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      Chapter 49: The High Priestess


      “My condolences for the recent crisis. It is evident that we, too, should have kept a closer eye on the actions of the Empire. Such ugly conflict between us allied nations of the continent must never again be allowed to happen. Henceforth, let us both move forward with due vigilance.”


      Such courteous words had come from a white-robed woman with a dignified voice and the gravitas that so often came with unique status. Her beauty seemed to contradict her age, and a multitude of precious stones glittered on her clothes.


      The woman had just completed her inspection of the ruined capital, accompanied by several of her escort, and was now seated on a plain wooden chair in an improvised parlor, erected upon the remains of what had previously been part of the royal castle. Not even a month had passed since the Magic Empire’s attack. Hence, when the Kingdom’s neighbor, the Holy Theocracy of Mithra, had suddenly asked to express their sympathies, King Clays had needed to rely on makeshift facilities to receive his distinguished guest.


      “You have my deepest gratitude for the Theocracy’s assistance with our recovery effort, High Priestess Astirra,” the king replied, “to say nothing of your unexpected kindness in visiting us personally. In my capacity as the sovereign of the Kingdom of Clays, I thank you from the bottom of my heart. Your presence has inspirited my entire citizenry, not just the adherents to the Church of Mithra among them.”


      The high priestess’s features, beautiful as a carved sculpture, affected a gentle smile. “Your gratitude is unnecessary, King Clays. Long have our countries shared a bond. As neighbors, our aid is but a matter of course.”


      “I am glad to hear that. As you have seen, we are in no shape to repay you anytime soon. Though, should the day come when the Theocracy requires our support, I swear to you that the Kingdom will be there.”


      “Your words alone are plenty. It is my hope that we can continue to maintain our harmonious relations far into the future.”


      “I couldn’t agree more.”


      The king and the high priestess exchanged cordial smiles. To an uninformed observer, their exchange would have seemed to be a casual conversation between two close friends...but the atmosphere in the room was somewhat tense. As the reigning figure of the Holy Theocracy of Mithra and its continent-spanning Church of Mithra, the high priestess had de facto authority over the religion’s many followers. And now that her long-standing competitor, the Magic Empire, had lost so much of its influence, she was the most powerful person on the continent.


      King Clays quietly examined the high priestess from where he was sitting opposite her. She likely understood the meaning behind his gaze, but she inclined her head to one side and gave him an innocent look.


      “Is something amiss, King Clays? Is there something on my face?”


      “No, I was simply thinking that, no matter how much time passes, you always look the picture of youth.”


      Despite having long since passed her second century, High Priestess Astirra still retained the graceful features of her youth. King Clays could say in all conscience that she hadn’t changed in the slightest since his own younger days. Her beauty made her seem like a character of myth—and, at that thought, the king began to contemplate. According to legend, the elves were a race that lived much longer lives than humans. High Priestess Astirra’s life span was said to be the result of their blood running through her veins, but King Clays was equally as inclined to believe that she had turned into some manner of monster.


      The high priestess chuckled. “You scoundrel. I shall interpret that as flattery.”


      “I was speaking sincerely. By my estimate, your beauty is going to last forever. Elvish blood is a truly wondrous thing.”


      On the surface, their conversation was as tranquil as could be. After the Magic Empire’s attack, the Kingdom of Clays had received generous financial and material aid from Mithra, and reconstruction efforts were proceeding smoothly. In these regards, the king truly was grateful to the high priestess. How could he not be, when she had been so quick to support the rebuilding of the royal capital?


      At the same time, however, King Clays was treating his old neighbor with the utmost caution; a mountain of evidence uncovered during the Empire’s attack seemed to implicate the Holy Theocracy. The high priestess was not an easy individual to unmask, though, and the king was entirely outclassed when it came to plotting and scheming. Knowing this, he decided to cut straight to the heart of the issue.


      “Incidentally, there is a matter I’m somewhat concerned about. It would appear that a surprisingly large number of Demons’ Hearts—an invaluable product of the Theocracy—were used by the Empire during its attack. Do you have any idea of how this came to be?”


      The tension in the air was immediately apparent to everybody in the room.


      “In all likelihood, they were stolen from us,” the high priestess calmly replied, still wearing an amiable smile. “Because of their value, we strictly regulate the external transport and export of our Demons’ Hearts, but I believe we have suffered several domestic thefts. Those must have been the ones the Empire utilized. It is quite regrettable.”


      That was the exact answer the king had expected: “They were stolen and nothing more.” In which case, he would give the exact response he had prepared.


      “Stolen? I see. For the Theocracy, that must have been a crisis in its own right. It would appear that the Empire targeted us both for our vital resources.”


      “Indeed. A crisis for us both.”


      The king and the high priestess both chuckled. It was a hollow gesture, devoid of warmth or anything that could be described as human emotion. Their gentle smiles failed to reach their eyes—a testament to the fact that they were naught but masks—and the laughter that echoed through the room was noticeably dry. The tension could have been cut with a knife.


      High Priestess Astirra held the highest position of authority over a religion that was followed in dozens of countries. She was also a sacred figure herself, closest and second only to Holy Mithra, the object of the Church of Mithra’s worship. That the blood of the legendary elves coursed through her only strengthened this reputation; half-elves were said to be sacred by nature, wielders of unique powers who stood closest to the gods.


      King Clays did not share this opinion of the high priestess; he knew that common knowledge, no matter how widely disseminated, often paled in comparison to firsthand experience. In his eyes, the woman before him was a monster, untrustworthy under any circumstance, who had turned the political world of the continent into her den. She was a sly, cunning fox who had skulked about for over two centuries—an unknown something in the shape of a person, far more terrifying than any flesh and blood monster could ever be. Those who believed in the surface demeanor she presented would only suffer for it. How many betrayals had she orchestrated in her time, hiding her true intentions all the while?


      Extracting the truth from the high priestess was like trying to grasp mist, and any attempts to peer into her heart would reveal only an impenetrable darkness. Each time the king encountered her, he felt as though he were confronting a monster from the Abyss, deep within the Dungeon of the Lost.


      “Ah, I meant to say—I recently caught wind of a rumor.” The high priestess cast an icy look at the king as though she could see into his thoughts, and smiled thinly. “Apparently, the Kingdom has accepted a demonfolk into its citizenry. Is this true?”


      A shiver ran through the room, and an unusual pressure took hold of all those present. Still, the king kept his smile from faltering and offered a calm response.


      “Ho. So word reached you after all. I would expect no less from someone with so many ears across the continent. It is the truth, of course. Due to certain circumstances, the Kingdom has taken temporary guardianship of a demonfolk boy. Is there an issue with that?”


      The false smile affixed to the high priestess’s face grew strained. Evidently, the king had struck a nerve.


      “‘Is there an issue?’” she repeated, her tone now frigid. Her every word was laced with what might have been killing intent, and it blanketed the room. “You make it sound trivial, King Clays. And guardianship, of all things? I would advise you to choose your words more carefully. You speak as though it is a person and not some wicked being that brings harm upon the world. Would you not describe your actions as an infringement of the Demonfolk Vigilance Clause of the treaty between our countries? It would be wise of you to reconsider and turn the creature over to us at once. They are enemies to humanity—an opinion shared by every treaty signatory on the continent. Or do you mean to disagree?”


      The high priestess took an aloof and overpowering tone, but the king remained motionless, gazing fixedly at her face. “The treaty is not enforceable to that extent. It was drafted in a manner that respected the individual will of each country that signed it.”


      “Yet a promise is a promise. No good will come of ignoring an international agreement. In the first place, the member countries of the Hearth Continent Military Alliance are bound by obligation to extradite demonfolk to the Theocracy immediately upon discovery. Surely you are aware of this?”


      “I do remember that, now that you mention it. Unfortunately, the Kingdom is not currently a member of the Alliance. If memory serves...the Theocracy—among others—opposed our entry.”


      The high priestess laughed as if to say that she’d forgotten that fact. “Please pardon my discourtesy. Shall I write you a letter of recommendation now, then? Membership will come with great benefits. You won’t need your soldiers to waste their strength exterminating monsters, for one.”


      King Clays forced a chuckle and said, “I’m much obliged for your thoughtfulness. I’ll take the offer into consideration.”


      In response, High Priestess Astirra chuckled as well. “And in doing so, you’ll slip away again, won’t you? That’s not very decent of you.”


      The two rulers smiled at one another. Their conversation seemed peaceful enough, if one dared not scratch beneath the surface.


      “Not very decent indeed,” the high priestess continued. “Such indecision is unbecoming of the venerable monarch of the Kingdom of Clays. Your predecessor was somewhat more adaptable, you know.”


      “Should we have sufficient reason to join, we will consider it. Though you seem dissatisfied, the fact remains that you have no cause to interfere with how the Kingdom treats its demonfolk...no matter how much the Theocracy hopes to monopolize Demons’ Hearts.”


      High Priestess Astirra’s cheek twitched. From a distance, one could see no great disturbance in her composure, but an intense whirlpool of emotions raged beneath her beautiful, affable mask.


      “King Clays...is that some form of jest?” The high priestess’s tone was now ominous, and everyone in attendance felt an abnormal pressure that threatened to crush their lungs. It was as though all the world’s darkness had been gathered and condensed into one place. “You mean to imply that the Theocracy wants demonfolk? Pray tell, whatever do you mean? And, ‘monopolize’? I’m afraid that I don’t understand you. Our method of producing Demons’ Hearts is a national secret of the highest order. Depending on how matters proceed...”


      The high priestess spoke as though she were blind to the others in the room, all of whom had frozen in place. King Clays decided to pick up where she had trailed off, at risk of appearing to be interrupting her.


      “Depending on how matters proceed, that method may end up circulated in writing. If we are nudged too hard, we may be forced to reveal information that we, too, would prefer to keep hidden. Of course, I would rather settle this amicably. I’m sure you understand.”


      At last, the high priestess’s true feelings began to seep through her facade, like a crack marring a fine work of art. “And who would ever believe such spurious fiction?” Her appearance was darkness itself and her low, bleak voice like an evisceration to all those who heard it.


      High Priestess Astirra still wore a smile, but it offered no warmth or amusement—merely a glimpse into a dark, unending abyss. Then, she appeared to laugh, though she made no sound.


      “Do you speak your nonsense knowing what it would mean?” she continued. “It would not be wise of you, King Clays. Not at all. In his arrogance, the man upon the Kingdom’s throne would point his blade at our church? If you do not revise your stance soon, you may end up facing divine retribution, much like that nation of fools who made enemies of us in the past.”


      The dark clouds swirling about the room had already become a storm of murderous intent, but the king’s smile did not waver. “Hah. I assure you, nobody is thinking of directly opposing the Theocracy’s authority. We are currently cooperating with you as much as we are able, and we plan to continue doing so. I am simply expressing my concerns that the Theocracy would impose its circumstances on us. Our kingdom takes pride in having maintained its independence since it was founded, brooking no interference from other countries. If you are gracious enough to respect that, then we shall not rock the boat. That is all that I wished to convey. Our countries have been on good terms for a long time. Surely we can reach an understanding.”


      “I see. Respect, is it? Respect... That is an interesting word you’ve chosen.”


      The anger emanating from the high priestess seemed to subside in an instant. The dark clouds had disappeared, returning the room to its former harmony. Or at least, that was how it appeared to those only observing the pair’s expressions.


      “Very well,” the high priestess said. “Just this once, I shall make an exception and turn a blind eye to the Kingdom’s minor wrongdoing. In recognition of the bond between our countries. We must respect each other, must we not, King Clays?” She smiled again, her newfound warmth and sweetness in stark contrast to her previous demeanor. The pressure blanketing the room vanished as though it had been merely an illusion.


      “I am thankful for your understanding,” the king said. “There is nothing so reassuring as having a reasonable neighbor.”


      “Indeed. Our ties have endured for so long. That they should be somewhat malleable is to be expected.”


      As always, the king was impressed; the high priestess seemed to be an entirely different person from before. How could she speak of mutual respect without a hint of shame, all the while wearing such an obvious mask? That aside, something about her wording had him feeling apprehensive.


      “As such,” she continued, “though I hesitate to call it compensation...I do have a request to make of you. Would you be willing to hear it? Compared to the matter we just discussed, it really is quite small.”


      “A...request, you say?” The king knew all too well that her gentle expression and mild, roundabout phrasing foreshadowed something of the worst nature. “A request. That is a rare word, coming from you.”


      There was something beneath the word that made King Clays stiffen and a chill run down his spine. The high priestess smiled upon seeing this. She looked amused, as though she were toying with a small child. Her serene expression only deepened the king’s unease.


      “There’s no need to be so wary,” she said. “After all, this is a personal matter.”


      “Personal...?”


      “Indeed. Though it embarrasses me to say this, my son has been feeling a touch lonely as of late.”


      “Your son... Holy Prince Tirrence?”


      “Yes. He tells me he would love to meet with your daughter again. I was wondering if you could grant his wish.”


      Holy Prince Tirrence, also known as the Divine Heir, was High Priestess Astirra’s successor. Half-elves, descended from the long-lived elves, were a people who seldom bore children, and the high priestess had only recently been blessed with a son. Tirrence would be around Lynneburg’s age or thereabouts.


      “The princess?” the king asked. “I understood that your son was hospitable to her when she studied abroad, but I didn’t know they were so close.”


      “Indeed, I only found out recently myself. I was surprised too. My son has been quite charmed by Princess Lynneburg. In fact, it would appear that he’s smitten with her, to the point that he felt his ‘yearning heart would burst from its cage.’ That is why he so dearly wishes to meet her at his coming-of-age celebration.”


      The high priestess spoke of her son’s emotions without the slightest hesitation, but that did nothing to disguise the stench of deception. The king could tell that she was lying but not how much, so he kept his response deliberately vague.


      “Ah, he’s come of age? Time certainly does fly. A matter worth celebrating indeed. Our kingdom will send him its blessings, of course, but—though it might be improper of me to say this—whether the princess responds to his feelings is...another matter. That is for her to decide.”


      The king’s unfamiliarity with the love affairs of youth came across in his hesitant tone, and the high priestess giggled as though she’d seen something funny. “There’s nothing to worry about in that regard. I’m sure she thinks quite well of him too.”


      “More sudden revelations? What makes you so sure?”


      Reading his disturbed composure, the high priestess raised the corners of her mouth into a broad smile that seemed to crow, “Yes...just like that.” It was as though King Clays were sitting in front of a sneering monster, one who had just heard the exact question she had been waiting for. Her expression remained as cheerful as ever—an ill omen, the king thought—as she made a series of equally ominous noises that he soon recognized as words.


      “Why, the fact that they’re already betrothed.”


      Betrothed...? His daughter had never mentioned anything of the sort. This was surely another of the high priestess’s falsehoods, but, without Lynne, there was no way for him to dispute it. Perhaps she was telling the truth, and that smidgen of doubt dulled the king’s next words.


      “This is...the first I’m hearing of it.”


      King Clays hadn’t been able to muster a better response. The high priestess had him in the palm of her hand, but what was she hoping to achieve?


      After taking a moment to appreciate the confusion she had caused, High Priestess Astirra gave a seemingly satisfied nod. “Yes, it came as quite a shock to me too, but they decided it between themselves; it wouldn’t be right for us to interfere. As the older generation, it is our duty to support the secret affections of our youngers, is it not?”


      The high priestess must have sensed that the king’s thoughts were in disarray. She adopted a brazen smile and an even more amiable persona as she continued, “There’s no need to worry. I’m certain that everything will work out just fine. Should the princess choose to attend the celebrations, it would be a wonderful delight for the entire Theocracy. After all, we plan to hold the most magnificent ball for my son’s coming-of-age ceremony.”


      “A ball...?”


      “Indeed. We’ve already sent letters of invitation to the graduates and dignitaries of other countries; all that remains is your daughter’s response. Since our two countries have such a long history of good relations, I thought to keep it a surprise until the preparations were ready. I can count on you to grace me with a swift response, yes?”


      Only then did the king realize his mistake. He was far removed from most social matters, and such events were like a showcase of his shortcomings. It was obvious that the high priestess was establishing a trap of some kind. She was devising a plan to obtain a hold on the disobedient Kingdom’s weak point: the princess.


      He could refuse, of course. As the king, he could simply tell the princess not to go. However...


      “As I’m sure you know,” High Priestess Astirra said, “it would be deeply regrettable if she did not attend. Missing such an important social event would needlessly besmirch her reputation. It could affect her negatively in the future.”


      Invitations had already been sent to the graduates and dignitaries of other countries. In other words, were the high priestess to fabricate a scandal about the absent princess, it would easily reach the most influential players on the international stage. To make matters worse, it was more than just an empty threat: she could and would do such a thing. She might as well have declared her intentions out loud.


      High Priestess Astirra had placed Lynne’s future on the bargaining table. She was making it clear that she had already sealed all means of escape and created a situation wherein the king couldn’t refuse, all to get what she wanted. He had no way out.


      “Of course,” she continued, “if you are concerned about her journey to Mithra, then by all means, have her come with friends and an escort. As many as you desire. Pay no mind to lodging or board—we will gladly provide both, since everyone is so eager to see the princess in her finest gown. Oh, and...” Once again, she affected a smile. “Given the occasion, I shall invite that demonfolk child as well, as a guest. It is a rightful citizen of your kingdom, after all. Consider the invitation a sign of our heartfelt respect for your courageous nation’s valiant endeavor in that regard. It can come as your daughter’s friend; that should prevent any issues from occurring. Do give them my best regards. We are ready to give them a warm welcome.”


      “I’ll...do that,” King Clays replied. “But whether she attends is up to her.” His tone was hesitant—he knew he was utterly defeated—but the high priestess smiled as though she had expected even that.


      “I’m sure she will. Your daughter is a wise young woman, after all. I have faith that she will act in all of our best interests.”


      No sooner had the words passed the high priestess’s lips than she stood up and took her leave, her attendants in tow. She stepped onto her airship—a world-class dungeon relic in Mithra’s possession—and departed the royal capital, which was still in the midst of being rebuilt.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 50: Betrothed


      “Father. You wished to speak with me?”


      “Mmm... About that...”


      All the while wearing a reluctant expression, the king ran his daughter through his earlier exchange with the high priestess.


      “Betrothed...?” she asked. “Me? To...Holy Prince Tirrence?”


      “Yes, though it was the first I’ve heard about it. Is it true?”


      “No, this is news to me as well. What’s going on here?”


      “I see. That’s good, then. Actually... No, I suppose it’s still concerning.”


      The king was relieved to hear his daughter’s response. As he’d suspected, the high priestess’s claim had been a mere fabrication. Nonetheless, that she’d told such an easily exposable lie to begin with and then tried so brazenly to force the issue raised questions. Was she working toward a secret goal of some kind—one so important that she was even willing to sever the long-standing ties between the Kingdom and the Theocracy? If so, it was an ill portent of things to come.


      After watching her father ruminate for a while, a grim look on his face, Lynne suddenly spoke up. “Oh, you know, come to think of it...”


      “Hmm? You’ve remembered something?”


      “Yes, a rumor. Holy Prince Tirrence used to tell people that he and I were betrothed—in poor taste, might I add.”


      “A rumor...?” The unexpected word caught King Clays off guard.


      “Indeed. During my study abroad, the holy prince had plenty of girls among his followers, but he was quite enthusiastic about courting me. He often conjured up stories about our ‘betrothal,’ which likely caused this misunderstanding.”


      “I...see,” the king replied. He hadn’t heard about any of this either.


      “Rest assured, I never so much as humored the idea. In fact, when I graduated from Mithra’s Sacred Academy, I made my stance quite clear to His Holy Highness: ‘A betrothal must be agreed upon by both families, our country does not follow such customs to begin with, and, above all else, I am in no way attracted to you as a member of the opposite sex.’ After that, I assumed he would give up on me.”


      “O-Oh...” The king knew that Lynne was his daughter, but still—that was a rather bold way to dismiss the prince of a major power. Though he thought she had more or less made the right decision, based on how she had described it, it seemed very reasonable to assume that His Holy Highness might have developed a grudge.


      Then again, Lynne had only been eleven when she’d studied abroad in Mithra, and she hadn’t even spent a full year there. Surely it was all water under the bridge.


      “How will you respond to their invitation, then?” the king asked. “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to. For one thing, you’re still undergoing your trial of succession to the throne. You could use that as a pretext for refusing. We can take care of any diplomatic concerns for you, so don’t worry about that.”


      Then again, students went to Mithra’s Sacred Academy for more than just the Theocracy’s barrier techniques: it was a gathering place for the leaders of the next generation, where they learned diplomacy and social maneuvering. If the Academy’s graduates had already been invited to attend the holy prince’s birthday celebration, then it was bound to be a grand social event, bringing together the higher echelons of countries far and wide. By choosing not to join them, Lynne would risk damaging her future.


      The high priestess was being deplorably manipulative. Then again, she had always been like that.


      “So they’re planning a ball to celebrate Holy Prince Tirrence’s birthday and coming-of-age?” Lynne asked.


      “Yes,” the king confirmed. “It is being held roughly three months from now. We must be quick with your response.”


      The princess paused, no doubt considering the situation, and then said, “Very well. I’ll go. There isn’t much time, so we’d best start preparing right away.”


      “All right,” King Clays replied, slightly taken aback by her decisiveness. “But you should know—there are more than a few warning signs that concern me.”


      “Do you mean to say that you believe Mithra is conspiring against us?”


      “I wouldn’t go that far... No, never mind. I cannot deny that something is amiss.”


      His daughter had a keen intuition. But then, why wouldn’t she? Not long ago, she had been ensnared in a powerful barrier and attacked by a Minotaur from the Abyss. Recalling the events of the other day made the king feel even more uneasy. That his daughter understood the current state of affairs was perhaps a matter of course, considering that she had been the target of the assassination attempt in question.


      “To be honest,” he said, “I don’t want you near the Theocracy right now. Our circumstances are nothing like they were during the Empire’s attack, when Mithra approved your asylum. This invitation reeks, and as much as I don’t even want to consider it...should the worst come to pass, your life may be at risk.”


      The king had decided that, first and foremost, he needed to warn his daughter of the potential danger. Lynne looked entirely calm, however, as though he hadn’t said anything out of the ordinary.


      “I see,” she replied. “Still, my feelings on the matter haven’t changed. We are royalty—threats to our lives are nothing new, and it is our duty to attend such social gatherings. Would you not agree? In any case, I’d rather not give His Holy Highness free rein to once again say whatever he wants about me during my absence.”


      “Mmm... Even so...”


      King Clays was still unsure. This threat was different—everything about it seemed foreboding. The instincts he’d forged through countless brushes with death were screaming at him, wanting him to know that something truly dangerous awaited them.


      It would have been easy for the king to order his daughter not to attend the ball, but he had always taught her to make her own decisions and not merely obey the suggestions of those around her. He was also reluctant to make light of her determination.


      “Father,” Lynne said, “there’s no need to fret. I’m going to be fine. I’d be a little worried about going alone, but they won’t mind me bringing a few others to Mithra, I’m sure.”


      “As attendants, you mean? No, they won’t mind at all.” The high priestess had made it clear that Lynne could travel with any number of people and that lodgings and board would be provided.


      “Then everything should be fine.”


      “Actually...there’s one more problem.”


      “One more?”


      “Her Holy Highness has invited that demonfolk boy—Rolo—as well. To go as your ‘friend.’”


      Lynne blankly stared at her father for a moment, then offered a slight smile. “That should be fine too, shouldn’t it? Rolo is my friend, and while he’s sure to face many difficulties...I think he’ll be excited to attend.”


      “Just to be certain, you are aware of what it means for a demonfolk to be ‘invited’ into Mithra, aren’t you?”


      “Of course, but...on the contrary, I think it could be a good chance to show people that demonfolk aren’t as dangerous as everyone assumes. Since most of the attendees will be young and less prejudiced, it might be easier to get through to them.”


      “Perhaps, but...” Simply attending the function was going to be easier said than done.


      Upon seeing the unease on her father’s face, Lynne smiled wryly and shrugged. “In the first place, father, this friction became inevitable the moment you decided to take in Rolo. Why back out now? My brother and I have long since resolved ourselves.”


      The king thought back to the decision he’d made the other day and said, “True enough.” He had chosen to accept Noor’s request for the boy to be sheltered and treated as well as any other citizen, meaning he had personally set this chain of events into motion. Moreover, the Kingdom owed an immeasurable debt to Rolo. It needed to make good on that, which it would not do by bringing harm to him.


      Nevertheless, the king was still uncertain. He bore the mantle of rule, yet he had made a decision that was by all accounts irrational. Those in his position were supposed to prioritize the greater good—to willingly sacrifice one person when it would save ten. Instead, he had done the opposite, creating so much discord to protect a single life. It was the act of a fool.


      For a political leader, the correct choice would have been to abandon the demonfolk boy—the child of a race that had not a single ally in the entire world—to protect the citizens of the Kingdom. Even if the people had despised him for it, those in his position were supposed to defend the peace until their dying breath.


      But for King Clays, that hadn’t been an option. He’d been inspired by an absurd man who seemed capable of anything and who had guided him to a profound realization.


      What good am I as king if I can’t even protect one little boy?


      That thought, though juvenile and completely illogical, had struck a chord deep within him, and now he was foisting the consequences onto these children. Worst of all, they were accepting the burden. The king realized that, while he had been treating his daughter like a child this entire time, she was already so much more of an adult than he was.


      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve ended up dumping my troubles on Rolo’s and your shoulders. I’ll have Ines be your escort.”


      “All right,” Lynne replied. “Speaking of which, there’s one more person whom I’d like to accompany us.”


      “Do you mean who I think you mean?”


      “Naturally. I’ll go ask him right away.”


      No sooner had the words passed her lips than Lynne happily made her departure, not even staying long enough to explain where she was going. Of course, it was no mystery that she had gone to find Noor.


      “Well,” the king mused aloud, “assuming he agrees, that’ll give me more than a little peace of mind.” The man to whom he’d entrusted the Black Blade was strong, to say the least. There was something about him that made it seem as though he could overcome any danger he faced.


      For all that, the king still couldn’t shake his ill premonition. The high priestess had said that, to ease his concerns, he could send as many people as he desired.


      “They say to let your children go on adventures, but...this one truly has me worried.”


      From the window of his makeshift office, King Clays gazed out over the city. The reconstruction effort had only just begun.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 51: Noor the Pile Driver


      “Morning, Foreman.”


      “Noor! Here bright and early again, huh? You’re a real lifesaver.”


      The reconstruction of the capital was still in its early stages. Houses had been destroyed in the hundreds during the Empire’s invasion, and much of the ground was upturned or covered with gashes. I’d even heard that the royal castle, which had once stood proudly in the middle of the city, had been completely obliterated. Many of the citizens were now homeless and without work; it wouldn’t be easy to restore the peace we’d once enjoyed.


      Despite the situation, however, things hadn’t actually changed that much for me. I still carried on with my usual work, even drain cleaning. The rubble thrown around during the attack had ended up all over the place, and it had been a tremendous ordeal trying to clear it, but the city’s gutters were now mostly back to normal.


      My daily schedule consisted of drain cleaning in the early hours of the morning when nobody else was awake, heading to one of the city’s construction sites afterward, then doing my usual training routine after work.


      “You’re as early as always too,” I said.


      “’Course I am. As the foreman, I’ve gotta be the first one here. Sets the right example, y’know? And since a certain someone has been gettin’ here at the crack of dawn, I need to drag myself outta bed even earlier. Feels like I might fall asleep on my feet.”


      “I guess that’s my bad, huh? Should I start showing up a bit later?”


      “Huh? I’m praisin’ ya, blockhead. We’ve still got a mountain of work to do here—and with the city in its current state, what kinda foreman wouldn’t bend over backward to have a guy who shows up earlier than everyone else and works his fingers to the bone all day? Gah, damn you for makin’ me get all soppy.”


      The foreman scratched his head and laughed. Just as he’d said, there was still plenty to be done. We were setting a good pace with our construction work, at least—though we mostly had my sword to thank for that.


      Right now, one of our greatest challenges was finding shelter for all the people who had lost their homes during the attack. Erecting new houses was of the utmost importance, but first we needed to level the earth and sort out the foundations; otherwise, the buildings would all go crooked in a matter of years. As part of this process, we would drive piles into the ground at regular intervals, all the way down to the bedrock. It was grueling work, with each house needing between ten and twenty. Some larger buildings could require as many as one hundred.


      A five-man team would normally manage a couple dozen piles a day—enough for a house or two—and that was considered to be good progress. Armed with hammers, the workers would take turns striking each pile, working in perfect synchronization until it sat firmly in place. The labor was demanding and couldn’t be done any quicker...or so I’d assumed.


      On a day like any other, I’d come up with the idea to piledrive using my sword—and the result had surprised even me. With a single downward strike, each timber column sank all the way into the earth. I couldn’t do it alone, of course—I needed people on either side of the pile to hold it straight, making three of us in total—but our efficiency shot through the roof. At our fastest, each pile only took us a few seconds.


      To begin with, it had only been the three of us. We would go from one pile to the next, often having about ten houses’ worth done by the time we took our lunch break. By the end of the day, that number had gone up to thirty. This new system hadn’t given me any trouble at all; in a sense, it was like an extension of my usual sword swinging routine. I was able to drive each pile into the earth so cleanly that I actually started to enjoy myself.


      Then, after an inspection and some planning, we’d come up with our current system. Rather than having the same two workers chase after me, we placed two men at the foundations of each home, ready to hold the piles for me. Now, we were easily clearing fifty houses’ worth per day—which had put us way ahead of schedule. That was why everyone now treated me like my assistance was priceless. They all told me how grateful they were that I was doing such an exhausting task for them.


      To be honest, I didn’t find it exhausting at all; rushing from one pile to the next and slamming them all into the ground was really fun. It also gave me a chance to become more accustomed to the weight of my sword and work on the precision of my swings. By this point, I was doing it because I actively wanted to; I didn’t even need everyone to keep asking me.


      Despite how much I enjoyed the work, I’d still offered to let the others have a go—it hadn’t felt right to be hogging all the fun. But nobody else on the site could even hold my sword. No matter who tried, it would immediately slip from their hands and crash into the ground, kicking up a huge cloud of dust. It always left such a large dent in the earth and the sound was always so deafening that nobody even wanted to try anymore; they were much too nervous.


      That was how I’d ended up becoming the worksite’s resident piledriving specialist. My colleagues had even started to call me “Pile Driver.” It was on the nose, sure, but it was the first nickname I’d received since I started working as an adventurer. In a sense, it was like getting one of the titles that were always bestowed upon famous heroes—so while I was too embarrassed to use it myself, I had to admit that I was a little delighted.


      “That flat, black sword of yours,” the foreman said, eyeing the weapon slung over my shoulder. “What’s it made of, exactly? Nobody else can lift it, and it looks no worse for wear even after hammerin’ all those piles into the ground. I’ve been in this line of work for a long time, but I ain’t ever seen somethin’ so ridiculous.”


      “I don’t know, myself,” I replied. “It was a gift.”


      “Hmm... Must be a dungeon relic. They find things like that every now and then, made of materials nobody’s got a clue about. I’ve heard they can fetch a decent amount of coin at auction. Yours might be worth a lot.”


      “You’re probably right. Still, I’ve got no plans to sell it.”


      “Yeah, keep it. That sword couldn’t be in better hands.”


      “Will do. I’ve grown attached to it, anyway.”


      Before I’d realized it, I’d started taking the sword with me wherever I went. It was basically my partner. Though it didn’t look like much, it was exceedingly handy to have around, and its sturdiness impressed me the more I used it. I’d even taken a liking to its unique weight.


      My recent focus on construction work had given me less time for the training routine I’d maintained every day since I was a kid, but the sword was so heavy that I never felt like I was slacking. Just swinging it around made for a decent workout. So, while I wasn’t training for as long as I’d used to on the mountain, I could confidently declare that I was getting the same amount done.
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Characters

Noor

Lynneburg ( Lynne

HEN

Lgnneburg Clays
(Lynne)

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.

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.

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.

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

Rein Clays

Lynne's brother and the first prince of the
Kingdom of Clays. Twenty. A calm and collected
man who bears the duty 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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[ The Story So Far ]

Monsters under the control of the Magic Empire
attacked the royal capital while
Noor and his companions were away.
Then the legendary titanic Dragon of Calamity
descended upon the city!
Its fearsome destructive power threatened to bring
the Kingdom to its knees—that is,
before Noor intervened and put an end
to the behemoth's rampage.

Later, Noor, Lynne, Ines, Rolo, and other members
of the Kingdom of Clays chased after
the emperor as he retreated to the Magic Empire.
They soon found themselves in the sights
of the mighty Keraunos...but not even the ultimate
weapon could overcome Noor's [Parry].
He crash-landed into the throne room; then, amidst the
ensuing chaos, Prince Rein caught up and promptly
apprehended the emperor, bringing the war to an end at last.





