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      Prologue


      The spring clouds had passed, and the canvas that made up the sky was a cobalt blue. Summer would soon arrive in the remote village of Montt.　


      “Oh? The old lady exposed the secret recipe of a famous, century-old store.” The duke yawned as he read the newspaper. A butterfly had landed on his sinister yet inspiring golden horns, but it flapped its wings and flew away.


      Next to the duke, a large man wearing sunglasses—Father Blutgang—laughed. “Let’s see... ‘A taste popular with the royal family that you can recreate at home.’ What’s a recipe the royal family likes doing in a rural newspaper? That old woman’s intelligence gathering is scary! Gah ha ha ha!” His laughter turned to a yawn as well, as though the duke had passed it on to him.


      The murmur of the stream was comforting, and every time the gentle breeze blew over the duke’s face and down his back, it felt like a wind spirit was using him as a slide. The duke and Father Blutgang were fishing a little ways upstream from the village, with Yoto sitting between them.


      The smithy was closed for the day. The duke and Yoto didn’t have any particular plans, so when Father Blutgang showed up with his fishing rod, they decided to spend the day fishing in the river.


      Yoto pointed at the end of the fishing rod. “Master, something is pulling on the line!” The duke patted her head, then pulled the rod from his handmade fishing rod holder. The fishing rod flicked, but he couldn’t be impatient. His catch hadn’t bitten down just yet. The duke stared at the end of his rod, and the moment it started to bend, he yanked it upwards. The other end of the rod shook and fought back, a fish seemingly caught on the hook.


      “Hmm... Feels like a gold trout. All right, bring it on.” The duke stood up from the rock he was sitting on, then fixed his grip on his fishing rod. With his magic-filled eyes blazing as he ran his hand over his horns, he almost seemed like the Demon Lord.


      In reality, the duke was a greater demon—one of the most powerful among the demon race. His claws could slice through boulders, and his dragon-like tail was capable of felling trees. He could cast countless powerful spells without incantations, and if he so desired, it would be a simple feat for him to destroy an entire country.


      “Master, aren’t you going to reel it in?”


      “Don’t rush it, Yoto. When it comes to fishing, this is where the true battle begins.”


      “Oh, that’s a nice pull, Duke. Easy does it now,” said Father Blutgang.


      “Leave it to me. Fishing truly is enjoyable. I’ve been doing it for two hundred years and still haven’t gotten tired of it. I never expected to enjoy it so much.” The end of the duke’s fishing rod shook again and began to bend. He grinned as he watched it, his large tail wagging behind him. When the duke slowly pulled on his fishing rod, a golden fish jumped out of the water. It was sizable for a river fish, and even from a distance it was noticeably plump. “It’s a whopper!”


      “Careful, Duke,” Father Blutgang warned. “This area’s swarmin’ with ’em, but they’re called the ‘king of the river’ for a reason.”


      “I know, I know. Heh heh heh, I can’t get enough of this feeling.” The duke licked his lips. The vibrations coming from his fishing rod set his eyes aflame like the signs of battle. “A thin and unreliable line. The unseen beneath the water’s surface. The terrain is overwhelmingly in their favor. The only way to fight these things is feeling with your hands and watching the waves. Heh heh. Heh heh heh heh.”


      Fishing pole in hand, the duke looked as if he were holding a sword. He might well have been treating the fish as a sword fighting opponent. “So that’s how you want to play it?” The duke took a step back, leaning to the side with his rod like he was blocking an oncoming sword. With a splash, a golden fish jumped out of the river. It seemed to be trying to cut the line with its gills, but because the duke’s rod was to the side, it was unable to. The duke skillfully wielded his fishing pole, countering every move the fish made.


      “I simply love this tension. The thin line, the fragile rod. It’ll break if I get careless for even a moment and put any of my strength into it. I must refrain from using my strength, then fight with all my ingenuity. The moment I pick up the rod, my magic and the skills I’ve honed become meaningless. That’s what makes it so enjoyable!” The duke seemed to be having a good time. Had he only wanted to catch the fish, he could have simply evaporated the entire river, but it was the hassle of fishing that made it so entertaining.


      The duke spread his wings wide, entering the final stretch. His excitement was evident from the way his mana overflowed from his mouth.


      Yoto rested her chin on her hands and sighed. “Seeing Master enjoy himself makes me happy, but fishing seems really annoying.”


      “That’s what makes it so fun,” replied Father Blutgang. “The thin line and the fishing rod that’s too flimsy for him. With those hindrances, it’s like facin’ off against a foe who’s stronger than you.”


      “Except one of the rules of battle is that you should never put yourself in an unfavorable position. I’ve never understood why Master enjoys putting himself at a disadvantage.” Yoto scowled, unable to comprehend it, but Father Blutgang just laughed and patted her head.


      “Maybe you’re too young to appreciate it.”


      As they were talking, the duke’s battle with the fish had entered its climax. Thanks to his mastery over his fishing pole, the king of the river—the gold trout—was gradually slowing down. However, if the duke showed any signs of impatience, the fish was liable to rampage in a last-ditch effort to get free.


      Soon it was right under his nose, and the moment the fish’s head left the water, the duke scooped it up with his net. “Gotcha!” The flailing golden fish sparkled in the sunlight as the duke held it up. He looked more excited than ever, a big smile on his face. “It’s my victory.” Meanwhile, the look in the gold trout’s eyes seemed to say “I’ve lost. Do with me as you please.”


      “Oh, that’s a big one. You’ve gotten better at this,” said Father Blutgang.


      “Just as you taught me, Blut. Even at my age, I still have plenty to learn.”


      “Excellent job, Master. Now hand it over so I can prepare it.” A tiny bit of drool could be seen spilling from the corner of Yoto’s mouth. At some point she had set up a table behind them and already had an open fire blazing.


      The duke removed the hook and handed the fish to Yoto, who quickly trotted over to the table. Humming to herself, Yoto placed the fish on a cutting board and debated whether to salt and grill it or marinate it.


      “Seeing Yoto so happy almost makes you forget she’s the demonic sword,” said Father Blutgang.


      “She’s like a completely different person compared to how she was a thousand years ago. But that’s how it should be. The world is at peace now. I’m sure the Creator will permit even the demonic sword to be a normal girl.” The duke drew a magic circle in the air and thrust his hand inside, pulling out his pipe. While blowing a puff of smoke, he put more bait on his hook and turned to face the river once again.


      “Master, I’d like to catch enough to serve the children too, since we’re already here.”


      “Not a problem. Just sit tight.”


      “If you really want a bunch, then I guess I oughta buckle down.” Father Blutgang set aside his fishing rod, then stood and cracked his neck. Looking at Yoto rather than the river, he walked over to the table and grabbed a few metal skewers. “I’m gonna borrow these real quick.”


      “I don’t mind, but I’ll need those to grill the fish. What are you going to do with them?”


      “Wait and see.” Father Blutgang patted her head, then turned back towards the river. Staring at the water’s surface, he took a deep breath and leaped towards it. The moment his toes touched the water, he leaped once again, this time off the surface of the water itself. Leaves that were drifting down from upstream were left floating where his feet had just been, undisturbed by his movement.


      “Oh! Impressive,” said the duke.


      Despite the fact he wore sunglasses and had his shirt unbuttoned in a way unbecoming of a priest, Father Blutgang was still a former master monk. He was known as the legendary Holy Fist, a man who had killed even dragons with his bare hands. Walking on water was no doubt a simple feat for him.


      “Hup, hup, hup.” Father Blutgang moved like a water strider across the river. His skill with the technique would have amazed anyone from his old monk temple. Finally, he reached a rock a short distance away, just barely large enough for both his feet to fit on it. “Yep, there’s one. I bet all the ones our rods couldn’t reach are over here.”


      Father Blutgang grinned, raising his right foot, then lightly stomped on the rock. It made a high-pitched noise that seemed to reverberate into the river. A moment later, pillars of water erupted all around the priest, taking the fish hiding in the rocks with them. Fish of all different types, large and small, were flung into the air. “I knew they had to be here,” he mused. “Wonder if I’ve got enough skewers.”


      Fish rained down before his eyes. They fell like glistening gemstones as their scales shimmered in the sunlight. Father Blutgang took aim at a particularly large gold trout in the center and swung his arm. At first it didn’t seem like anything happened, but a blur had shot out from his hand at high speed. As the other fish fell and splashed back into the river, the gold trout alone went flying towards Yoto and the duke at the riverbank.


      One by one, gold trout landed at Yoto’s feet, each skewered lengthwise from mouth to tail. “Nice one, Father!” Yoto cheered. “You got so many!” The bountiful catch looked like they’d be delicious once they were cooked over the fire.


      “Let’s keep this between us, if you don’t mind. The guys who fish downstream get mad whenever I do this.” Laughing, Father Blutgang kicked off the water’s surface again and returned to the shore. Then he sat back down next to the duke like nothing had happened, and lit a cigar.


      “Impressive. I see your skills haven’t dulled in the least,” said the duke.


      “No, no, take a look at that, Duke. I still need improvement.” Upon closer inspection, although three of the skewers were perfectly straight, the skewer in the fourth fish was slightly crooked. That was presumably what he meant by needing improvement, but as far as the duke was concerned, the priest had already performed a superhuman feat. “This takes me back. I used to catch fish like that in the river at the foot of the mountain back when I was active. Actually, I think this river leads into that one. Doing the same thing at the same river. Kinda feels like fate.”


      “You’re talking about Mt. Eirimt, correct? This river goes on that long?”


      Father Blutgang chuckled at the duke’s words and gazed up at the sacred mountain, Sanctra Montt. “Yeah. The temple meals weren’t filling enough, so I’d sneak out with my buddies and catch fish in secret.”


      The duke smiled at the priest. Father Blutgang laughed a lot more now than when he had first come to the village. Having been friends with him since those days, the duke became emotional at the sight. His gaze was pointed up at the sharp peak of Sanctra Montt, but the duke suspected there was a different mountain reflected in his eyes. It probably reminded him of home.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 1


      The priest was surprised. His favorite pupil had grown so much.


      　Just as the sun passed directly overhead and began to fall, the duke and the others gathered up their fishing gear and started walking along the riverbank.


      “We got a big haul, didn’t we, Master?” said Yoto.


      “My apologies for making you carry it all, Blut,” the duke said.


      “Don’t worry about it. Not like I’m gonna make an old man and a cute girl carry it.” Father Blutgang was holding a basket filled to the brim with golden fish, all more than thirty or forty centimeters in length. He made it look light, but it was heavy enough that had the duke been holding it, his back would have been in trouble.


      “I’ve been wondering, is it all right for a monk to eat fish and meat?” asked the duke.


      “Sure is. Despite the name, monks are martial artists. Can’t get strong without eating any meat. We mostly fished, but we’d hunt any bears we ran into along the way too. Good times.” Hunting bears sounded impressive, but among the villagers of Montt, it was actually a pretty common story. Even the duke nodded his head, recalling a time when he had done so on the battlefield.


      “You ate bears? But they’re so cute,” said Yoto.


      “Cute?” Father Blutgang asked, stunned.


      “Yes. I see them a lot when I go to pick mushrooms in the forest. They all roll over and show their bellies when I get close.” Father Blutgang and the duke exchanged wry smiles, trying to fight the urge to tell Yoto the bears were just instinctively afraid of her. The idea of Yoto rubbing a bear’s belly was amusing, but the bears were probably fearing for their lives.


      “W-Well, with Yoto around, I don’t think we need to worry about monsters,” Father Blutgang said. The entire area had originally been under the duke’s rule back when he was part of the Demon Lord’s army. The forest between Montt Village and the sacred mountain was dense, and the deeper you went, the more dangerous the monsters grew. However, the villagers were so strong none of those monsters dared get anywhere near the village. If they did accidentally encounter a villager, they would usually immediately submit like the bears had done with Yoto.


      “Indeed. And her defensive magic is flawless. Be it bad luck or curses, it all heads for the hills when she’s around,” said the duke.


      Despite the duke’s claim that bad luck would head for the hills, trouble seemed to have found them. A voice from above them cried, “So this is where you all were! It’s an emergency!”


      A figure riding a broom floated gently down from the sky—Porion. Her slender, tanned arm reached up to stop her wide-brimmed hat from flying away, and her long legs were crossed, letting her pareo blow in the wind. She had probably posed this way on purpose to catch the duke’s attention.


      “Hey, Porion! Put on some clothes! Don’t go flying dressed like that!” Father Blutgang’s anger was understandable. The slit in her pareo was already risqué, and the feeling that more skin was barely out of view only added to it. In addition, her chest was only covered by a beautiful, gold embroidered cloth wrap, meaning it was quite inappropriate for children when viewed from below.


      As her broom descended, Porion jumped off and gently fell into the duke’s embrace. Careful not to let her hit the ground, the duke caught her in a princess carry. “Now, Porion. Don’t jump off your broom in midair.”


      “I just couldn’t help myself when I saw you, Duke.” Porion buried her face in the duke’s chest. She reached up and stroked his valuable horns, a sparkle in her eyes like gold coins.


      “What do you think you’re doing?! Get away from my master!” Yoto’s face was red with anger. Porion cast her a sideways glance, then made a show of pressing her cleavage into the duke. An ordinary man would have been stunned by her charm, but the duke was two thousand years old. He just sighed and looked helplessly into the distance. “Hey! Labyrinth Witch! That behavior is what got you run out of court!” the maid shouted.


      “Call it an irresistible force,” Porion sighed. “I simply can’t help it.”


      The vein in Yoto’s temple bulged in response to Porion’s teasing. “Get off of him already! Do you want me to fry you?!” Yoto angrily grabbed Porion’s thigh and tried to pull her off the duke. Porion twisted around and clung even closer to the duke in response, making Yoto all the more upset.


      Before things could get any worse, the duke tapped Porion on the shoulder. “That’s enough. No more teasing Yoto. Now, why did you come flying over all of a sudden? That’s pretty unusual for you.”


      “Oh, right.” Porion let go of the duke and pointed at the village. “It’s an emergency. We’ve got a visitor!”


      “A visitor? I take it you don’t mean a merchant or worshipper of the sacred mountain?”


      “No, it’s a girl. She was wearing a really tattered hood and smelled like a wild animal.”


      The duke tilted his head in thought. Putting her lackluster explanation aside, the fact that somebody had come to Montt Village was curious in and of itself. Montt was located in the far reaches of the kingdom, at the end of the main highway. It was near the border, but it was protected by the sacred mountain, so visiting from other countries was no easy feat.


      There was nothing in the village that warranted going out of your way to visit it—it was debatable if it was even worth putting on the map. At least, that’s how it seemed on a surface-level. The truth was that the village was a refuge for heroes, known by only a select few people in the kingdom. There could only be two reasons for visiting—either you had gotten lost, or somebody had told you the village’s secret.


      “Hey, Duke, doesn’t this remind you of something?” asked Father Blutgang.


      “I thought of Albrea too, but I’m sure it’s just a coincidence, Blut.” Several months earlier, a princess knight by the name of Albrea had wandered into the village. Tricked into thinking she had to exterminate an evil demon, she had pointed her sword at the duke with the enthusiasm of a mad dog. “Hmm. Well, whatever happens, happens. No getting angry this time, Yoto,” said the duke.


      “I beg your pardon, Master, but I am your sword. Whatever happens, my top priority is protecting you.”


      ★


      “Meow! The duke is back!” When the duke and the others returned to the village, the children all came flying at them. The catfolk Mill jumped and clung to his shoulders, while the kobold Naza climbed up his back onto his head.


      “Oh, hello, everyone,” said the duke.


      “Meow, meow! Duke, I’m scared!”


      “Duke, something’s weird about that girl who just arrived,” the goat-horned Nito said, grabbing the duke’s arm and hiding behind him.


      “Stand back, everyone. We’ll talk to her.” The children obeyed Yoto and backed up, anxiously peeking around the corners of shops and houses.


      “I wonder what has them so afraid?” the duke pondered.


      “They’re the children of heroes. They probably inherited their parents’ intuition,” said Father Blutgang.


      “I hope this doesn’t turn into another fight.”


      Uneasy, the duke arrived in the village square. It was located in the middle of the village, with large roads extending in all four directions and a beautiful stone belltower standing in the center. It was an impressive structure for such a remote village—one the master craftsmen among the villagers had given their all.


      But now, a crowd of people had formed in front of the belltower. There were people of all races, the most conspicuous of which was a large dwarf woman standing with her arms crossed.


      “Meikris! I brought them!” said Porion.


      “You sure took your time, potion seller. But I appreciate it,” the dwarf woman replied.


      As the duke and the others approached, the villagers moved aside to let them through, revealing an unknown figure in the center of the square—and a very suspicious one at that. Despite it being the beginning of summer, she was wearing a coat with the hood pulled down over her eyes.


      She was a little over 160 centimeters tall, and from her silhouette one could just barely make out that she was a woman. Underneath her hood, her mouth was shut tight.


      “Is this our visitor, Meikris?” the duke asked.


      “Sure is. She said a single sentence, then went quiet. I tried to take her to my tavern since her stomach growled, and this is what happened.” Meikris stuck out her stout arm, a handprint clearly visible on it.


      “She managed to fight you off?”


      “Nah, I pulled back before it became a fight. Still, I don’t know what to do. All she says is ‘Where is my teacher?’ She’s pretty strong, but I don’t get the feeling that she means any harm.”


      The duke tilted his head at the word “teacher.” “Ring any bells, anyone?” The other villagers similarly tilted their heads.


      “Couldn’t be me. I never had any students. How about you?”


      “I don’t think so... My family never even had a maid. Is it you?”


      “No, our group never had anyone like her. Isn’t she talking about you?”


      “I would recognize her if she were one of my disciples. What about you?”


      “I’ve had so many students, who even knows?”


      They all had similar reactions. As a village of legends, most of them had taught disciples at one point or another. Almost everyone could be described as a teacher, so they weren’t really getting anywhere.


      “Hmm. Could you give us any details?” the duke asked the girl.


      “Where is my teacher?” the girl responded in a clear, monotone voice. Though she had replied, it almost seemed like it was simply an automatic response to the duke’s voice.


      “Hate to break it to you, but this village is full of teachers. It’d be nice if you could give us a name.” Father Blutgang stepped forward, basket in hand, the gold trout still flopping around.


      “Oh, Father Blutgang. He seems the most like a teacher of all of us,” one of the surrounding villagers said.


      “And would you mind showin’ your face? The person you’re lookin’ for isn’t gonna recognize you like that,” said Father Blutgang.


      “That voice... Teacher?”


      Father Blutgang’s eyes went wide. “Huh? Me?”


      An aura of fighting spirit burst out from underneath the girl’s coat, prompting gasps of surprise from the duke, Yoto, and the villagers.


      “Hey, hey, hey, what are you doin’ out of the blue?” Still holding on to the basket, Father Blutgang slightly lowered his hips just as the girl sprung forward. He immediately tossed the basket into the air, the scales of the fish glittering in the sunlight. The villagers caught a few, but most of them ended up falling and flopping on the ground.


      A kick thrust forward like a spear in front of Father Blutgang. The priest took a step back to avoid it, but the girl in the coat had already crouched down and released a punch as though propelled by a spring.


      “No way!” one of the villagers cried out. “He caught that?!”


      Father Blutgang had caught the girl’s punch with his left hand.


      “Even if he’s retired, I can’t believe we’re getting to see a master monk in action.”


      “He’s the Holy Fist who ripped out a dragon’s heart. You have to see it to believe it.”


      Trembling, the villagers couldn’t believe their eyes. Even Father Blutgang was surprised himself. His opponent was so skilled he didn’t have any time to think—his body just reacted on its own. “Who the hell are you?” the priest demanded.


      The girl in the coat didn’t respond, but something felt off. Rather than simply choosing to remain silent, it seemed more like she had forgotten how to speak.


      “Master.” Yoto tugged on the duke’s sleeve.


      The duke looked down to see what she wanted, only to find her brow furrowed. “What’s wrong, Yoto?”


      “I have a bad feeling.” Rather than step forward like usual, Yoto hid behind the duke. “Something’s wrong with that girl.”


      “What? Why is Yoto... Hey, you. Did you do something?” The girl in the coat didn’t reply to Father Blutgang’s question. The look on the priest’s face grew increasingly grim, and then his aura abruptly flickered.


      It was at that moment that the girl touched Father Blutgang’s arm with her other hand. It was so automatic it seemed like she might be going for a joint lock, but she made no attempt to twist or break his arm. It was just her hand, soft and cold.


      Father Blutgang wasn’t being careless—he was simply watching for her next move. Countless techniques flashed through his head, but the force and hostility that should have preceded her next strike never came.


      Then the doubtful priest realized something. What if she completed the preparations for her technique when she touched him? Father Blutgang shivered, goose bumps appearing on his skin as he noticed the golden chakra built up in the girl’s hand. “You’ve gotta be kiddin’ me!”


      “Revolving Phoenix Palm!”


      Father Blutgang quickly backed away and took up a defensive posture as an explosion rang out.


      “Father!” Yoto shouted.


      “What was that explosion?!” said the duke. Both he and Yoto went wide-eyed with shock.


      “What the hell was that?!” said Meikris.


      “Meikris! Everyone! Are you all right?!” Porion shouted. Dust and pebbles kicked up by the blast rained down on the villagers, but Porion deployed a magic barrier over their heads like an umbrella. The falling debris bounced off the barrier and vanished. “Nobody said anything about explosion magic!”
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