I had every intention of winning this fight and surviving, so I might have the chance in the future.


      But there was one more question nagging at me.


      “Actually, there was one more thing I wanted to ask. Maybe it’s weird coming from me, but why do you feel like you need to wipe out races that kill high elves?”


      Long ago, the End had been brought about because of the demons, and this time it was because of a human empire that had invented firearms. As dangerous as those were, if the high elves were careful or really put their mind to fighting and training themselves, they could certainly deal with these enemies on their own.


      It made sense to some extent that the spirits would care so much about the high elves, but why did the giants, phoenixes, and dragons? I couldn’t help but be confused by that. If we wanted to, we had more than enough power to protect ourselves. Really, we had way more power than we needed. If we prepared thoroughly for battle, neither demons nor humans with guns stood any chance against us.


      I had never fought a demon personally, but from what I had learned from the giants, they weren’t even as powerful as the mystics. I didn’t feel like there was much need for the dragons to get involved. I was happy that the other ancient races liked us, but it felt like they were doting on us too much.


      The dragon smirked in response. I couldn’t see his face from atop his back, and I doubted I’d understand a dragon’s expressions anyway, but I could still somehow feel his smile.




      “I agree with you, friend. However, it could be said that the high elves are the leading actors of this world. In that sense, their destruction is the same as the world’s destruction.”




      That response didn’t sit well with me. According to him, the high elves were the sole creations who had been given limited physical bodies that allowed them to have lives beyond a specific role in the world. In other words, we were the only people the Creator had fashioned himself.


      To take that logic to its extreme, one could say that as long as there were still high elves and spirits, the world would continue developing in the way the Creator wished. The giants recorded everything, the phoenixes offered transport, and the dragons offered protection, but the world wouldn’t stop if any of them ceased to exist. But with the high elves gone, the spirits would lose their guiding force, and the world would stop changing. That wasn’t just about high elves giving the spirits orders. It would also mean no more spirits would be born that had experience living as mortals.


      Of course, that wouldn’t be an imminent apocalypse, as there were more sources of spirits than just the deaths of high elves. But there would be no more change. The spirits would do no more than circulate nature’s power, gradually losing all sense of self. The spirits were immortal, but if they lost the will to react to the world around them, they’d be no more than a well of untapped power. If all the spirits became like that, the world would likely return to its previous state as untamed chaos.


      To give a simple example on a much smaller scale, boiling water would eventually grow cold if its source of heat was taken away. In that example, the boiling water was our world, the heat was stimulation of the spirits, and the cold water would be the primordial chaos from which our world was fashioned.




      “That is how we feel. Thus, the weak, fragile high elves still in their material bodies are that much more dear to us, that much more deserving of protection,”




      The golden dragon spat nonsense. Okay, it was a telepathic message, so he wasn’t actually spitting anything, but it really was nonsense.


      The world he was speaking of was one that had passed away long, long ago. The high elves weren’t the only ones providing stimulation for the spirits now. It might have seemed like a poor imitation from the golden dragon’s perspective, but elves were also capable of speaking with the spirits. It was quite a long time ago, but Airena had once confronted a water spirit that referred to her as a “beloved child.” There was a girl raised in the grasslands of the Far East who was so loved by the wind spirits that they had come begging me to protect her. The spirits of flame that were treated with respect in the forges of blacksmiths all over the world would occasionally lend their strength to help those blacksmiths with their work. The spirits of the earth took such a liking to sculptures carved by human hands that they decided to inhabit them permanently.


      Not everything was for the better, of course. Pollution from mining had driven one water spirit into a rage. The cloak of fog created by the demons over the Mountains of Mist seemed to sap the energy from the wind spirits. But whether for good or ill, the people who filled this world had a huge influence on the spirits. Even if the high elves were wiped out, there was no way the world would return to its primordial state.


      I knew that, but I had also spent seven years explaining it to the golden dragon. Perhaps he was just reciting what the ancient races as a whole thought rather than his expressing own personal feelings. But even in that case, their understanding of the world was so outdated it was practically nonsense. No doubt he understood I would feel that way, judging by his wry smile earlier.


      The high elves wouldn’t be wiped out so easily, and our world was not as fragile as they all believed. But as the ones tasked with burning that world down, perhaps the dragons felt differently.


      “A lot has happened since we last talked. Once we’re done with this incident, I’ll tell you all about it.”
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