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      , Stride
       is without a doubt my favourite character in the series. The story takes place straight after the end of EX 3, and is its sequel. One day it should be adapted as an EX Story. I advise everyone to also read the Translation Notes interspersed in the document because they will explain some translation decisions, and will have some interesting speculation dotted around.
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      Prologue
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The hot air of the fire burns his lungs. He can’t help but cough, cough and violently cough.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――Ugh」
    

    
      
    

    
      He searches for fresh air in order to keep breathing, shaking his head back and forth.
    

    
      
    

    
      However, the  only air available was consumed by the flames. Covering his mouth with his sleeves, trying to prevent his lungs from filling with the toxic smoke, he moved forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The city lay beyond recognition.
    

    
      
    

    
      The once vibrant streets, which had once been filled by people going about their daily lives, were now devoid of even their shadows, a symbol of the destruction which now painted their lives.
    

    
      
    

    
      Scorched roads, trees engulfed in violent flames, and collapsed buildings all wailed of the resounding sorrows of the people.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Gritting his teeth, opening his eyes against the smoke that infiltrated them, he moved forward. —Moved towards the battlefield.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Indeed, a battlefield. This place was a battlefield.
    

    
      
    

    
      Once again, he found himself in the familiar hell of a battlefield; a hell utterly submersed in blood, smoke, and death.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat submerged him, followed by the memory of his first battlefield.
    

    
      
    

    
      —On that day, he had also been submerged in heat, as his lonesome, bloodied figure strode across the battlefield.
    

    
      
    

    
      Unaware of the rhythm of the battlefield, lacking in a means of survival, they were merely pawns in a struggle of death, a struggle so brutal that it was unbearable to watch, were these helpless amateurs.
    

    
      
    

    
      To survive one’s first battle came neither from an awakening of some hidden skill, nor the triggering of human instincts of survival, nor the descent of any savior.
    

    
      Luck was all that mattered. Having better luck than the ones who perished on that battlefield.
    

    
      
    

    
      —Then, what about this time? Would it be the same way? Could luck bring survival.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「—
      tch
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      —No. Absolutely not.
    

    
      
    

    
      This time, it was different from the first battle. This was not a battlefield 
      where
       warriors could survive with luck.
    

    
      
    

    
      Furthermore, the tune his heart followed had entirely changed. Back then, he had no reason to fight; merely conformity, masked a shallow show of heroism.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no reason to fight. There was no desire to live, only a desire to not die. If his present self hadn’t changed at all, his feet would have directed him far away from all this. If he wanted to survive, he should have run.
    

    
      
    

    
      —But, that path was closed to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      His legs took him to the center of the city; the front line of this battlefield.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「—
      hk
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      A sky, torn asunder by shades of red and of destruction— a resounding roar, engulfing the city.
    

    
      
    

    
      Eclipsing the sorrowful howls of the people, burying the demolition of collapsing architecture, and dissatisfied even still, a sound which forced itself upon the world; that was the thundering cry of the Black Dragon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Trembled by the mighty roar of the Black Dragon, countless soldiers and blades fell. All that was left was pressing onward. Ceaselessly onward. Without pause. Ever onward.
    

    
      
    

    
      Because, in that godforsaken place where the Black Dragon’s fangs gnashed and claws slashed, their comrades stood.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「e̷r̸,̵ ̵h̷m̵m̷…!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Those old wounds ached. The names of beloved comrades, of cherished lovers; neither could escape the parched, broken throats.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even still, they cried on. Endlessly searching.
    

    
      
    

    
      He found his spirit rejuvenated. There, his comrades stood. There, 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon』 waited
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Black Dragon:「KRUAAAAAAAAAAAGH—!」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「
      —
      GRAAAAAAAA
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      In that
       moment, the roars of two shadows, cutting across the scorched crimson sky, collided. The wingspan of the shadow that lay ahead of him reached impossible lengths. And yet, dwarfed by that immensity, a shadowy figure darted through an opening, raining countless beams of silver upon his massive enemy. However, effortlessly, that massive shadow swerved away, countering with its deadly claws.
    

    
      
    

    
      Continuous were the sounds of metal clashing, the rain of destruction, the impact which bid tears from the heavens, the explosion of murky clouds, the birth of light itself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Overwhelming. Truly overwhelming, was this peak of swordplay, forever unparalleled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Entering that battlefield was impossible. Only those who transcended ability itself had that right, something that most people needn’t even give up on.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      —Even so, he would embark on this journey.
    

    
      
    

    
      Because 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon』
      , Wilhelm, his comrade, his dear friend, fought there.
    

    
      
    

    
      A battlefield, scorched with searing flame, a whirlpool of chaos and lament; even in that hell, the fetters of trust and camaraderie remained sound.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「…h̷n̶g̷,̸ ̴h̷u̸」
    

    
      
    

    
      I’m on my way. Setting out, right this second. Without fail, I’ll reach you.
    

    
      
    

    
      —I won’t let you fight alone. Ever.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carrying his determination and enlightenment, the young man, Grimm Fauzen, embarked on a journey through the blood stained city.
    

    
      
    

    
      That sound is a roar, the roar of the Evil Dragon Valgren with『Three Heads』
    

    
      
    

    
      Still not lost in the chaos,
      『The
       Sword Demon』Wilhelm is about to shed its blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      —The flames 
      of『The
       Subjugation of the Evil 
      Dragon』burned
       ever brighter, as if mocking the infinitesimal resistance of mankind.
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: To represent Grimm’s broken voice I am going to use “cursed text” effects as a TL choice. In your head, read them as hoarse, cracked chipped things.)
    

    
      
    

    
       
    

    
      Act One
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 1
    

    
      
    

    
      ???: 「――The report ends here.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Terminating his speech there, Wilhelm tucked his chin down and straightened himself up, placing his hands behind his back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dressed in his white knight uniform, the handsome man stiffened his good-looking, fearless face. The sharp glint in his eye, and his frigid appearance gave off a fierceness like that of a razor-sharp sword. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Anyone who’d have known him before would likely have likely been extremely impressed by just seeing how he stood. At any rate, the appearance of the resplendent sword that was sheathed in Wilhelm’s scabbard right now marked a great difference to his previous attitude of that even though a sword was a sword, a drawn blade was plenty enough to cut down anyone without heed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm spat out a wordless curse seeing the emotions that dwelled in their silent gazes, showing no concern for them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――No matter how many times he was called there, the atmosphere around the main conference room was something that he never got used to.
    

    
      
    

    
      He had grown accustomed to not showing those feelings on this face, but the good and bad feelings which he felt about this place were a matter of his temperament. His nature wasn’t something that would change so easily. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Hmmm. You still aren’t used to this place, even with all the times you’ve been called here… It’s written all over your face.」
    

    
      
    

    
      A voice echoed out in the Assembly Hall, correctly guessing what Wilhelm was feeling in his heart. The one who’d spoken out was a gentle-looking man who was standing along with the big-wigs on the lowest section of the assembly hall; a pleasant smile adorned his face.   
    

    
      
    

    
      The man’s name was Miklotov McMahon. He was a wise individual who had taken the post of Assistant Prime Minister for the Kingdom at a young age, and was familiar with Wilhelm. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As soon as he saw Wilhelm contorting his cheeks at what he’d pointed out, Miklotov cheerfully loosened his lips, and said:
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「Your face has 
      unwillingness 
      written all over it. That won’t do from the head of the Zergev Corps……Although, let me express my sympathy for the misfortune that struck you during your travels with your Lady.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What does the Zergev Corps have to do with this right now?」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Nothing at all. You mustn’t go getting all stroppy like you’re sulking.」
    

    
      
    

    
      As soon as he’d voiced his objection to Miklotov’s words, Wilhelm was struck by a reprimand from a different angle this time. The individual who’d spoken out was a giant of a man with short blue hair, Bordeaux Zergev. He’d known Bordeaux since the time he’d been a conscript, and even now, Bordeaux was still something like a direct superior of his. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Therefore, he did not lift his head up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Wilhelm, you and your squad will no longer be evaluated separately. From now on, you will aim to reflect on your own actions.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「......I came to the castle to give the necessary report. Why are you singling me out with your criticism despite that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Every single time you show your face, it ends up with me regretting your behaviour which prompts reflection each time.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux’s words were curt and straight to the point. It was an awful day in all, having been dragged to this detestable assembly hall and reprimanded. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「In any case, we cannot ignore Wilhelm-dono’s report. Surely, saying that someone from the Empire was inside the Kingdom….. And what’s more, his opponent was the『Eight Arms』as well.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Council Member:「The living War God, the『Eight Arms』Kurgan…..」
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone uttered out his alias in response to the ponderous Miklotov’s mutter. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The『Eight Arms』Kurgan―― That was the name of a well-renowned warrior in the Vollachian Empire, a Great Country that ruled over the southern part of the world. He was a hero of his species that had elevated the status of the Multi-Arm Clan almost instantaneously.
    

    
      
    

    
      Amongst the Demi-human clans which were endowed with various different features, the Multi-Armed Clan had been in a position where they had been treated coldly due to their grotesque appearance. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan was a hero who with his prowess in battle and his incredible (even for a Multi-Arm Clan member) number of arms had proved the usefulness of his species to the Vollachian Empire and had been granted an order of merit directly from the Emperor.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was unmistakably one of the strongest warriors in this day of age―― Rather like with the『Sword Saint』, his name would likely continue to remain in history, even after his death. For certain, he was an individual of greatness.  
    

    
      
    

    
      A few days ago, the『Eight Arms』and Wilhelm had crossed swords――  Unfortunately, Wilhelm had been in the middle of his honeymoon with his newly wed wife.  
    

    
      
    

    
      In the end, his duel with Kurgan had been interrupted, thus leaving it unsettled. Partly due to having been wounded, his honeymoon had to be called off, and he returned back to the Royal Capital where he gave his report of what happened.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Even so, you went toe to toe with the『Eight Arms』and you managed to survive. You’re a damn lucky guy.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「If I was lucky, would there really have been such impediments in my trip? It was sheer skill that allowed me to survive when crossing swords. If there hadn’t been so many interruptions, I would have lopped off his neck, regardless of him being the『Eight Arms』」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「What a cheerful guy you are.…. Although, if you say so, it must be as you say.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm snorted, giving off a sarcastic laugh at Bordeaux who’d finally relinquished an agreement, and also giving off a sarcastic laugh.  
    

    
      
    

    
      His battle with that monstrosity with eight arms that suited his alias had been really intense, but even so, Wilhelm didn’t think he’d been inferior in his sword play one bit, or such. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Regardless of how many arms he had, he only had one neck to connect him to his life. Given that the numbers of neck were one, he should be able to remove it. The outcome was always rather simple. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As Wilhelm was getting himself worked up, Miklotov cleared his throat and placed his hands together with a frown. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「Although the presence of the Eight Arms is important, I’m more worried about the one that got in your way… the unidentified person that you said accompanied the『Eight Arms』」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「He called himself Stride. If my honoured father… if Bertol Astrea is right, he is likely a noble from the Empire.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「Not much information can be expected from the Vollachian Imperial Government about that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm gritted his molars in frustration at the bad feeling he got from the reply. The customs of the Vollachian Empire were fundamentally different to those of the Kingdom of Lugnica. 
    

    
      
    

    
      『The
       Empire’s people should always be 
      strong』
      , those were the teachings of the Empire; that ideology was spread all throughout their nation. Those with strength stood at the highest echelon, ruling over the subdued weak; leading them was considered a justice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In this Empire, even the line of succession is a mere formality, and the social position of each individual is determined in respect to their deeds. Thus, even if they were a so-called noble...  
    

    
      
    

    
      Council Member:「I’m still unable to judge whether they’re an upshot or from a distinguished family whose name gets passed down.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Council Member:「At the very least, there are no records of someone called Stride amongst the names we know.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Council Member:「However, this is far more than it being some weirdo, considering that he was accompanied by the『Eight arms』」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Assembly Hall broke into a commotion, with each of the faces of the intellectuals of the Kingdom clouding over as they exchanged words. They seemed to have no idea, and Wilhelm too had no more information other than him being called Stride. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He still had no idea what that man had been planning in the City of Picoutatte. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「For sure, it felt like Stride dragged Theresia……『The Sword Saint』to the venue of the duel with the『Eight Arms』」
    

    
      
    

    
      Council Member:「Even if he’s the strongest in his country, what recklessness led him to making him fight against the『Sword Saint』」
    

    
      Council Member:「Isn’t the Empire slighting the『Great Calamity』too much? Not paying any respect to the name『Sword Saint』who subdued the Witch is idotic, barbaric, and beyond reckless.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Council Member:「……Don’t go calling challenging the『Sword Saint』’
      reckless’
       too much. We’ve got a guy who’s self-conscious about that here.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Council Member「Aah!」
    

    
      
    

    
      The mentions of Stride’s reckless behaviour ended up spilling over to Wilhelm somehow. Turning his cold eyes in acknowledgement 
      of that
      , Wilhelm scrunched up his face. Wilhelm had been the very man who alone had managed to recklessly challenge the『Sword Saint.』
    

    
      
    

    
      However, Wilhelm’s challenge bore fruit. That’s why he was married with Theresia now.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Don’t compare me with that reject. Besides, I will not let Theresia take up the sword. Ever again.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「That was His Majesty Gionis’ declaration as well. An agreement that ought to protect the prestige of the Kingdom…...And yet, what’s the real meaning behind our opponent wanting the『Sword Saint』?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Ah, I see why.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm gave a curt reply to Miklotov’s anxieties. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He had tried to get the Empire’s Strongest,『Eight Arms』and the Kingdom’s Strongest 『The Sword Saint』to fight each other. Whatever his endgame was, the short term goals of the fight were easy to imagine. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The strength of the Kingdom would definitely drop if they lost the『Sword Saint』― that was plain enough to understand.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「Please, be careful about your Lady’s safety.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「We will investigate into the man called Stride. Whether the Empire will respond to us is dubious, but don’t do anything rash and certainly don’t get up to anything stupid.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I won’t, but I can’t say that about our enemy.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Having been given this warning out of the blue, Wilhelm 
      tch’ed
       in utter discontent. It was his opponent who’d picked a fight with him back at Picoutatte.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Why had they told him that he’d gone and accepted it here?
    

    
      
    

    
      In that, in this, in everything, Stride and Kurgan were the ones at fault. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 2
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「So, even the meeting ended up bearing no results, huh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Puffing out her red cheeks, Theresia plainly expressed a look of disatisfaction at the contents of the report. She was a pretty woman with clear sky-blue eyes and flaming red hair. The time where it would have been appropriate to call her a girl had already passed, but she was still quite childish in her speech and behaviour.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Honestly, it enhanced her charm, so Wilhelm didn’t really want to change that. In short, Theresia was the most beautiful. That’s all there was to it. Full stop. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Theresia:「Wait up a sec…, Wilhelm? Are you listening to what I’m saying?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Sorry, I was listening」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Really, how!? Weren’t you like in a world of your own right now? What were you thinking about!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――? You of course.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Eh, A-Ah….. I-I see. I see. In that case then, um, alright then…..」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia, who had butted in, blushed hearing Wilhelm’s truthful answer. Wilhelm inclined his head at Theresia who was still stuttering over her own words. And out of the blue, a voice butted in,
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Wilhelm….. You bastard, you’re doing that on purpose, aren’t you?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Don’t start insinuating things you’ll regret. I guess I just said what was on my mind.」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「If that’s the case, then your damn lack of self-awareness is irritating me more and more.」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: Opting to translate Carol’s 貴様 when she addresses Wilhelm as “you bastard” or some nuance that expresses irritation like “your damn”.)
    

    
      
    

    
      A woman who was 
      sat
       in this place butted in between the conversation of the married couple, shrugging her shoulders with a look of astonishment. She was rather beautiful, with features that gave an impression of toughness, just a bit. Her golden hair draped down to her shoulders―― She was Carol Remendis, Theresia’s attendant. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Please get used to it as soon as you can, Theresia-sama. It should already be plenty known that this man is like that. It’s not like you’re blushing like that everyday, right?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Y-yeah, of course. Yeah, for sure. I get like this when Wilhelm tells me…. Around about once every t-two days?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Only that much? ……That’s not enough. I never get tired of seeing your face like that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「~~~~~
      hh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「WILHELM!」
    

    
      
    

    
      As expected from her, had she understood that he’d done it on purpose right now? Carol raised her voice in anger. Next to her, Theresia was blushing; it felt like steam was about to spout out from her head if she didn’t stop. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course, it wasn’t just a joke. It was one of Theresia’s virtues that every single one of her rapidly changing supervening expressions were adorable. Her blushing face, her angry face, and even her sullen face. Although, her smiling face was the best.    
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「L-let’s get back on topic. Yeah, like before!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「……Be grateful for Theresia-sama’s consideration. So, does what was said at the meeting end there?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol got on the same wavelength as Theresia did, who’d clapped her hands together and gotten them back on topic, her face still red. Wilhelm gave a curt nod at Carol’s question and replied with an「Mhm,」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It ended there. Still without any concrete conclusion……Even if we ask the Empire, it’d be hard to imagine that they’d answer saying they know Stride.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「It doesn't seem likely that guy’s intentions are in line with the Empire, but…...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Even the representative of the Suwen Company said that was the first time he’d met Stride. Although, we should think that he planned everything beforehand, all the way up to having targeted Theresia-sama.」
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a problem that the Elders had come vis-a-vis with, which they’d had no answer to, back at the conference room. There were three of them here now, but it didn’t seem likely that they’d find an answer to it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Though, I really wonder what that person wanted to achieve.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――That guy said 
      we can still enjoy ourselves.
      」
       
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm reflected back on the words Stride had left him when he heard Theresia’s question. Stride had interrupted Wilhelm and Kurgan’s duel and leisurely fled away leaving those words behind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      ’Endless amusement’
       he’d said。
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Fleeting moments of hedonism, a sadistic criminal ruled by a doctrine of destruction….. You think he’s like that?」
    

    
      
    

    
       
      (TL Note: 愉快犯 doesn’t really seem to have an English equivalent. It refers to a criminal who takes pleasure in people’s reactions to their crimes, more or less. I opted to use the word sadistic but that’s not the exact nuance, so bear that in mind.)
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It’s too much to be just that. He involved the『Eight Arms』and dragged Theresia into it…… Must be because Theresia is the sword of the Kingdom.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「In regards to my public image, yeah? I’m Wilhelm’s now.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Mentioning that she had moved on from being the『Sword Saint』, Theresia took Wilhelm’s arm. It seemed to be a declaration of intention that she told herself rather than something that came out of her playfulness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――In reality, off the record Theresia had abandoned her role as the『Sword Saint.』
    

    
      
    

    
      First things first though, being the『Sword Saint』was something that was inherited by inheriting the Divine Protection. She couldn’t quit out of that out of her own free will.
    

    
      
    

    
      In fact,『The Divine Protection of the Sword Saint』still remained in Theresia even now. Until it went to the next generation, she wouldn’t be budged from being the『Sword Saint.』  
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm understood that Carol was thinking the same thing on seeing her taciturn expression. The scars of the『Demi-human War』weren’t just carved between Humans and Demi-Humans. The scars of the『Sword Saint』Theresia van Astrea had been left between the Kingdom and other countries too. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Thus the Empire, Stride, had set their sight on the『Sword Saint』Theresia. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I won’t let them.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「……Wilhelm?」
    

    
      
    

    
      He suddenly spoke out with a low voice. Theresia looked up at Wilhelm who was embracing her. Wilhelm merely hugged her slender body more tightly without looking at his surprised wife’s face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He held her a little too tight. That was Wilhelm’s clumsy way of embracing her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I won’t let those bastards lay a single finger on you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Yeah, I know. I know, Wilhelm.」
    

    
      
    

    
      For them being the words of a vow they were crude, and if he was trying to reassure her, they were quite blunt. Theresia showed her understanding of her husband’s love by affectionately returning his embrace. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Together, 
      so the
       thoughts they’d share were the same. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「…...Jeez」
    

    
      
    

    
      Struck by the couple’s exchange in plain sight, Carol’s cheeks reddened as she let out a sigh. However, she was reminded of her sweetheart who wasn’t here, niggling 
      at her
       all too much.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 3
    

    
      
    

    
      For a while, each day passed by embroiled in tension, ever since that sequence of events. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course this brought a turbulent sense of foreboding to both Wilhelm and Theresia, as well as to the higher echelons of nobles who helped govern the Kingdom. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Especially in the Kingdom of Lugnica, where the nearly ten year long Civil War had finally come to an end. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Rebuilding the country came after, and they wanted to firmly avoid interference from other countries. It was the country’s dignity that they’d reigned as one of the four noted major powers in the world ever since its conception. 
    

    
      Thus, the Kingdom firmly sought an explanation from the Empire regarding both『Stride』and『Kurgan
      』whose
       names had 
      surfaced up in
       this matter. However, the Empire’s response was plain and simple. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      There is no imperial individual who goes by the name “Stride”, and the location of the Eight Arms is unknown.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――THIS IS RIDICULOUS!」
    

    
      
    

    
      The one who’d bellowed in anger at that ridiculing reply was Bordeaux. In an office inside the Royal Castle of Lugnica, Bordeaux had looked through the letter which the Empire’s envoy had sent them, and reacted in anger at what it said. An answer like this was completely unacceptable.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「THIS REPLY….. IT CLEARLY SHOWS THAT THEY WEREN’T GOING TO REPLY WITH HONESTY FROM THE GET-GO!」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Kingdom had rightly demanded an explanation and apology from the Empire.
    

    
      
    

    
      They’d demanded an investigation and the handing over of those Imperial individuals responsible for the acts of hostility against the Kingdom, and a public apology if possible―― However, the Empire’s response contained none of those things. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was doubtful whether they’d even conducted an investigation into the person known as Stride, let alone whether it was a sincere response.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「THEY SAID THEY DON’T EVEN KNOW THE LOCATION OF THE EMPIRE’S STRONGEST WARRIOR, THE 『EIGHT ARMS』...? THEIR REPLY IS MAKING A MOCKERY OUT OF EVERYTHING! ISN’T THIS JUST AS IF THEY MADE A DECLARATION OF WAR AGAINST THE KINGDOM OF LUGNICA!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Calm down! It’s getting on my nerves, Bordeaux.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Gnnnnnh…...!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux, who was on the verge of completely losing his temper, somewhat managed to get ahold of himself after he was scolded. The giant of a man took several deep breaths and sat back down on the chair he’d stood up from without realising. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Causing his chair creek, he looked up at the ceiling. His boiling anger had cooled down a bit. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「……Apologies. I was besides myself.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Don’t worry about it. If I’d read it first, our positions would have been reversed…..They’re fucking around with us, aren’t they?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Yeah, they sure are. Does the Empire wish for war?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm gazed at the letter that Bordeaux, who had closed one of his eyes, had thrown down and shrugged his shoulders.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had been called to Bordeaux’s office because the latter had notified him that they’d received a reply from the Empire.
    

    
      
    

    
      Although it was down to Bordeaux’s consideration that he’d tried to notify him of the Empire’s attitude as quickly as possible, it had ended up a mess―― Despite having prefaced the meeting with ‘
      Don’t lose your temper, no matter what their response is’.
       
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「There was no use in you getting angry before, when you prefaced it like that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「What on earth has gotten into me, I’m ashamed. Pivot wouldn’t have been impressed by this.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Jeez.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot had been Bordeaux’s adjutant who had perished in the Civil War. Pivot, who’d been Bordeaux’s attendant, courageous and strict as he was, had fretted over the somewhat rash Bordeaux all the way until his death.
    

    
      
    

    
      After Pivot’s death, Bordeaux had been fairly subdued; however, sometimes the face of the man they once called the『Mad Dog』would resurface every so often. In all honesty, Wilhelm was more familiar with that side of him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In any case, the issue at hand wasn’t in Bordeaux’s irreparable psyche, but rather in the Empire’s agenda. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      Does the Empire want… war
      ? That may not be too far off the mark.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「…Even if those guys tried to attack the『Sword Saint』to weaken us, interference from different countries is an issue on a completely separate scale than civil war. If it becomes an invasion that threatens the existence of the country, the『Divine Dragon』should stir.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「The『Divine Dragon』Volcanica… the dragon that guards our country, who made a covenant with the Kingdom of Lugnica?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Speaking out its name, Wilhelm frowned, grooves forming along his brow. The『Divine Dragon』Lugnica―― That was the name of the great dragon who’d defeated the『Witch of Envy』and saved the world from the calamity that had once threatened to destroy it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      After the conflict, the dragon had made a covenant with the King Lugnica of that time and promised him the removal of foreign threats who disturbed the Kingdom’s prosperity, as well as long-lived prosperity for the Kingdom itself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      From then on out, the Kingdom of Lugnica was called the Dragon Kingdom and it acquired a prosperity that surpassed that of other countries. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, no one truly knew whether the agreement that bound the Kingdom with the centuries old Dragon from their covenant was still in effect to this day. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「In effect, even during the long『Demi-human War』, the Dragon still kept its silence」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「The war definitely was something serious that concerned the existence of our nation. But that was a civil war. The Dragon promised they’d help us out if a foreign threat came to light…....That’s what the Kingdom concluded in regards to the『Demi-human War』」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What’s your personal view on this? What do you think?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Having told Wilhelm the common consensus, Bordeaux kept silent at his question. That in itself was an answer. Realistically speaking, almost nobody in the Kingdom believed that the『Divine Dragon』would save them from a crisis which threatened the Kingdom’s existence, or such.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――No, many of the people of course who had no clue about the reality of things 
      were
       probably thankful for the Dragon’s existence, and probably believed in the covenant’s execution. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「The country’s big wigs don’t believe it. And the guys who partook in the『Demi-human War』also all don’t.」
    

    
      
    

    
      The dragon wouldn’t rescue the Kingdom. Even if it did centuries ago, it wouldn’t now. He didn’t know whether it was due to a change in the times, the whim of dragons, or a matter of the『Divine Dragon』being dead or alive. However, he understood this much. The dragon wouldn’t come. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――If the dragon would come, there would have been no way it’d have left the horrific war in that state. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「The Empire must think that too. So, why aren’t these guys coming out in numbers?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「……The『Demi-human War』probably deepened their conviction.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「With us coming to the verge of ruin from our infighting, our last ray of hope, the dragon, showed no signs of showing his snout. It’s only natural that they’d make light of us. And as for the reason why they didn’t invade in great numbers…..」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「They’re still at the 
      prodding at us stage
      . They probably wouldn’t take things leisurely for a full-blown invasion.」
    

    
      
    

    
      His view wasn’t pessimistic. It was safe to say his view was realistic and a pretty decent prediction. If the Empire was amassing their strength right now for an eventual full-blown attack, then...
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「By the way, what will become of us if it comes to war?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Do you mean how long will the Kingdom last?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「…Enough, for now」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm sighed at Bordeaux’s parched reply. There was a considerable difference in strength between the two nations. And that was natural. The Kingdom had been exhausted by the long civil war and had no chance of victory if it came to war with the Empire, which had kept stipulating its 
      Rich Country, Strong Army 
      policy and maintained a firm imperial rule. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Anyways, it’s gotta be because the Kingdom hadn’t experienced war for centuries until the『Demi-human War』」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「An army that’s only there for show, a royal army in name only…..At the outbreak of war, anyone, Demi-humans included, would be able to see that our numerical inferiority has continued. And we simply don’t have enough strength if we get into a war now. We’re surrounded on all fronts.」
    

    
      
    

    
      The more the going got worse, the more they shared in their dry laughter. In fact, there was no sadness shared even between the two of them in regards to these pessimistic subjects. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course, right now they were in a situation where they had moved forward with everything with the worst case scenario in mind――
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「――We need to rack our minds so it doesn’t end up coming to that. FIrst of all, we need to teach the Empire, who refuse to listen, the notion of properly coming to a mutual understanding.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「With those words, how about picking up your ax and laying waste to the Imperial Capital. Surely then those guys would understand that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「That’d make them go pale in the face… Were we, the Kings people, to become savages, we’d end up laying waste to them, is that what you’re implying? Don’t be so foolish.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm straightened himself in his seat after he traded that dangerous joke. He couldn’t say things had ended up like he’d wanted them to be, but his business from being called here was done. He would try and leave as soon as he could. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Though by all rights I’d wanted you to bring back good news home.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I know that our enemy is coming to pick a fight. That’s a hundred times better than not knowing anything.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「……Be on the lookout for Theresia-dono’s safety. Even though it’s needless for me to say I guess.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Aah, must be ‘cause that Carol girl’s all fired up….. I’ll make sure to let her know, though.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm sincerely accepted Bordeaux’s worries, gave him a bow and left the room. When he left, Bordeaux’s gaze never left him until he was out of eyeshot. A wry smile slipped onto his face as if it were saying, 
      what a worrier you are. 
        
    

    
      
    

    
      He had been promoted, and his position had changed considerably, but Bordeaux’s roots still remained the same. Another wry smile appeared on his face at his own awareness that he'd taken that well.
    

    
      
    

    
      However, the worries Bordeaux had were natural. There may come a day soon where the disturbing topics they’d discussed in his office, and their fairly pessimistic assumptions couldn’t be laughed away. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm still had something which he had to do as well so that it wouldn’t end up coming to that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s figure left the Royal Castle and slipped into the streets of the Royal Capital, now not garbed in his uniform. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn’t because today was his day off, though most of his paperwork had been given to his deputy head, Grimm and his advisor, Conwood. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn’t have the disposition for deskwork in the first place; his squad members didn’t really utter any complaints about that either, considering they knew it all too well. He usually took advantage of their consideration, and oftentimes spent his time swinging his sword at the training ground.    
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Though not this day. He had a different goal.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…It’s gotta be this shop.」
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d come out from the Noble District of the Royal Capital, went into the Shopping District and made his way to a back-alley. The inside of it was lined up with storefronts that had somewhat suspicious, peculiar appearances drifting about them. He found the signboard which had the name of the store he was looking for on it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Located in a dingy back-alley, the deserted bar was the perfect place to hold a private talk. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      When he pushed open the door and went inside, its interior was dimly lit despite it being daytime. There was a clerk wiping some glasses at the other side of the counter―― In contrast to the atmosphere about the store, that man, who was clad in a strangely elegant air, gave a nod his way. Looking at him from the corner of his eye, Wilhelm ran his gaze around the store’s interior.
    

    
      
    

    
      He should be meeting them here, but――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Weeeell, this way, this way. Isn’t it a pleaaaasure that you came earlier than expected.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone greeted him from within the store, waving their hand, beckoning him over to a table of four. He stopped in his tracks when he heard that joyous voice. However, unfortunately, the familiar face belonged to the person that he had an appointment with, there was no mistaking it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Right now, their lips had split into a beautiful smile whilst they rested their chin against their hands on the table.  
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「You came early, were you perhaps so eager in wanting to meet with me? You’re suuuuuch a sinner.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I just wanted to do my business as quick as possible. Don’t speak such poor insinuations.」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「What a cold reply. Though, that too is your style, isn’t it?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bringing one of their 
      hand
      s to their mouth with a giggle, they gave up their frivolous chatter with their beautiful voice that tickled his brain directly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm briskly crossed his arms and firmly brushed away their temptations. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d never had any interest in that to begin with, it was as if his attitude indicated that he’d come here as a last resort. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Such cute resistance. Though, even I sorta don’t have any desire to tease you, and try anything with you, since you became a married man. That’s our friendship. Wouldn’t it be great if you opened your heart to me just a little bit?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Don’t. Speak. Such. Poor. Insinuations…. Jeez.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Punctuating each word he spoke out, Wilhelm once again let out a sigh after he made his point. His sigh wasn’t out of rejection, but rather was full of resignation. Having sensed that, his opponent seemed delighted. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She was a beautiful woman with long indigo hair, who liberally gave off an alluring impression.
    

    
      
    

    
      Though her face, her glossy hair, and her curvaceous body were brimming in appeal that would catch one’s attention, her heterochromic eyes were what was most alluring about her―― The radiance of yellow and blue which shone bewitchingly were trying to sneak into Wilhelm with the temptations of a succubus. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Her name was Roswaal J Mathers―― She had been his comrade de guerre who had fought alongside him in the『Demi-human War』, and as far as Wilhelm was concerned, a dislikable woman who he mustn’t let his guard down around. That was the gist of it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Although, she was his benefactor too, so he couldn’t forcibly keep her away. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I want us to 
      be more better
       connected in a good way, thouuuuuuugh.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal smiled sweetly as if she had read Wilhelm’s innermost thoughts. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      That was what was dislikeable about her. 
      Thinking that, Wilhelm frowned in distaste.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 4
    

    
      Roswaal:「Even so, it’s such an unromantic topic when I consider that you got in contact with me after such a long time. Wouldn’t it be a bit better for you to take some lessons in deaaaaling with women?」
    

    
      
    

    
      As if inviting an opportunity for idle talk, Roswaal leaned her head towards the seated Wilhelm. Wilhelm narrowed his eyes at that gesture, and 
      tch’ed
       crudely, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It’s none of your business. In general, people don’t go around bringing such ridiculous topics up to married men. Theresia is the only one in this world that I treat as a woman. You aren’t covered by this!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Treating someone as a woman for you doesn't stop past treating them as an object of your desires I guess? I think we should call that your imagination running wild, or your stereotypes…. Weeeell, it’s whatever.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Having launched yet another comeback at him, Roswaal snapped her fingers in front of the mumbling Wilhelm. The clerk walked as if he were gliding over to the table to the sound echoing through the air. He placed two glasses on the table, and left without making a sound. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Well, to start with, let’s give a toast to celebrate our reunion. Huh? There’s no need to worry about paying for it.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It’s daytime.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「In other words, it’s the time where the best liquor is at its tastiest, wouldn’t you think?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal held out her glass that was full of amber liquid and flashed him a mischievous smile. Understanding he had no way to avoid the toast, Wilhelm had no choice but to raise his glass and let it clink against hers.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He tilted his glass with ice in it, letting his tongue be moistened by the liquor. He wasn’t particularly attached to alcohol, but even so, he immediately knew that this wasn’t cheap liquor. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Luckily, the family business is going rather well. I’m rather fond of high grade liquor y’knooooow.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I ain’t listening to this.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Jeez, you’re such a brash person….. In that case, shall we start talking about what you want to hear?」
    

    
      
    

    
      It had been a while since they’d last met, but he had no intentions at all of talking with her about what they’d been up to as of late. Roswaal didn’t take any offence to that attitude of Wilhelm’s, and closed one of her eyes. Reflecting him in her blue eye, Roswaal prodded the ice in her glass with her finger, and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「It’s about the person called Stride that you requested, right? Even after I tried to pursue my connections, I didn’t get anything tantamount to concrete about what kind of person he is.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「……You’re acting terribly pretentious, aren’t you?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「My apoooologies. If I could have, I’d have hoped that what you’d requested of me could’ve been solved immediately by the perpetual wisdom of Roswaal J Mathers, but I am not aaaaapt enough.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Then, did you call me to expressly apologise for not finding anything?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm posed this question back at Roswaal, quite a bit of dejection lapping against his tongue. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Whilst Bordeaux and the others had formally enquired about Stride’s background from the Vollachian Empire, Wilhelm had got Roswaal to dig into it from a different angle. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It didn’t imply he’d had any idea about what had been written inside the letter that was delivered to the Kingdom, but he’d always had some fear that things beyond anticipation couldn’t be known about it.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a presentiment that only Wilhelm, who’d actually come into contact with Stride, felt, and even though his feelings were something like guesswork――
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I had a bad feeling that your hunch was correct. Though, it looks like our opponent’s movements are far more shrewd than expeeeected. This sort of thing is rather reminiscent of the likes of Valga Cromwell in the Civil War. The part where I can’t read his movements may be what makes him so detestable to me thooooough.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「……He’s a bastard who first put Theresia on the game-board, and now is trying to make his exit. I have no doubt he’s up to no good in the Kingdom. How do you see things?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Right now, even the covenant with the Divine Dragon is far off. Eventually, a failure had to come into sight. It may be like that now, but…. What happens afterwards with that won't be amusing, even for me. That’s why I made some preparations.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Some preparations?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal winked meaningfully at Wilhelm straight after he’d tried to sincerely inquire about what she had said. Wilhelm raised his eyebrow at the manner she had spoken about it and her behaviour. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Mhm, some preparations. Since things didn’t end up being fruitful, I have to keep face; after all, you managed to swallow your own pride and relied on me. I want to reward you for that, wouldn’t you think?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「All this tedious talk is all well and good. What did you do?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Didn’t I tell you? That I searched but I couldn’t find anything concrete. That just naturally means our opponent carefully concealed his own traces, but…... I tried to keep digging.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal’s tone of voice grew a little lower during the latter half of her speech. Wilhelm recognised the emotion of peril that was lodged there, and held his breath―― And then, immediately after.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      tch
      !」
    

    
      
    

    
      In an instant, the already dim light of the store interior went out, and its interior was covered in a shallow darkness. The visibility around them had fallen, and 
      even the sunlight
       streaming in through the windows had been blocked out. In other words, the darkness was man-made, intentional. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And under the cover of darkness, a gust of air whistled. Something was drawing nearer to Wilhelm at high speed――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Too slow, dumbass.」
    

    
      
    

    
      ――No, calling it “
      High Speed
      ” was a mistake. As far as Wilhelm was concerned, it was going way too slow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kicking his chair back, Wilhelm dropped down moving towards its back. He reached the chair’s back and span back around. If he drew out his beloved sword whilst his toes were still touching the floor, he would intercept the attack that had been released from within the darkness which bayed for his blood. A shrill clang rang out, and that which had been thrown at him was deftly deflected by his sword blow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was something black, with a sharp pointed tip―― a throwable weapon that was called a Kunai which assassins someplace far away used. 
    

    
      
    

    
      After he deflected all seven of them, Wilhelm stepped forward into the darkness without any hesitation. His eyes hadn’t grown accustomed to the artificial darkness, and his sight was still covered in black. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Yet even so, he stepped forward with no hesitation. That was due to the fact that lurking within the darkness, his enemies’ poorly concealed thirst for blood had informed him where they were lurking.
    

    
       
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      There were many of them dressed in black garb that melded with the dark. They held their breaths, having realised that their first attack was a failure.
    

    
      
    

    
      However, they got over the shock of it straight away and immediately switched over to close-quarter combat, resuming the fight.    
    

    
      
    

    
      That decision was a mistake already. They should have fled instantly when their first attack failed.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――GRRRRRHHHHAAAAA!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Right after they put themselves on guard, the roaring Wilhelm rushed forward letting loose a flash of silver.
    

    
      
    

    
      His opponents met his bifurcating blows with their own weapons; however, one by one, each of them who had tried to parry his attacks were cut in two. Blood of a darkish hue splattered around the jetblack room.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Amongst the deaths of his companions, an enemy immediately tried to take advantage of a gap left in Wilhelm’s defences. However, what they’d thought as having been a gap produced as a result of his sword blow was in fact merely an invitation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      An invitation that he’d offered half in jest to say 
      you shouldn’t take it up if you ain’t first rate
      ―― Of which, the second rate neck which took it up ended up being lopped off next.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「My, you two sure do work fast.」
    

    
      
    

    
      She said that accompanied with an uncharacteristic sigh at the place of battle. Suddenly, a light shone through in the darkness.  
    

    
       
    

    
      The light shone from Roswaal’s fingers, who still sat at the table without having moved. A flickering illumination like candlelight clearly lit up the store interior which could’ve been mistaken for night.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      The enemies, which were garbed in black from head to toe, flickered against the light.
    

    
      
    

    
      There were seven of them dotted around within the store, nine if he counted the two which had already died―― No, it wasn’t quite like that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There was another black outfit that lay collapsed against the wall, different to the one which Wilhelm had defeated. And the bar’s clerk was standing beside it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Hey, is he really just a store clerk?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「You think that I’d involve simple bystanders in this attack? I’m shoooocked that you think of me to be such a cruel woman as to do such a thing. First things first, this is my store. So of course I made sure to bring along this kid along in caaaase a fight broke out.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Store Clerk:「It’s as Madam says, but I endeavour myself in focusing on self-defence so as to not divulge my initial position as a reserve. I’m the rearguard. By all means, our esteemed『Sword Demon』went all out. A characteristic exhibition.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal replied to Wilhelm’s question, and then, the store clerk took over from her. Though he was graceful, his tone of voice gave off somewhat of a sluggish candour. However, Wilhelm had seen his true strength, there was no mistaking it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He could definitely be made use of.  ――With that settled, he’d try not to let that weigh on his mind anymore now. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Rotten luck for them. Their decision making is slow and their skills are tepid at best. What I mean by that is that they aren’t suited for this job.」 
    

    
      
    

    
      Enemies:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Will you throw away your weapons and surrender at once? If you show some good faith, we here don’t plan to kill you all. So how about it?」
    

    
      
    

    
      The situation quite clearly favoured them. The enemies had lost the advantage of the cover of darkness along with three of their companions. Meanwhile, Wilhelm’s side had avoided their surprise attack with Roswaal not even needing to get up from her seat. 
    

    
      
    

    
      If they had the gall to recognise the discrepancy between their respective strengths, then they’d find it a good idea to throw away their weapons at once. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, the attackers had prioritised their given duties over their lives.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Fools」
    

    
      
    

    
      Half of them drew out their throwing weapons, whilst the other half drew out short swords―― Those brandishing the weapons they classified as short swords let out battle cries. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They lowered their bodies down, and aimed their blades at his vital points without a shred of hesitation. Though their technique wasn’t half bad, they were still poor opponents, as he’d said many times.
    

    
      
    

    
      An opponent approached him, swinging his blade, and as he did, five times did his sword rage up a storm. He severed his limbs, his neck, his body. Stepping over the fallen body, he flung a Kunai that had been thrown at him right back at the guy who’d thrown it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      With his eyes peeled wide open having witnessed this feat of superhuman skill, the assassin received his own throwing tool straight to the middle of his forehead and met his demise instantly. Their enemies were in a rout. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Just two assassins remained, and after having made it this far, the option to flee finally took root in them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Why are they trying to escape after losing so many of their numbers till now….」
    

    
      
    

    
      As he muttered half in shock at their unintelligible judgement, the assassins split into two and tried to leave the battlefield. Since they couldn’t get past from Wilhelm’s side, the two of them chose different escape routes――
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Whoops, looks like some dirt’s gotten into my glass.」
    

    
      
    

    
      As she said that, she swung her fist and punched the man’s face as he tried to cross past her. The floorboards split open due to her blow, with the man crashing right through them, his neck half torn. Roswaal tugged at her cloak which was fluttering from the force of the blow and gracefully took a sip from a glass.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「How annoying my high-grade alcohol has just been spoiled. Though I’m drinking from yours, you’re not gonna get mad at me for that riiiiiight?」
    

    
      
    

    
      When he took a closer look, Wilhelm realised that the glass that Roswaal had been holding in her hand was his own one which he had left on the table. Of course, he’d had no time to spare to care about alcohol or such in the midst of battle. The glass hadn’t ended up getting toppled thanks to Roswaal swiftly securing it in place. There’s no way he’d have devoted any attention to doing that in the middle of a fight where life and death was at stake, but nevertheless, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Do what you want.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Oh my, has the old you grown up perhaps? You used to get waaaaay more angry. Still, love and then marriage change people, don’t they? How splendid, how splendid!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal gave a small chuckle and then snapped her fingers once more. This time the room’s lighting came back properly and the state of the store which had become a carnage was laid bare to the naked eye. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Everywhere he looked, the inside of the store was littered with numerous slain bodies―― For sure they would have to shut their business for a while.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I’ve opened this shop every once in a while as nothing more than a pastime from the get go. I don’t really care what happens so long as my store of alcohol which I put here for safekeeping isn’t stolen.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I wasn’t worried about that. Let’s set us aside for now; what about you over there? You alright?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal had replied to Wilhelm as he gazed around the store with a response that didn’t hit the mark of his worries. Brushing aside her answer, Wilhelm called out to Roswaal’s subordinate ――The store clerk.
    

    
      
    

    
      The man gave an incredibly polite bow at his words and replied with perfect decorum. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Store Clerk:「My deepest thanks for your concern. Gratitude. But there’s nothing wrong with me. If I couldn’t deal with 
      a 
      scrap like this whilst humming along then I’d not be fit to be Mathers’ butler. Lacking.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「A butler? The butlers I know don’t have practising their fighting skills as part of their job description though.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「It’s becaaaaause our family has many enemies. Doing things like this is necessary you see. Although, Clind is quite the special butler amongst them.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「Your praises honour me; 
      delighted.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Without changing his expression, the man―― the individual named Clind placed his hand against his chest. He 
      exuded
       sophistication in every inch of his behaviour, literally meaning that he was well acquainted with every manner of etiquette. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course as a waiter at the bar, but also in his fight with the assassins.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I wasn’t able to see it clearly, but how did you defeat them?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「By combining the best butler-techniques passed down from generation to generation. Efforts.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「I was joking. A jest. However, I keep the details of what I do a secret. Concealment.」
    

    
      
    

    
      In some sense the answer Wilhelm had received was even vaguer than Roswaal’s. He bent his lips into a frown at what he’d been told. In fact, the assassins which Clind had defeated were all dead, but he couldn’t ascertain how they’d died from just looking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Their causes of death didn’t seem to be from either a sword, a blow or magic from what he could see.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Anyways, they weren’t that skilled but we managed to fight them off without incurring any damage. As eeexpected of us.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「We were targeted by them, stop speaking so lightly about it. Also, did you let one of them escape on purpose? What were you thinking with that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm frowned in doubt as he wiped his bloodstained sword on their dark garb. At the end the two remaining assassins had chosen to flee. One of them had been silenced by Roswaal’s fist, however the other one had managed to slip by and escape through a window. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Originally, Wilhelm wasn’t planning on letting them escape but Roswaal herself stopped him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You sent him out alive. Information of this will get out across.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「That was my aim. Like I mean even if we’d destroyed them all the results would’ve probably ended up the same. Just, it’ll be a problem if we don’t find out a few more details, even if they send out a bunch of low-grade assassins.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「For now the guy I knocked out is still alive, but I doubt I’ll get much out of him. So I think we can’t discount the possibility that they’re linked to that individual known as Stride.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Stride……」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal placed her hand against her chin, the picture of someone immersed in deep thought. Wilhelm finally grasped the situation. Now he knew why she had provided them a place which was easy to target. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So you made the investigation easier for us and 
      manipulated
       our enemy without them knowing?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Since it’s nigh impossible to follow a trail which has been extinguished it’s easier to manipulate our enemy and set up one ourselves. Of course, I wouldn’t have been able to do this without having faith in your ability, so why don’t I give you a hug, what do you saaaay to that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I didn’t need to hear that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Even if you didn’t, I still wanted to tell you it」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal gave him a captivating smile, and Wilhelm, feeling he was being twisted around her little finger, clicked his tongue. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Meanwhile Clind had been inspecting the corpses that had collapsed in the bar without paying any notice to their exchange. He called out to Roswaal and said「Madam.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「I’ve examined them thoroughly, but there seems to be no clues which point to their identity or who they work for. Regrettable.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Weeeell, it’s not like they’d be 
      that
       careless, no? What’s your opinion on what we can expect to find anything out from our Survivor-kun?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「I just peeled off their mask and their kind is scattered thin. But, they definitely seem to be Shinobi of Kararagian stock judging from their garb and weapons. Confidence.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      Shinobi
      … I’ve heard about those.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm replied as well to the word “Shinobi” which Clind had mentioned as his opinion.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi
       was a title given to assassins who could only call themselves that as a result of having gone through special training like never seen elsewhere; they were said to have originated from the Kararagi City States in the West.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kararagi was renowned for giving birth to its unique culture. However, from within its culture, the Shinobi were a novelty amongst novelties. There were many mysteries to them including the means by which they passed down their training and skills.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Though considering all that, they weren’t that skilled...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「I’ve heard that the Shinobi have their own particular ranking system, but I think these guys are low grade students who aren’t worth their salt. An actual Shinobi’s fighting skill is not of this quality. Rule of thumb.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Hey, Roswaal, why’s your butler so damn weird.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「He comes in handy. The weeeirdness comes with the package.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Where on earth could butlers comment on the true strength of a Shinobi based on rules of thumb? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Well whatever, Wilhelm didn’t have any objection to Clind’s verdict. If they’d been sent out to scout things out in force then these guys shouldn’t have enough information to spit out. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Though, if their opponent’s thinking took a bit more of a turn for the worse than today, then more skilled enemies would appear the next time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「But they moved in to snuff us out just as the search had begun… Could our enemy have lost his composure too, maybe?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I thought so too, but I never felt that we were in danger. ――Sometimes there are things that are hard to understand. Our enemy is one who puts careful consideration into his conduct, in both meticulously erasing all traces of himself and in the diplomatic deterioration between the Empire and the Kingdom. I was the one who baited the attack this time… But, the way they handled things feels naive.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Naive…?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Immersed in her thoughts, Roswaal posed her speculations about the personality of Stride, who should have them enclosed on his board.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Sending out such awful assassins as soon as we search for him despite how unwise that is and taking such poorly thought out measures… It feels way too clumsy.」
    

    
      
    

    
      As if to say, 
      “Something’s not quite right here”, 
      Roswaal’s doubts in regards to Stride’s handiwork weren’t dispelled. At the very least, Wilhelm couldn’t laugh at this when he stopped to think about her indiciations.  
    

    
      
    

    
      If their enemy had been an average player at the game then they could have reluctantly agreed that their poorly thought out 
      decision
       had just come from making a blunder. But, the unfathomable amount of intelligence that the look in that man’s eyes had held didn’t convince them of that.    
    

    
      Roswaal:「What I want us to think about right now is the case where Stride predicted our move. There’d be no issue if we were simply overestimating him, or if we were incompetent enough to allow our enemy run amok. But, that’s not the case here...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Then what are you saying is the meaning in this half-assed attack?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「There’s a chance he simply may’ve just wanted to tell us 
      “I’m watching you.” 
      It was partially a warning, probably.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bringing her train of thoughts to an end for now, Roswaal shrugged her slender shoulders as if saying 
      “Oh dear.”
       
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I agreed to this because I’m doing a favour for you, but our enemy this time seems to be quite troublesome. I don’t mind getting involved, but it maaaay be a good idea for me to send Clind back home to protect my family again.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…You didn’t bring him with you back during the『Demi-Human War』, right?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm raised one of his eyebrows at the 
      sigh
      -stricken words of Roswaal. Wilhelm and Roswaal had met during the Civil War and it was getting close to 5 years that they’d known each other, but in all that time Wilhelm had never seen Clind with her.    
    

    
      
    

    
      During the civil war, it had actually been Carol who’d accompanied her throughout numerous battles. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「From what I’ve seen though, he seems pretty on par with Carol.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「Quite so. Gratitude. But in fact, I was at Madam’s side as well during the Civil War. I turned myself invisible so that people wouldn’t see me. Concealment.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「―― 
      tch
      ! Really!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「No, I was lying. A joke.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「I’m really such a child. Please find it in your gracious heart to overlook this.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind raised both of his arms up and declared his surrender with an innocent look on his face. If this had been Wilhelm back when he had no restraints to him during the Civil War, this exchange might have ended up turning into bloodshed. Such had been his character back then.
    

    
      
    

    
      Watching over their exchange, Roswaal lifted her arms up, which had been crossed against her large breasts, and spoke out, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Back then the situation was what it was. During the Civil War I was called in to analyse the methods which the Demi-Human Alliance employed which, was so to speak, an important secret of the Royal Army’s operations. Of course I’d taken into account the chances that not just me, but my family too would be targeted; so I sent Clind to protect them.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「Luckily, no one pointed their fangs at the mansion whilst Madam was away. Fortuitous. Thanks to that I was able to concentrate my efforts on looking after her little boy without any trouble cropping up. Immaculacy.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Right, I see… Wait a sec」
    

    
      
    

    
      Although Wilhelm had accepted her words in his stride, he got caught up on one of them that had caught his attention. Then, he immediately scowled at Clind (who’d been on the receiving end of his scowls a few times already), and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What you just said now, is that one of your bad jokes?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「Hmm, let me see, I’m not sure what you’re referring to a joke here. Uncalled for.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You said 
      “her little boy”
      . From how you phrased it in saying 
      “her little boy”
       it’s as if you’re talking about her actually having a son!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm reproached Clind for the mystifying way he spoke, and Clind cocked his head in bemusement still with a look of innocence on his face. Then he turned his face towards  Roswaal and spoke, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「Even if you talk like that, the fact of the matter is that I was entrusted to look after Madam’s son. Sincerity.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      Sincerity
      , even now I don’t believe a word you’re saying...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Nooooono, he really is telling the truth? I’ve entrusted him to look after my son. It’s just that it’s gotten to the point where he doesn’t have to look after him around the clock, so today I brought Clind wiiiiith me.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Now it wasn’t just Clind, but also Roswaal who had proclaimed it true. Wilhelm, in response to that, sunk into a brief silence and then clapped his hand against his forehead.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So in other words, you’re married, and yet even now you came and said those things to me…?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Whoa there, you're making a misunderstanding. I’m not married. I did painstakingly give birth to him, but I don’t have a husband that tied a marriage together. Hence I’m raising my son by myseeeelf.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Aren’t you a noble? Are you, as the head of the Mathers Family, in a position to do that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Though the Trias Family had now become extinguished, Wilhelm was originally from a noble family. He knew all too well how much weight was put on the hereditary system, especially in the Kingdom of Lugnica. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Whether as a subsidiary-noble family before the Civil War or now that the importance of magic had been looked at again, the position of the Mathers Family shouldn’t have changed. Their current head had given birth to a legitimate child out of wedlock. ――Really 
      how far did they deviate from the norm?
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「In that sense, we already have people who let their families determine who succeeds them, rather, my family is welcomed to it.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Typical nobles don’t do that...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Unfortunately there’s no one who can complain about that in our family. That’s because for me as well, both my parents and my siblings have died. That has allowed me to do as I pleeeeease.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal spread her hands out and chuckled. However, Wilhelm couldn’t hide his distress from her smiling face. It’s as if he was always being messed with in their differences in thinking, and that included the fact that she had a child.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「My oh myyyyy? Did I hurt you by the fact that I’ve already given birth to someone else’s child? Isn’t that quite a perverse jealousy you’re showing here?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It’s just that for me you’ve become a person that’s becoming impossible to comprehend. There are people who love each other and even have children, but you can still poke fun at them.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Married people are a separate matter there. Don’t you think it cruel that you’re seemingly saying 
      “Don’t look for another guy”
       to a widow…? You should keep that opinion to yourself.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm restrained himself from pressing her further when he heard Roswaal’s subdued answer. He wanted to see at least once what her son was like, just out of curiousity. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A son of Roswaal which was being raised by Clind. It sounded pretty scary.
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「――Madam, let’s stop the pleasant chat here. Interruption. The palace guards are coming. Turmoil.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「They finally arrived? Weeeeelll, as we’ve been so noisy, the guards were bound to come. It’d be better if they took care of the resulting investigation. We’ll 
      just… 
      Oh dear.」
    

    
      
    

    
      In response to Clind’s words, Roswaal turned to look back as she nodded her head. But, Wilhelm who should have been standing there was already gone. He’d pushed the cleanup onto Roswaal and Clind and rushed back as fast as he could to his beloved wife.
    

    
      Roswaal:「Although the chances he gets to tease me have diminished, he’s still the same at his core. I think that too is something rather likeable about him.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「It’s as you say Madam, he seems like an interesting individual. I think it would be quite okay for him to meet with Karl-sama at least once. Suggestion.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Clind, are you saying that you are fond of his personality? Letting him meet Karl, eh…? I think perhaaaaps so, after we figure out how to settle this incident down, for now.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal gave a curt nod to Clind’s words and then turned to look towards the direction which the ruckus was gradually approaching them from. 
      How would they explain this bloodbath when the palace guards came rushing in? 
    

    
      
    

    
      For the time being she would have to suitably mislead them about Wilhelm,
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「At any rate, Lugnica has just gotten out of a『Civil War.』It’s not been foreseen whether anything will happen at this point in time. Though, it’s still unclear if this is going to end up not being that big of a deal, or if this is something that exists outside of the course of history...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Whatever it may be, we have to overcome it for the opportunity that will come in the near future. And for that reason, me, you and even Karl will have to be used, riiiiight?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal muttered that out quite coldly without looking at anyone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Clind didn’t reply because he knew that her words were not meant for him. Nevertheless, the elegant butler gave his mistress, who was only talking to herself, a deep bow.
    

    
      What awaited in the future reflected by those mismatched eyes of blue and yellow?
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The morrow ahead can’t be seen like so; in Lugnica, the saying goes:『Only the Dragon knows.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 5
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm left settling the matters with the bar to Roswaal and Clind and returned back to the Mansion as quickly as he could.
    

    
      
    

    
      Originally, Wilhelm was going to stay back at the bar and assist with the guard’s investigation. And even if he hadn’t, he would have returned to the castle and met back up with Grimm and co., who were covering for his paperwork, and told them everything about what had just happened. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But Wilhelm did neither of those things; he felt that he shouldn’t.
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn’t because of something childish like he felt like he could cope with the situation alone or that he felt like he had no one he could speak the truth to. It was for a far simpler reason.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s alarm bells were ringing, telling him to get back to the Mansion immediately.
    

    
      
    

    
      And when he did, the『Sword Demon’s』intuition was――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――So you’ve returned? You kept my venerable self waiting; you sure are quite the bold fool, aren’t you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had swung the gate open as if he was about to break it and strode into the Astrea Residence which was his home. Keeping his pace quickened, he’d gone into the main hall to look for his beloved wife who should have been at home.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was greeted there not by whom he’d expected, but someone he’d guessed would be there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Stride」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「You kept me waiting, Wilhelm van Astrea. That was your name, wasn’t it?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride listlessly replied to Wilhelm, who’d spat his name out in disgust, without any indication of being perturbed by him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The man tilted his head forward as if he were mocking Wilhelm whilst unreservedly acting like he was at home, at the Astrea Residence where both Wilhelm and Theresia lived. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「I heard that all of you were clumsily scurrying about hither and thither in search of my venerable self. Thus, the deeply merciful me expressly came here. Come now, entertain me.」
    

    
      
    

    
      He narrowed his eyes, which held not a shred of mercy, and declared that to the petrified Wilhelm.
    

    
      
    

    
      
        [image: ]
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      Act Two
    

    
      Part 1
    

    
      
    

    
      The Mansion’s Great Hall was filled with a never seen before tension.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm stood petrified at the Hall’s entrance, his blue 
      eyes were emanating
       a cold, sharp sword aura. The reason he had that look to him was thanks to the shrewd, well-dressed man standing in the hall in front of him acting as if he owned the place (rather than Wilhelm, the actual owner).
    

    
      
    

    
      At this moment, the man called Stride was an enemy which merited the utmost vigilance from the『Sword Demon』Wilhelm van Astrea―― To be blunt, their relationship was the sort where no one would bat an eye at him if he were to suddenly lop off his neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      In fact, he had no doubt that putting that idea into practise would solve many of his problems at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was driven by this urge of wanting to yield his body to that snap decision and swing his sword.
    

    
      
    

    
      However, he didn’t do that. He couldn’t. And that was because...
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Are you just going to stand there and make that doddery expression? My venerable self bid you to entertain me. Or are Kingdom-style welcomes always meant to be such a bore? If so, then my venerable self could commiserate tolerating it.]
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Where did you take Theresia to?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride’s thin lips cruelly curled up as he spat out his maliciousness to no end. Wilhelm glared at his cold eyes and quietly asked him―― About the whereabouts of his wife. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride kept his silence at that question and merely narrowed his eyes. Anger started to boil up within Wilhelm when he realised that he was making no progress and he firmly clenched his teeth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had finished his business, went back home, and he’d been greeted with this reception. There was no way that Theresia, who should have been home, would have let his man in. ――Him being here was certainly something that he’d cooked up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Where is Theresia. Don’t make me say the same thing again.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Giving orders to my venerable self, now that’s the mark of an arrogant man. Are women really that important? Even if you just quench down the urge of firing yourself up, the reason why you’re called the『Sword Demon』is sealed within your sheath, and that’s why you remain yet facing my venerable self.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride’s eyes were full of scorn. He heaved out another sigh at Wilhelm as if he were disappointed at him. Wilhelm 
      tch’ed 
      at that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      Hey
      , don’t you dare run your mouth. ――This is no misunderstanding.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Oh, a misunderstanding you say?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had unsheathed his blade and pointed it straight in between Stride’s eyebrows, only the width of a hair separated the blade from his skin. However Stride’s expression didn’t change a bit despite seeing how sharp the sword tip was; instead he closed one of his eyes in interest. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Faced with Stride’s behaviour, which never showed signs of wanting to acknowledge the actual situation, along with his relaxed attitude, Wilhelm spoke out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「The fact of the matter is that you turned up here without a care in the world, you showed your face without bothering to even bring that lumbering colossus. Right now it’s thanks to Theresia, and no one else, that your head is still connected to your body. Only whether she is safe or not remains your lifeline. Your life is in Theresia’s hands, don’t you forget that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride’s expression changed for the first time in response to Wilhelm’s hostility and murder-laced threats. Unexpected emotions flitted across Stride’s slightly widened eyes, and for the briefest of moments, he’d turned back to being a man rather than a demon of arrogance.
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course, it was only for a brief moment. Stride broke into a hostile smile immediately afterwards and said, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「
      Ghahaha, 
      how amusing of you. Your woman is the one holding my venerable self’s life in her hands? Only a fool or hero would be able to say such things in a situation like this. So, which 
      one of those are
       you?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「There’s no difference in how fast I will swing my sword regardless of which one. If you don’t want it to be tried out on your neck, then――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Let’s see if you can blabber away with one or two of your arms cut off, 
      Wilhelm thought as he began to spring into action.
    

    
      
    

    
      However, he had to change his course of action immediately. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      tch
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      In an instant Wilhelm turned his sword away from Stride and parried the attacks that had come from behind him with his steel. The shock of the blows, which were accompanied by a shrill grating 
      noise, resounded
       through his wrist. The weapons he’d deflected now stood sticking out from the floor and walls.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were clumps of steel which shone with a dull dark hue―― The same kind as he’d just seen when he’d been attacked at the bar before returning to the Mansion: they were called『Kunai.』Naturally the first thing that popped into his mind was their connection to his enemies from earlier.
    

    
      
    

    
      If this Shinobi had been of the same quality as those he’d come across at the bar then he would have been able to launch a direct counterattack; however, this was not the case here. In terms of speed and aim, this one was far more skilled. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「This guy’s better than the ones from earlier!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm yelled and turned to look around; a shadow jumped out from the corner of his eye as he did. The shadow jumped on the walls and ceiling and flew all over the hall with incredible speed and trajectory. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Tching 
      at this extraordinary spectacle, Wilhelm hung close to the wall. He avoided being attacked from all sides and leant his back against the wall setting himself up to parry the attack. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That way he could he could immediately counterattack regardless of whether the attack came from the left, right or front. However――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      Gnh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      The attack that shockwaved through him from the wall had been one that had been completely out of his imagination. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn’t magic. This was a type of technique called a “Wall Strike” where you could manipulate the Mana circulating inside your body. He’d heard that soldiers typically used techniques like these to unconsciously direct their body with Mana―― This particular technique boosted that as a battle art. The blow he’d received just now was quite similar to that.  
    

    
      
    

    
      In fact, although his enemy’s attack hadn’t left him any visible wounds, it had caused some serious damage inside his body. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      Gh, ukh…...hk
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「You’re going to die here? That’s really a bit of a let down.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      tch
      !」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm crumpled to his knees, letting out an anguished cry as Stride’s parched scorn grated against his eardrums. Both Theresia’s smile and Stride’s scornful laughter flashed through his mind in quick succession. A blaze raged into life from deep withinside him. 
    

    
      Wilhelm:「GHHHHAAAAA――!!」
    

    
      
    

    
      He put his right foot down hard on the floorboards and forcibly kept his collapsed body up. In a flash, his unwithering sword spirit spread explosively through the hall and now he could clearly make out where the shadow was, on its way to deliver the finishing blow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm flicked his wrist around and stabbed at the shadow bearing down on him from above. His stab had the potential to deliver certain death as it pierced through the wind, but his enemy managed to twist his neck back and barely avoided it. His black mask was cut across vertically and the hachigane wound across his forehead was grazed by his sword; sparks leapt up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The two of them clattered into each other and the shadow that had landed beside him kicked out at him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      Gnh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      A fierce shockwave racked Wilhelm’s body and he gritted his teeth to withstand the trauma of his internal organs being knocked about. He realised that he hadn’t succeeded in killing him. His enemy immediately tried to jump back behind the wall. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――And that’s when Wilhelm brought the pommel of his sword down, mercilessly smashing it into his enemy’s face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      tch
      !?」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「RRRRRRRHHHHHAAAA――!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s unexpected riposte had ended up being the decisive blow that had clattered his opponent down to the ground. He had driven his blow with enough force to beat his opponent to death, however he had 
      tch’ed
       at their reaction. There’d been enough force in his blow to kill his opponent if it had been a direct hit. But it hadn’t been one
    

    
      
    

    
      The enemy’s hachigane had taken the sting out of his blow just like it had done when he’d stabbed him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Hah, you’ve gone beyond my venerable self’s expectations. Even with the fact that the Shinobi belonging to the『General』should have been somewhat skilled amongst my pieces.」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: ショウ was written in Katakana and I have no idea what it refers to, so I’ve made an educated guess and gone with 将. I’m guessing it’s referring to a General piece in a fictional game similar to Shogi in the world.)
    

    
      
    

    
      Dozens of seconds had elapsed, and while that was only a short amount of time, the place had become a spectacle of their mortal struggle.  
    

    
      
    

    
      And amongst all that Stride was chuckling to himself as if he were enjoying the show. His behaviour felt completely disingenuous here. He didn’t have a single care in the world about his Shinobi’s defeat who lay collapsed in a pool of his own blood,
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「As I thought, his duel with 
      the『Eight
       
      Arms』really
       wasn’t a fluke, eh? I tried testing him out, but the results were as expected.……What a dull affair.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You bastard, what the fuck are you trying to do...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Hrm?」
    

    
      
    

    
      The man had sunk into thought, paying no more heed to the two who had fought, or to the hall whose reception-sofa had toppled over, tables had been smashed and paintings and ornaments strewn all over the floor.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride’s very being seemed so absurd to Wilhelm that it went beyond unnerving. The first impression he’d had of him back at Picoutatte hadn’t been wrong. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      I need to take this man’s life as quickly as possible.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Your eyes are the epitome of inelegance. What’s more, you pose to me a question that is ripe with your insipid slander. 
      What does my venerable self intend to do? 
       Well, I should have told you that from the very beginning. ――
      Everything is for my entertainment
      .」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Are you seriously saying that you’re carrying out all this nonsense out of sheer whim?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「You speak such drivel. Why do you confuse entertainment with whim? Entertainment is exhilarating because you set a plan in stone, think things through and then take the time and effort to prepare things.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「...I’d forgotten how pointless it is to speak with madmen. No point going on any longer.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm deemed that further conversation with Stride, who just shrugged his shoulders, was pointless. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride showed no signs of divulging Theresia’s condition. Before returning back to the fight, Wilhelm was going to lop off the Shinobi’s head and then put the question of his wife’s safety to Stride’s body. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He slowly stepped towards the Shinobi who lay face-down in a pool of his own blood――
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「By the way, do you remember my rings?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Willhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s breath caught in its tracks at the words Stride had suddenly uttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      With his hands spread out, Stride flashed the rings he wore on his fingers; Wilhelm’s eyes were drawn in by their bewitching radiance. There were 9 of them in total―― As for the missing ring, it had already been used to cast a curse on Bertol (who was Wilhelm’s father-in-law and Theresia’s actual father) that had bound his life until they’d managed to destroy said ring. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride had declared to him the amount of rings he had left, which totalled nine, when he’d bid him farewell last time. The light of one of those rings, the one on the middle finger of his left hand, glowed brighter, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Our earlier amusement ended up as a trial-run, but this time that isn’t going to happen. ――
      Nine, 
      Once all the preparations are in place I shalt give you the show of a lifetime」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…So you came to cast a curse with your rings on me so that you can finish your preparations or something?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「If I let myself be carried by whim and place a curse on you that would be but middling entertainment. But things aren’t so simple. The curse rings have their own kind of procedure that has to be followed. The reason I came here was only so that I could extend my every courtesy.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Your every courtesy?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was shocked to hear something he’d never never expected to hear from him. A faint smile formed on Stride’s face on seeing his reaction,
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「According to things, you have the potential to be one of my venerable self’s players in the game. Is it not courteous to say a few cordialities before moving a piece on the board? The way you present things is an absolute when something or someone is worthy of the show.」
    

    
      
    

    
      His ring shone. Wilhelm tried to move towards Stride whilst keeping his eye on the unfolding situation. Perhaps he’d kept talking so nonchalantly because he’d been planning to try and fulfill these conditions of his curse rings. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, Wilhelm’s concerns were off the mark. ――The rings had already cast their curse.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Neither money nor loyalty are decisive enough factors in linking a pawn to its master. In order to make someone your pawn, the most efficient way is to bind their life.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      tch
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Astoundingly, something burst out of the pool of blood in response to Stride’s words. That something was the body of the Shinobi, who had collapsed there from Wilhelm’s blow, leaping up. A red light, identical to the one from the curse casting ring, was shining from the Shinobi’s eyes hidden underneath his torn mask. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride was controlling the dying Shinobi by force using the ring’s power.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「JUST DIE ALREADY!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「That too would be but brief mirth. A difference that tantamounts to no more than just dying by the palm of mine venerable self’s hand or dying 
      flashily
       upon the verge of death.」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi didn’t react to Wilhelm’s shout so Stride responded on his behalf ― Wilhelm himself couldn’t understand what Stride had meant. He gritted his teeth and held out his sword, but the Shinobi, who was now standing up, dug his own nails into himself as if he were tearing up his body.
    

    
      
    

    
      Straight after he did that, a pale blue seal rose up on his body visible from a gap in his black garb. As it rose a ghastly aura accompanied by a fighting spirit surged up; Wilhelm bent his knees, expecting a fight to break out――
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Oh yeah. There was a woman in the mansion, but she’s tied up above. You’d better go pick her up.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Huh」
    

    
      
    

    
      Distracted by Stride’s nonchalant words, a flurry of light exploded, taking advantage of his momentary lapse. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, the Shinobi leaped up utilising all of his strength―― He grabbed Stride by his thin waist, broke one of the windows and jumped outside of the mansion. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi tore 
      grass up from
       the garden’s lawn, and then with just one kick, he took off from the stone wall and left the battlefield. Of course, that meant that Stride was getting away as well, so Wilhelm rushed to the garden to try and pursue them.
    

    
      
    

    
      But there were no signs of the enemy already by the time he reached the garden. This had been the result of them pouring all of their strength into their escape
    

    
      
    

    
       
      
        [image: ]
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      Wilhelm:「Shit! Damn those guys, acting however they please……」
    

    
      
    

    
      With unbearable anger welling up in his jaw, Wilhelm set out back to the mansion. He would need to set aside the credibility of Stride’s words for later, for now he needed to rescue Theresia who should be somewhere upstairs. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But Wilhelm was greeted by someone as he turned back to the Hall with that in mind――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「H-hey, Wilhelm!? What on earth happened here?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Theresia? Grimm, you too...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia, who 
      he’d thought
       had been restrained by those guys, was looking over at the disastrous state of the Hall in astonishment. Grimm was standing behind her as well, clad in his usual attire. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There was nothing amiss with either of them other than the confusion they showed wondering what had happened. There were no signs of any injuries on them and Theresia still looked the same as when he’d said goodbye to her this morning. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Wait, doesn’t your face look a little bit pale?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「N… no idea, but anyone would feel paler and be as surprised as me if they came back to find their home in this state! Wilhelm, you’re the one that’s hurt...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「……It’s nothing. So long as nothing happened to you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia rushed over to him, half-running, and frowned when she saw the state Wilhelm was in. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Luckily he hadn’t suffered any external wounds during his fight with the Shinobi. Even so, the Hall was in complete disarray and there was a pool of blood adorning its floor. It wasn’t like nothing had happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course, if Theresia was safe, the damage to the mansion was no big deal.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「……Wait up. If that’s the case, then the woman that guy mentioned was...」
    

    
      
    

    
      It didn’t matter if he’d just been bluffing. They’d be all hunky-dory if he’d just been using that as an excuse to escape. But, he wasn’t prepared to believe that so easily, he’d already let down his guard around that bastard too much. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「We need to go upstairs!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Huh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm grew paler and yelled those words out, to which Theresia reacted in shock. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――
      h̸̐k̷̉
      !」
    

    
      
    

    
      As soon as he heard Wilhelm’s voice, Grimm, immediately sensing the urgency of the situation, rushed towards the hallway. Wilhelm took Theresia by the arm and followed behind Grimm out of the Hall. He would not leave her behind. He pulled her by her slender arm and rushed up the stairs together.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, in the room that was just above the Hall...
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――
      R̵̡͛o̶̰͠l̶
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――CAROL?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm’s broken voice and Theresia’s high-pitched shriek echoed across the mansion as soon as they saw Carol’s unconscious figure strewn down onto the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 2
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「There’s really no more doubt that Stride’s aims are against you and your wife.」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Enveloped by a heavy-laden atmosphere, Wilhelm closed his eyes at the conclusion Bordeaux had informed him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He had no room to deny it. They had broken into the Astrea Residence in person in broad daylight. Of all the things they could’ve done, they’d managed to slip through the Noble District undetected, a district which should have had the highest levels of security in the Kingdom.
    

    
      
    

    
      And that meant that it was no exaggeration to say that things were graver than what had transpired. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「If we don’t keep our guard up around this guy, I’m pretty sure he’d even be capable of slipping in and out of the Royal Castle considering what he’s done!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「We sure are in a mess where we can’t just laugh it off as us overthinking it, huh. Of course all the members of the Royal Family, starting with His Majesty, have had their personal guards strengthened. The upper echelon of nobles too, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「This isn’t something we can keep up forever. He’ll be able to clearly see that we’re being drawn thin.」
    

    
      
    

    
      It was pretty conceivable that Stride would start moving in the very moment that they sat down to take a breather. If they kept reading too much into what was happening, then the ones who’d end up being unable to move about would be themselves.  
    

    
      
    

    
      However, the recent attack on the Astrea Residence had left behind a profound effect on the Kingdom.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「What have your wife… and Grimm been up to?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「They visit Carol’s bedside quite often. She still hasn’t opened her eyes… According to what the Healing Arts User said, there’s nothing out of the ordinary to her body though.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Everything rests in our enemy’s palm in that matter too, eh? This is goddamn unbearable.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bringing his hand to his forehead, Bordeaux let out a sigh. Watching this display, Wilhelm gritted his teeth and kept his silence. He wished that he could let his natural 
      short temper
       boil its course and take care of their enemies like that but things were never so simple. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Due to both his wife and his 
      camarade-de-guerre’s
       
      sake
      , Stride was no longer the sort of enemy they could just kill
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Five days had already passed since their uninvited guest had turned up at the Astrea Residence. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol hadn’t opened her eyes even once since the day she had been discovered at the mansion. The Healing Arts User had diagnosed that her life wasn’t under any threat and that the cause of her slumber remained a mystery. Theresia stayed always at her bedside and continued to nurse her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol was more to Theresia than just a long-serving attendant. Their relationship was more like that of close friends or sisters. Because of this, leaving her alone in the mansion that day was for Theresia like an irremovable thorn driving into her that continued to torment her mind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And it was safe to say that there was someone who was taking it even worse than Theresia...
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Grimm… I hope he doesn’t beat himself up too much.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「I figure that he’s blaming himself too… Since Grimm’s intuition is always spot on.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm was Wilhelm’s comrade in arms and Carol’s lover. He was blaming himself the most out of all of them about what had happened to Carol.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Because Grimm had been the only one who’d sensed the danger of Stride’s current attack.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Feels like he’s being a bit too hasty in that too. Though, for sure his intuition works darn well.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux muttered that out. He understood why Grimm was blaming himself, but he was also trying to deny him the blame. But that wasn’t an easy thing to do; everyone in the Zergev Corps knew that since Grimm’s intuition for danger was impeccable. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux’s consolations probably wouldn’t do Grimm much good due to his pride in that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「He won’t accept them no matter how many times we say it. How many times have we ended up being saved by that guy’s intuition till now. I think he’s proud of it. So that’s why...」
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d ended up thinking that the danger was likely looming near Theresia and had chosen to be next to her instead of Carol. For that, Grimm found it impossible to blame anyone but himself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Changing the subject, how are things going with finding out Stride’s whereabouts?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「I haven’t gotten any reports bearing us that news. As long as we know that he’s accompanied by skilled individuals like the『Eight Arms』revealing our hand carelessly will just invite them to wreak more havoc on us.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「When we find him we’ll encircle him with my troops. I’ll make him pay for fucking about with us so much.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「
      My troops, 
      huh? I see that you’ve started to become aware of your role as their commander.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux lowered his eyebrows slightly at the eager Wilhelm. His reaction felt a little out of sorts, and more so than that, his words felt too blithe. That made Wilhelm raise his eyebrows. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Stop talking like you’ve suddenly aged 60 years. We don’t have an infinite number of people assigned to the bodyguards. Those who can fight will defend themselves. Don’t you have your ax somewhere in the room?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「I do. Behind the frame on the wall. ――But, some progress should have been made.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm felt relieved hearing that Bordeaux’s weapon of choice was still hidden in the room. Then, he cocked his head in confusion. Bordeaux rested his elbows on his desk and then gave a short nod. And following that...
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――I’m sorry to interrupt y’all while you’re in the middle of your discussion.」
    

    
      
    

    
      The office door silently swung open and a man poked his face in. Wilhelm’s eyes widened in surprise when he caught sight of that individual, who’d come barging in whilst giving them that slightly uncourteous greeting. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He knew his face. He was tall, had long hair, and a sweet face that felt somewhat feminine―― In fact, he was a former convict who’d once been thrown into the Prison Tower for taking advantage of several women at the same time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The man’s name was Orphe, a con artist who went by the name of『Six Tongues』who’d womanised six women at the same time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d been Wilhelm’s cell-mate in the Prison Tower for a brief period of time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What the hell is that heartbreaker of a lothario doing here? As you can clearly see there ain’t any women here!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「Heh, even after suuuch a long time, he's still the same ol’ unfriendly guy. I really don’t feel like stayin’ here too long without being told. I am still busy after all.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Still haven’t learnt a thing and misleading women, are you?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「Yeah, yeah, that’s right. ――But now I mislead ‘em for the good of the Kingdom, don’t I?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe flashed him a smile. An aroma of flowers that felt weird coming from a guy was faintly drifting off from his body. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It looked like he’d had his hands full before coming here for the “Good of the Kingdom” or however he’d called it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「I do understand your misgivings, but it was you who introduced this man to me in the first place. He’s proved his usefulness as a man of quick-wits since then. But I do understand your misgivings.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「Why, do I really have to be made out as being so shady by my immediate boss?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux placated Wilhelm who had been showing his mistrust at the shady-looking Orphe. Orphe, though disgruntled at what he’d said, had had his position confirmed and thus cleared his throat,
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「Anyways it’s as Lord Zergev says. Both you and I are pretty much one and the same in the sense of being our Master’s right hand men…. Though well, are roles are as different as that of  a Knight Sword and a Sword-Cane, you can be sure of that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Since when am I Bordeaux’s adjudant...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「Since you took over the Zergev Corps ― also when things crop up you come running to report them to our Master. Saying you aren’t on good terms with each other sounds more like the sort of pitiful excuse a bastard who hops from hooker to hooker would say.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Having had his instinct to protest slammed shut by Orphe, Wilhelm reluctantly kept his silence. He’d be fighting a losing battle, even if he’d argued, since this guy was the『Six Tongues』― Wilhelm didn’t have a hope in hell of matching him tit-for-tat in talk and coming out the winner. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So what is it that the quick-witted『Six Tongues』is doing as Bordeaux’s Sword-Cane?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「I was granted a few subordinates who act as our Master’s eyes and ears in various places… That’s the rub of my position. With this, I’ve been allowed to spend time surprisingly not in boredom.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So that’s how things are.」
    

    
      
    

    
      In other words, they made use of Orphe’s ill-famed tongue to gather intelligence. They weren’t worried about his sociable behaviour precisely because he’d originally been a man who’d been caught for wooing women from the cream of society. If they tightened the reins around his vices then they could more than adequately treat him like the talented person he was.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「He’s still only on his trial period right now, but where possible I’d like to eventually increase the area he operates in. I intend to get a comprehensive overview of the frailties of the Kingdom which are present both now and back during the Civil War.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「I’m pretty certain the Kingdom is being shaken about as seen fit. I’d recommend, to a certain extent, arranging it so that I’m connected with the people who are keeping their eyes on our most crucial areas. Like with Lord McMahon I suppose.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「I’ll think about it.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Lord McMahon―― He was referring to Miklotov McMahon. He had a good eye for battle strategy, even though he was a Civil Servant. He was one of Wilhelm’s acquaintances as well, and he’d helped him out before.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Although Bordeaux’s concerns about the Kingdom’s future were important Wilhelm was more worried about the immediate future for now. Bordeaux had purposely kept Wilhelm in his room and let Orphe come in with his report, so that meant that...
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「...You have some news about Stride?」
    

    
      Orphe:「For now all I can guarantee is that this guy has an unusually suspicious nature to him. I could barely find any traces of him despite having gallivanted his name out. The response from the Empire wasn’t great… But well, setting that aside, I feel like something far different is afoot too.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe gave a short pause as that was his opinion and then he swiftly shifted his course of talk.
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「It was like that at Picoutatte, but I guess they’ve got their eyes fixed on the『Sword Saint』with all the ruckus they’ve started to kick up towards the Astrea Family. Nevertheless, his goals are hard to read. Who knows whether he wants to kill her or wants something else before he does...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I will 
      never 
      let him do that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「Now that’s some zeal I’d make off with, that’s the spirit! The more beautiful women remaining in the world for me too, the better.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm gave a silent frown at Orphe’s implicit remark about Theresia’s beauty. Orphe let a wry smile slip onto his face as he sensed Wilhelm’s piercing animosity and shrugged his shoulders saying「Dear oh dear,」
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「Whatever he’s scheming, he’s going to do it in the Kingdom of Lugnica. That’s for sure. Wilhelm heard he was preparing his entertainment, and he’s become bolder in doing so. He’s most likely turning up in different places as part of his preparations.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「You’re taking too long to get to the point, Orphe. Tell us your conclusion. Where is Stride?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「I don’t know exactly where he is, but I do know a place he’s been to several times.」
    

    
      
    

    
      All traces of joking about had vanished from Orphe’s expression. He’d answered Bordeaux’s question in a hushed tone. Both Wilhelm and Bordeaux’s facial expressions stiffened in response, and Orphe gave a deep nod.
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「It was a pain in the ass. But at any rate, when that guy turned his attention to that place...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「And, what was
       “that place”
      ?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm pressed Orphe to get to the point as he tried to start his story about all the hardships he’d faced. Orphe reluctantly shook his head at that simple question and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Orphe:「Shamrock Valley. A dismal place that is always enshrouded by a thick fog.」
    

    
      Part 3
    

    
      
    

    
      Shamrock Valley was a cursed land known far and wide to be a haunt of evil. It was located in South-Eastern Lugnica on the map. As Orphe had said, it was notorious for always being covered in a thick fog. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Fog was seen as an ill omen not just in Lugnica, but in the whole world. Since the fog made it so you could barely see and the weather was unpredictable, Shamrock Valley was regarded as a natural stronghold that kept people away. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But it wasn’t the fog that clung over the Shamrock Valley that was their issue right now. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Shamrock Valley was rumoured to be the place where the Witch had settled.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Many still shcoff at dh’ rumoursh. But, it’s true that dh’ Witch once shettled in Shamrock Valley. At leasht, that’s what Libre told me.」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: This char. has a unique way of speaking in Japanese which is pretty strong, so I am going to give him one in English.) 
    

    
      
    

    
      Having been informed about the rumours of the Shamrock Valley, the wizened figure let out an exhausted sigh.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was an old individual with a queer-looking body. He had scaly green skin, a yellow cockscomb on his head and a really long tongue rolled up behind his thick lips which darted in and out of view. At first sight, he looked similar to a Lizard Person or a Frog Person but his eyes were closer to that of a fish than a reptile’s. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He was from a Demi-Human Tribe that was regarded as a subspecies of the Lizard People; there weren’t too many of their kind around. However, his standing had no relation to his origins as he was an important figure who had been pivotal for the Demi-Human Tribes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The wizened individual’s name was Cragrell Dawson―― He had been one of the three commanders who had led the Demi-Human Alliance during the『Demi-Human War.』And he’d represented the Alliance after it fell.
    

    
      
    

    
      To cut a long story short, he was the current representative of the Demi-Human Tribes in Lugnica. He was the key figure who’d met with King Lugnica at the signing ceremony to put an end to the near decade-long Civil War. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「That being shaid, I’m jusht a feeble old man who washn’t expected to fight. I was jusht there to serve Libre and Valga. After they died I was left to bear their heavy burden. And now I’ve been kept hidden in dh’ Kingdom, and since it’d be troubleshome if I were to turn up dead I’m living a hermit’s life… Without a care in the world」
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell scratched his head with his three-fingered hand, his voice listless. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They were in a room of a mansion in the Royal Capital granted to him by the Kingdom. Of course Cragrell’s whereabouts hadn’t been made public and only a few people knew that he was here. 
    

    
      
    

    
      If Cragrell were to die due to some plot then the thirst for Civil War could once again erupt. The amount of vigilance the Kingdom took had drastically increased ever since Stride’s presence had come to light.  
    

    
      
    

    
      A stout defence had been placed in the mansion because of that. Their 
      talk too was
       being held in absolute secrecy. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell’s eyes were laced with complex emotions; and in front of him―― facing each other, a woman with long indigo hair was reflected in his eyes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「But, that’s how fate rollsh. Those who hated and killed each other from dh’ start, thish time ended up trying to protect me at dh’ rishk of their very lives.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「When circumstances change so too does one’s treatment. It’s rather straaaange to say this but I’d like you to be toleratent and accept it this time around. That’s because we’ve been wanting to avoid a situation where our country goes up in flames for a while now, and it isn’t just us, but also your brethren Cragrell-dono.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「
      Fate
      , shpeak of dh’ irony, it’s around you too… I never expected to get lucky enough to get a chance to talk to you like thish after dh’ Civil War ended.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Faced with Cragrell’s complex tone of voice, the woman―― Roswaal J Mathers let a smile appear on her devilishly beautiful face and nodded as if empathising with his feelings.
    

    
      
    

    
      Face to face like this, it was fine work indeed that Cragrell was just about keeping his cool. At any rate――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「From your perspective it’s because I was one of your greatest enemies who prevented your victory, riiiiight?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「Victory? You say such shtrange things. 
      Victory, 
      where was that in that war?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「……Hmmh」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal raised her eyebrows slightly at his unexpected counterpoint. Cragrell then shook his head with a look on his face that had 
      “Give me a break” 
      written all over it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「It was like letting your temper flare up too much. The Demi-Human Tribes launched into battle with unbearable anger courshing through them. We had no chance of winning and only Valga gave it some sherioush thought. I ran around like a headlessh chicken and Libre was alwaysh searching for a compromise.  ――Valga was deluded by the Witch as well and losht his bearings on everything.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal looked down as soon as she heard the word 
      “Witch” 
      come out. Immersed in his past, Cragrell didn’t notice the swirl of emotion that filled her heterochromic eyes of blue and yellow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Nevertheless, both of them had their thoughts about the『Demi-Human War.』Even in regards to the topic of the Witch that had surfaced now both of them held complicated feelings that they couldn’t express into words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「I don’t even know where Valga brought that Witch from. But before I knew it she was our backbone. Shamrock Valley was cleared out for dh’ Witch’s plan.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「…What we managed to find out is that Sphinx’s Testing Grounds lies in that land of fog. I’ve been there to check the place out a few times, but I didn’t manage to get any results.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「That’s becaushe I’ve heard it’s down to dh’ Witch’s Dark Artsh. Take care around her refuge; only Valga and Libre were told how to enter it, or so they say.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「It’s a dangerous place to scout out without resorting to tricks. You have be well prepared」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal bit her lip in response to Cragrell’s answer who had told her that finding the Witch’s refuge was difficult. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Though Roswaal was the type who’d always 
      try
       to keep her cool from habit, when it came to Sphinx―― 
      Only 
      when it came to that being who was labelled 
      “That Witch”, 
      did she find it hard to keep her cool. 
       
    

    
      
    

    
      ――That was because Sphinx and the Mathers Family shared a long, long history. Destroying the defective product of that Witch without leaving a single trace of Sphinx’s existence behind was one of Roswaal J Mather’s lifelong goals.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Therefore it was probably suitable to call Sphinx’s Testing Grounds, which lay hidden in Shamrock Valley, a Testing Grounds when you took into consideration Sphinx’s history. Not being able to find the Testing Grounds was a real thorn in Roswaal’s side. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Not just for her own goal but also for everyone she’d forged friendships with. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「You have quite dh’ troubled look on your face. Why are you so attached to that place? You’re a mage. Could it be that you’re trying to retrieve the research reshults that the Witch left behind.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Sorry but the magic I was taught is for making people happy. It’s absolutely incompatible with that being’s quintessence. My goal is...」
    

    
      
    

    
      “To completely erase all traces of that Witch” ―
       she tried to firmly declare that but for some reason she hesitated with her words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal licked her chapped lips, providing them moisture, and then cut off her hesitation in an instant. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「It’s moreso that some comrades of mine are interested in that place and one of my friends was hurt. I’ve been saved by her many times. ――She’s the rare sort of friend whom I desire for her happiness.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol was still sleeping even now. During the Civil War she had accompanied Roswaal on numerous of her rash excursions as her escort. In her role she hadn’t been able to go against Roswaal’s opinions, and she didn’t know what she thought of them, but Roswaal was quite fond of her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course that was completely uncomparable to Mathers’ most cherished desire. Even so, when it came to the conditions of friendship that Roswaal personally embraced, she filled those plenty enough. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「…...Your pershonality is so troublesome to dh’ point that I’d rather shympathise with you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I know. But I can’t reflect on that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn’t know why she hadn’t gotten angry at the words the old man had spoken that had felt like he’d seen right through her. Either way, Roswaal had nothing more to gain so she started to get up from her seat. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「――The last time I shpoke with Libre was before the Battle of Aihia.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Out of the blue, Cragrell turned his eyes not to Roswaal but into empty space and muttered out those words.
    

    
      
    

    
      “Libre”
      , Roswaal pondered over that name that had cropped up several times already in her mind, and then she spoke out,
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「He was one of the leaders of the Demi-Human Alliance like Valga and Sphinx. Libre Fermi.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「He was shomething like a friend to me, someone who I knew for a long time. This is what Libre told me. 
      “If Valga doesn’t cool his foolish head down the Alliance will meet its end when all of us are dead. I will leave it to you to broker peace for when that time comes.”
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Libre was renowned for his prowess in battle having crossed swords with many of the Kingdom’s Soldiers on the frontlines.  
    

    
      
    

    
      After the war it became clear from the testimonies of people who’d known him that in contrast to what he was renowned for he’d been the person who’d most wanted a reconciliation with the Kingdom amongst the three leaders. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It made sense from Libre’s point of view to designate Cragrell as the Post-Civil War leading delegate. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「In the end, Libre’s intuition was spot on. Only I, a feeble old man, survived and now I’m caged here until I kick the bucket under the pretence of being under the Kingdom’s protection. Enough of that, I intend to fulfill my duty towards my brethren, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「If truly I am to fulfill Libre’s final requesht, then I should do this.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell’s eyes, which were gazing into empty space, swayed with emotion. His distant gaze wasn’t fixed upon the wall of his dreary room. It was probably fixed upon the past with his now-lost friends. Eventually...
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「――
      tsh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell jerked his chin up and let his tongue unroll from behind his puffy lips out towards Roswaal. For a second, Roswaal tensed up as if expecting something untoward, but she immediately realised what the old man was doing soon after. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――A glittering crystal stone rested against the tip of Cragrell’s long tongue. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「This shtone has a portion of dh’ Witch’s Od confined in it. Libre told me when he handed it to me that with it you can remove the Refuge’s conshealment mechanishm. Though with how shtubborn I am I was planning to take it to my grave.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「But you didn’t do that. Why?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「――The war ended a long time ago. I see that you too are simply just a pershon who gets sad when one of your friends is hurt. I’ve turned my back to the battlefield when I didn’t fight, and now I don’t have the strength left to persevere.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell slowly shook his head and Roswaal took the crystal from the tip of his tongue. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She could feel a sinister aura faintly emanating from it as soon as she set it on her palm―― That aura was the miasma of that diabolical Witch which seemed to almost be telling her 
      “Part of me has lingered behind in this world, even after death.”
    

    
      
    

    
      But Roswaal’s aim had been achieved thanks to this being left behind. She’d told her friends 
      “Leave it to me”
       and then made her way over here. She would not lose face with her friends. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Relieved by that, Roswaal bowed and prepared herself to leave this place. But before she did――
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「You have my gratitude, Cragrell-dono. Also, although I may be overstepping my marks here I’d like to say just one last thing.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Cragrell:「What ish it?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「You fought well on your battlefield. That is something I can assure you, having come here to meet you like this. You have 
      nothing at all to
       be ashamed about in regards to your friends.」
    

    
      
    

    
      She didn’t intend to comfort him nor overly worry about him. Even if none of her words reached his heart, there wasn’t anything unusual about them not reaching a mutual understanding with that Civil War between them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even so, Roswaal left those words behind and Cragrell looked down wordlessly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――As one of the conclusions of the『Demi-Human War』, merely that was enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      
        [image: ]
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      Part 4
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal returned with the good news and the decision to mobilise the operation was taken immediately after. 
    

    
      
    

    
      With Stride’s movements discovered by Orphe, and the Testing Grounds left by the Witch Sphinx presumed to be Stride’s objective―― They prepared to set out there to shed light on the situation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And if things went well they would prevent whatever Stride was planning before it came to fruition and throttle the life out of him――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「So you’re going to that Shamrock Valley, famed for its danger, for that purpose?」
    

    
      
    

    
      In preparation for the operation, Wilhelm was changing into his Royal Knights outfit. Theresia frowned at him as he was putting on his white jacket and then asked him that question.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sliding his hands into the jacket’s sleeves Wilhelm gave a short nod and replied with a「Yeah」 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「That Roswaal girl got information about the Witch’s Refuge from Cragrell of the Alliance. After several investigations turning up nothing, we should make a bit more progress with this.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「……You really do believe in Roswaal-san, don’t you?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      Believe in, 
      now that’s a pretty unappetising way of putting it.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia reached out to his jacket and smoothed the wrinkles on its back out with her palm. Wilhelm couldn’t see what look she had on her face from where he was. But a wry smile spread across his face in response to her words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d sought out her help before in regards to Stride, and now he’d sought out her assistance in regards to the matter of Shamrock Valley as well. He felt a bit reluctant to declare that he believed in her, but in actual fact he probably did. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal too had been one of his comrades
       
      whom he’d fought alongside with in the Civil War. There was no questioning that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「That place also has a lot of Witchbeasts living in the perennial fog… Do you think a clue to wake Carol can really be found in a place like that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You think it’s a trap he deliberately showed off to lure anyone trailing him in? For sure that would be a plan that would match up with that bastard’s rotten nature, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride might have let Orphe acquire that information and set a trap to capture all of the people pursuing him from the Kingdom in one proverbial net. For certain he was the kind who’d be capable of doing that.
    

    
      
    

    
      However――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「No matter how cautious we 
      are of that
      , Grimm isn’t going to stay put. There’s no way I am going to send him out alone in the fog.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…Grimm-kun has been constantly blaming himself, hasn’t he?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You aren’t one who can speak about others either.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia, having been concerned about Grimm’s emotional state, had completely shunted her own self aside. But, in terms of being sick and worried for Carol, Theresia rivalled him too. 
    

    
      Theresia:「You know you sound really like yourself when you start speaking like that. You just used to argue with Carol all day… Aren’t you lonely without her now?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I’m just as surprised at myself too, though.」
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d never expected he’d feel so lonely not hearing Carol’s quibbling. Besides,
       even if 
      he put the matter of Carol aside, there’s no way he could overlook Shamrock Valley.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「A combination of Stride and the Witch is just about the worst thing I can imagine. In a sense they’re a more ill-natured duo than her and Valga… If they were all together I’d have no idea what the hell’d happen」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…...Could Carol too have ended up like father did?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia, who showed signs of apprehension, mentioned that because of the stuff that had happened during their honeymoon. ――Back at Picoutatte when they’d first come face to face with Stride, Theresia’s father, Bertol, had been gripped by the ring’s curse and his very life had almost been at risk.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even if Theresia was similarly uneasy when looking at the comatose Carol, it didn’t serve any use.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Just like with what happened to our honoured Father, the diagnoses that mages like Garritch gave differed from the usual kind. With all these kinds of things we have no choice but to get them from Stride’s mind directly.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I understand… So please, even if you push yourself, come back safely okay?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Don’t you usually tell me to not push myself?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Don’t you still push yourself whenever I say that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…It depends on the time and situation.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was aware that he usually pushed himself too hard. Since Theresia knew that too she replied with「I know right?」
    

    
      
    

    
      She then turned to the front, and said:
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Because you’re you, you’ll end up pushing yourself. I won't ask you to do anything you can't do. But I’d like to hear you promise me that you’ll come back safely.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Mphm」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm didn’t reply to the smiling Theresia with words, instead he replied by gently bringing her into his firm embrace. Though it surprised Theresia at first, she then put her head on Wilhelm’s chest straight after.
    

    
      
    

    
      They broke the embrace after a while, biting down their reluctance to let go of each other.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You and Carol will be protected by Bordeaux’s men while I’m gone. It’ll probably get a bit stuffy, but please bear with it.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Honestly though, it’d be better to let them guard other people of importance than me. Like why not...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I don’t want to hear any more of this from you. This is mine, Bordeaux and everyone’s final decision on the matter.」
    

    
      
    

    
      The words that she’d have followed up with would have probably been related to her『Divine Protection of the Sword Saint.』Even if she didn’t say it, they were fully aware of these things.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia, who had been placed under their protection, was stronger than anyone here. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「If all goes well, I’ll be back in less than 10 days. I promise you that I’ll definitely come back with results.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「The promise is your safety Wilhelm. As well as Grimm-kun’s, Roswaal-san’s, Conwood-san’s and everyone else’s.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Of course.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Having been reminded of that, Wilhelm returned his nod without any hesitation this time around. Theresia puffed out her chest in satisfaction at his encouraging response. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Well then, take care my dear. ――For the sake of my family, thank you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm nodded again without checking as if that denoted who it was.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part
       
      5
    

    
      
    

    
      They left the Royal Capital and set out to investigate the Shamrock Valley. That was the mission the Zergev Corps had to carry out led by Wilhelm―― Or more precisely, the mission of the Corps was to provide escort for the members of the investigation team. And, the members that had been picked out to investigate the Witch’s Refuge included――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――Doesn’t it perhaps remiiiiind you of the time when we first met when we do on-the-spot investigations of the enemy’s territory like this?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Leading the front, the Corps members stepped through the unsteady earth and cleared her out a path that was easy to walk through. The person who’d spoken out whilst she followed this impromptu path as if she were taking a leisurely stroll was whom they were escorting, was Roswaal. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Still the same as ever, she wore a costume that didn’t appear fit for the occasion of investigating this dangerous area. She would constantly talk to the Zergev Corps who were cautiously combing out the surroundings for danger, especially Wilhelm who was walking beside her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course his placement had been intentional. It made sense to place the strongest Corps member beside the most important one. Wilhelm had ended up getting the short end of the stick thanks to that excuse. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Back then it was because we went to investigate the Magic Circle in Castor Plain, right? We were investigating all the troublesome stuff left behind by the Demi-Human alliance… It feels like deja-vu」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You never shut up. At this rate you’re gonna run out of breath.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「No need to worry. I take daily runs to keep myself in tip-top shaaape. If we’re going to keep travelling through poor terrain then I doooon’t intend to lose out to your men.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal replied to Wilhelm’s scathingness without sounding particularly concerned. In actual fact, her legs weren’t tired. Whereas the heavily armed Corps members were about to reach their limits before her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Nonetheless, that wasn’t to say that his men were weak.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Because the Shamrock Valley which the Zergev Corps had stepped 
      into, that
       haunt of evil, had already bared its fangs at them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm ran his sword spirit through the barely visible surroundings and focused on keeping his troops’ formation.
    

    
      
    

    
      The valley was full of fog as rumoured. The fog itself was more noxious than rumoured, it was as if it was trying to sap their strength from them. Something always felt out of place, as if they were being watched by something they couldn’t see. That sensation frayed at their nerves and reduced their alertness levels; if they weren’t careful, they could start losing members of their team to it.
    

    
      
    

    
      They had to keep their wits about them at all times so it was inevitable that his thoughts turned to worrying about how much energy they had left. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Luckily it doesn’t seem to be a Witchbeast paradise like the rumours said.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「No matter what they are, rumours tend to be stretched. Few people bother to tread into such dangerous areas like Shamrock Valley. It’s all too natural that the rumours end up being exaggerated. Weeeell, I can’t say that as a rule though, since there are way more Witchbeasts in the Augria Sand Dunes than the rumours say.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal shrugged her shoulders. Wilhelm gave an indifferent nod and then wordlessly turned to the end of the column where his deputy commander was bringing up the rear. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Although the man’s facial expression was indistinguishable in the fog, the drive that exuded from him was hair-raising; it was Grimm. He’d sustained a wound to his throat in the war, but right now he was speaking little (and it had nothing to do with his wound), and his step was heavy-laden. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Though, he’d expected him to be a little bit more optimistic since he was doing this for Carol’s sake――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「His self-reproach won’t show itself in his actions. If his overly strained nerves led to some sort of accident it would be easy to point fingers at him… Grimm-kun too, as talented as he is, is suffering.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Don’t go reading into what’s in people’s minds so casually.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「You don’t deny it, I never expected 
      you 
      to become so human. There’s a certain charm to you even when you’ve given up being a sword. Such a pity thouuuuugh.」
    

    
      
    

    
      She spoke to Wilhelm in typical Roswaal-fashion as if there was something meaningful in what she’d said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Regardless of whether something was hidden behind her attitude or not, the way he got on with her hadn’t changed. Wilhelm didn’t reply to her for a little while. Then, he spoke up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Grimm has Conwood with him. They should be able to handle anything that crops up.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Wouldn’t Grimm-kun have more peace of mind if you yourself were to say something to him?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「He prioritised Theresia’s safety and that led to Carol becoming like she is now. What on earth can I say to Grimm to settle his nerves!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「You sure are tactless, aren’t you? I guess it was far too early for me to have said that you’ve given up being a sword.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm felt a sense of shame similar to how Grimm was feeling reproachful towards himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ultimately, leaving Stride at large had been Wilhelm’s fault. He’d definitely had his chances to lop off his head both at Picoutatte and at the Astrea Residence. 
    

    
      
    

    
      If only he’d seized those opportunities then.
      .. He couldn’t help but think that way. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――I’m sorry, but can we stop for juuuuust a little bit?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――. All troops. Halt. A-ttention.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm swiftly responded to Roswaal’s sudden call to stop their march. Everyone stopped in their tracks as soon as the command had been issued and shifted their attention towards them.
    

    
      
    

    
      With them as the focus of their attention, Roswaal took something out from between her large breasts. She brought out a thumb-sized crystal which was fastened to a thin chain.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「He gave you that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I received this from Cragrell-dono of the Alliance. It seems like Libre Fermi got it from Sphinx and used it as proof of passage to the Refuge.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Libre, huh.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm gave a small frown at Roswaal’s explanation, the crystal now in her hand. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was acquainted with Libre Fermi as well, having crossed swords with him personally. He’d been renowned as the strongest swordsman in the Demi-Human Alliance. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In fact, Wilhelm had almost been killed by Libre.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hadn’t ended up dead thanks to luck intervening―― No, he hadn’t ended up dead thanks to his comrades back then saving him one after the other. Amongst them, Bordeaux’s adjutant, Pivot had lost his life to protect Wilhelm. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In the end Libre too had been betrayed by Sphinx and his corpse had ended up being toyed with.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You said Libre gave that to Cragrell before he died right?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Yeah because he was the most realistic person who was looking for a compromise to end the Civil War. It looked like Cragrell-dono was going to hide it inside his belly until he died though… Hey, what’s the matter?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…...He was hiding it inside his belly!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Part of what she’d said made him double take. Hearing his confusion, Roswaal tilted her head wonderingly, and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I’m not exaggerating, he put it inside of his stomach. It’s a greaaaat place to hide things.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「He was really carrying that around in there like it’s the most normal thing in the world…?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Strangely enough, the fact that you were raised posh is slowly trickling out from you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      With a wry smile, Roswaal raised the crystal that had been sitting inside of someone else’s stomach up for everyone to see. A faint light appeared inside the white crystal when she did, and following that, a beam of light pierced straight into the fog up ahead. The beam continued to stretch out deep into the fog without showing signs of stopping and probably stretched out into the far yonder――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It must mean that the Witch’s Refuge is around.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「It should be the Testing Grounds which served as Sphinx’s base. However, although we have the proof of passage, its effective range isn’t dependable. We’ll have to take care from here, won’t we」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal made a pedantic correction to Wilhelm’s statement. Then she nodded towards the depths of the fog. From here on out, they’d have to be more on their guard just as she’d warned them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Grimm, can you promise me that you won’t run off ahead?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had named Grimm as he was the person who was most acutely aware of impending danger in the Corps. Having been called out, Grimm stepped forward, his usual happy-go-lucky face tensing up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「…e̷̬̊t̵̕ ̵̘̐m̶̍e ̴̺̓oo̶̭̓ ̶͉͠i̴t̴ ̶͑͜e̶̛a̵͊s̸̀e̴̒」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm raised his Greatshield up, telling him 
      “Let me do it please.” 
      The sigil engraved into his shield was the Remendis one, of Carol’s lineage. Carol had given him the shield during the Civil War so the way he handled it was something which he took utmost care of. 
    

    
      
    

    
      His current determination was just as if he’d sworn on his shield. Thus he could only believe in him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal「Here you go.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal handed over the crystal to Grimm. He firmly took ahold of the pyroxene and turned towards where the beam of light was pointing to. Then he started to walk with the Zergev Corps in his tow.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「All troops, follow Grimm. Be wary of any traps set by the Witch or attacks from those bastards.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Urging his Corps members to keep their guard up, Wilhelm too followed in Grimm’s wake with his hand on his sword’s pommel. Roswaal followed behind him, chuffed that their surroundings had been strengthened by the brave men of the Zergev Corps. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Is this dampness against my skin due to the fog or from me sweating? 
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt like his senses were getting more and more impaired the further he walked into the fog. 
      It must be the strange powers of the fog which had been left by the Witch that kept people at bay. 
      He couldn’t hear the sounds of the wind and his own breathing anymore, and his sight was so covered in white that he was almost blind.
    

    
      
    

    
      All he could do was follow the guiding light.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silently, silently following in Grimm’s wake (who was following the light’s path foremostly) and that guiding light.
    

    
      
    

    
      How much time had passed since they’d set out?
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「The fog」
    

    
      
    

    
      Suddenly, Wilhelm became aware that his sight had become clearer and that the world that had been enveloped 
      in thick
       fog had become brighter. A sense of excitement reflexively stirred up in his voice. He masked it by wiping 
      away at the
       sweat on his forehead.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, he went up to Grimm’s side and clapped him on his shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Grimm we’ve crossed the most difficult part for now, after this we…」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――It seems you’ve gotten used to captaincy, haven’t you? Wilhelm.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm froze in surprise at that clear-sounding reply which Grimm shouldn’t have been able to return. However, his surprise was immediately replaced by a different kind of surprise. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And that was because the voice didn’t belong to Grimm, yet he knew who it belonged to.
    

    
      
    

    
      There’s no way he should be hearing this person’s voice. That was imp――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「It’s not just the young lord, but you too that I didn’t think would change this much. This is quite the pleasant miscalculation.」
    

    
      
    

    
      The man speaking to him was an elegant looking one with long chestnut coloured hair cascading down his back. Wilhelm was reflected in his eyes, behind the monocle that adorned his left one. The corners of his lips curved up into a smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      He remembered that expression. That smile was tucked away in memories that seemed a little faraway.  
    

    
      
    

    
      His name was――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Pivot?」
    

    
      
    

    
      His former 
      camarade de guerre 
      who’d saved his life and died for it was now smiling at him at the end of the fog.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 6
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia passed the time restlessly sat beside the still sleeping Carol. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It had been four days since Wilhelm had left for Shamrock Valley―― The plan had been to make their way there to see if they could find anything at the Witch’s Refuge that had been used by the Demi-Human Alliance. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia stretched out her hand to Carol’s sleeping face as her own wishful thoughts overlapped with what had been arranged. She gently brushed away the golden fringe that lay against her forehead and then traced her eyebrows with her finger. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Her typical purpose-kept stiff expression became surprisingly gentle when she was asleep. She never really showed it in public but she looked really sweet when she smiled. Theresia felt a small tinge of pride that she was able to keep that knowledge all to herself; though, it was quite a dilemma as well.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「It’s really such a waste that only I know what a cute girl Carol truly is.」
    

    
      
    

    
      So when Carol had told her she was going out with Grimm (whilst stuttering out excuses upon excuses let’s add), Theresia’s had burst into both joy and loneliness. If the guy Carol had been going out with hadn’t been Grimm then Theresia would have most likely felt extremely jealous. Well, actually, she was feeling jealous of Grimm too, but it definitely would have been worse than now.
    

    
      
    

    
      What am 
      I even going
       to do with Carol?
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I can’t really say that I’m like her Mistress. And if I said Friend Carol would get bashful and show her displeasure.  ――Sisters is the closest I guess.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia thought herself more as being the big sister even though Carol was older than her. Carol too thought of herself as something close to that so the “Who’s the Big Sister Dispute” remained unsettled. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…Would it be fine to concede this now to Carol when she wakes up?」
    

    
      
    

    
      She could say that this would be a pretty big concession from herself. Carol ought to leap up and bask in the honour of her leniency. Theresia’s attitude meant that she’d handed her the victory of their long, long dispute.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:『
      Th-this is too great of an honour, Theresia-sama. But, would, would that really be okay? I’m still not mature enough...
      』
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Heheh」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia giggled out loud, knowing perfectly well what Carol would say. However, the actual Carol wasn’t blushing or awestruck by Theresia’s words since she was still sleeping. 
    

    
      And that was connected to Theresia’s sense of dismay. She was fully aware that she was unconsciously acting like a spoiled child. 
    

    
      
    

    
      All she’d ever done was place burdens on Carol ever since the『Demi-Human War.』In the end, when she looked back on it, she hadn’t changed one bit. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia shook her head and took a cup from the tabletop which had been placed nearby in the hospital room. She placed the cup to her mouth and took a sip. The tea really didn’t taste good even though she’d brewed it herself.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was as if her anxiety was increasing so much to the point where she’d forgotten even what she liked. Recently there’d been many of these strange occurrences. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn’t just with tea, there'd been many instances where food and spices had felt off to her too. She also felt rather miserable that she was posing the blame for her terrible emotional distress on her surroundings. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I can’t keep going on like this though. My mother and father will get worried.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Her parents were coming from the main Astrea residence to the Royal Capital today to check on Carol’s condition as had been pre-arranged. They too considered Carol like a daughter. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia wasn’t at all sure if she’d have the resolve in herself to leave the hospital room in time despite saying she’d go out and meet them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――She’d let Carol suffer like this whilst she was away. And neither Grimm or Wilhelm could be at her side, so at a time like this, she couldn’t leave her side.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia let out a pensive sigh with that in mind. And, immediately as she did――,
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――
      sia… sama?
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Eh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia instinctively rushed over to Carol’s bed in response to that faint voice. For a moment, she wondered whether she’d mistaken the voice for the sound of the wind, but there’s no way she would have ever mistaken that particular voice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Carol?」
    

    
      
    

    
      She placed her hand onto the bed and gently brought her other one to the supine Carol’s cheek. Carol groggily narrowed her eyes to her palm’s touch,
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Your hand’s…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「What’s wrong with it? My hand’s...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Cold. Careful not to get too cold...」
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d woken up and her first words had been those; Theresia blinked her eyes in astonishment at that. Her words had been rather typical for her so Theresia quickly understood that this wasn’t a dream.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Oh my gosh Carol, thank goodness! I was really, really worried..」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Ah, I’m… Where’s Grimm?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Already the Grimm-kuns are starting right after you wake up? No, it’s okay. Today I’ll let you off. I’ll let you off, so… ah no, wait up. I have to get the master of healing!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia flusteredly replied to Carol whose voice was barely a scrap of whisper. She then wiped away the tears that had welled up in her eyes with her sleeve and rushed out of the hospital room. The knights who were guarding Theresia got pretty agitated seeing the state she was in. But they too erupted into joy when they looked into the hospital room and noticed that Carol had woken up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Wilhelm… Grimm-kun…! Carol woke up, she woke up...!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia reported the news to her husband and friend (who of course weren’t there) as she sprinted down the corridor. It’s not like they could do anything about it. But she hoped they’d both come back safely after.  
    

    
      
    

    
      With that hope in mind, Theresia rushed past the mage, Garritch, without even looking at him.
    

    
      
    

    
      It ended up with Garritch giving both the Knights and Theresia a good scolding for kicking up such a racket in the hospital with spittle flying from his mouth, along with Theresia's parents, who had been worried sick when their daughter hadn’t come to meet them. That was after she’d given them the news.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Still no one could notice the footsteps of 
      the『Destruction
       
      Wish』steadily
       creeping forward.
    

    
      
    

    
      Act Three
    

    
      Part 1
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The scenery around the valley now that the fog had cleared up was far more peaceful than he’d imagined.
    

    
      
    

    
      With Shamrock Valley situated near the marshlands there was always an unpleasant wind blowing about. The rocky crags here were covered in moss and bogs littered the area; needless to say this made traversing the area a chore. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Thus the vibrant greenery that had painted the landscape and the chilly, serene breeze blowing by felt really weird to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「That, and it makes no sense as well that you, being dead and all
      , 
      are walking alongside me.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「So why are you telling that to the dead man himself? I just said that you’ve gotten used to captaincy and that I’m pleased with your growth… Though it seems like your impudent streak is alive and kicking.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「As for you, you ought to look more dead. Your face looks full of life.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm let out a snort and then scowled at the long-haired man walking beside him―― at Pivot.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dead should look like the dead
      : these words were neither a metaphor or a joke, they were just plain fact. This man, Pivot Arnancy, had lost his life in the Civil War several years ago and had long departed from this world.
    

    
      
    

    
      So their reunion right now was an impossible one.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the first place, the figures of Roswaal and the members of the Zergev Corps who’d accompanied them were nowhere to be seen. So there was only one possibility he could think of in this situation, unless he’d been instantly hurled off to a faraway land or he’d been dropped into the lands of the dead when he’d gotten lost in the fog.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――And that possibility was that this wasn’t really happening.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「You’re being overly hasty. During the Civil War there were those secret arts of the Witch that raised the dead, right? What if me being here is related to that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「That Witch didn’t make people come back to life, she just made their corpses into her puppets. The you here doesn’t look like her puppet… That’s why you’re...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot almost looked like he was enjoying himself and that made Wilhelm cut himself off mid-sentence. Pivot narrowed his eyes behind his monocle as a silence grew between them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「That’s why I’m?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――. That’s why you’re definitely dead and haven’t come back to life. You’re just a phony.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「What cruel remarks. Were my heart weak, you might have been able to kill me just with the sharpness of those words, like that of a blade.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot brought one of his hands to his chest and muttered those words out following Wilhelm’s declaration. Then he, having been treated as a phony, continued to speak and said「But in fact,」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「Words didn’t kill me, but a blade most assuredly did.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「The look on your face didn’t change, not one bit. Now that’s Wilhelm Trias for you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So did you come here now to voice your grudges against me?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm didn’t understand what sort of intentions he had in mind speaking like he was making fun of his own death. However, Pivot voiced his denial to his blunt question with a「Not at all.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「What you just said about grudges, it’s too late for those sorts of things. I’ve got limits in regards to starting off on the wrong foot even if I’ve become like a hollow and appeared before you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Then why is it that you showed your face」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「Well, let’s see. Wilhelm, why have I?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「How am I supposed to know?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot replied like he was teasing him and then chuckled at him as he grew more irritated.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Were you always like this?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was wary about Pivot with his behaviour seeming quite frivolous. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Pivot that Wilhelm had known had been a calm, cool and collected man. He’d supported Bordeaux in both public and private as master and vassal; on top of that he’d also been the kind of person who always tried to keep what he said relevant to the topic at hand.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Having been the deputy commander of Bordeaux’s Zergev Corps, he’d often commanded them on behalf of Bordeaux as he’d had a penchant for getting into the thick of things in the frontlines. His composed decisions and precise instructions were like the picture of what a commander ought to be, to the point that right now, even Wilhelm was learning a lot from him back then. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, when you took away that impression of his position and his talents――
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「Are you and I so close that we can talk about our impressions of each other?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「We did spend 2 years together in the same squad… But our relationship was always one of just associates. We shouldn’t have been so close as to be able to call it one of friendship.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Yeah. That’s why it’s weird that you’re here.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm agreed with what Pivot had said and then turned his gaze not to him, but to the scenery around him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Beneath the clear skies lay an unearthly garden of fantasy, a utopia―― At least now he was sure that this place wasn’t Shamrock Valley. His real self was still wandering through the fog. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm and the dead mingled together in this impossible land of fantasy――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So it’s neither out of a grudge or us having been close. Then I’ve no clue why I’ve come face to face with you here.」
    

    
      
    

    
      More specifically, what was it that Pivot wanted to make Wilhelm do?
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「Well, let’s not get so flustered. How about we sit down and try and talk about it?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Sorry, but I prioritise the living. I have no time to care about you... about the dead. If you understand that then hurry up and put me back where I came from」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「Words that lacked any consideration towards the dead, that too is like the old Wilhelm Trias. Though for me it’d be more accurate if I’d 
      said the Wilhelm
       I know rather than the old Wilhelm.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「PIVOT――
      tch
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      A fierce sword aura emanated from Wilhelm directed towards Pivot who’d tried to continue their leisurely talk.
    

    
      
    

    
      Having no intention of drawing out the conversation, Wilhelm reached for his Beloved Sword on his waist. He would not stay for any longer. He sharpened his eyes, conveying that intention.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「If you’re going to stop me, I’ll...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「You’ll cut me down and move on forward. That too is like Wilhelm Trias. If you can, though.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You think I can’t?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「Yeah, I do. That’s why I am here.」
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d had his threat brushed aside very easily and for a moment he was taken by surprise. However, he readily gritted his teeth and tried to draw out his sword.
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d hold the steel out towards him and give him one last chance. And if that didn’t work out――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「――You didn’t pull it out, Wilhelm?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…It should have」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm put some muscle into his arm in response to Pivot’s question. But his right arm, which he’d 
      touched to his
       Beloved Sword, was trembling slightly and wouldn’t move. His will to fight wasn’t being conveyed to the palm of his hand. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He still couldn’t even draw out his sword before he could decide whether to kill Pivot or not. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Wha…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「If you wanted to say 
      “What did you do to me”, 
      then that’s a pointless suspicion. I’m doing nothing to you. I can even swear on the Young Lord, on Grimm, on each of the dead of our squad.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      hk
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot’s mannerism was awfully respectful and that enraged Wilhelm, making him draw out his sword.
    

    
      
    

    
      However, his familiar Beloved Sword gripped within his palm felt incredibly heavy and his arm felt useless as if he’d forgotten how to swing his sword. He realised that his tongue was drenched in awful, bitter saliva. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「You managed to draw it out, how splendid. And now what will you do?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Now… I’ll...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「My oh my, your attitude doesn’t seem like that of that『Sword Demon.』Then I’ll give it to you in the form you best understand.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had lost his bearings on how to swing his sword down, having been unable to raise his fist up. With Wilhelm embroiled in this turmoil, Pivot threw him a helping hand as if he was saying 
      there’s no helping this
      . Pivot closed the distance between him and Wilhelm with a single step.    
    

    
      
    

    
      And then――
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「――Well done」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot’s words of admiration juxtaposed against a shrill ringing noise. His admiration was because Wilhelm had reflexively swung his sword and parried away his own.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had immediately protected himself from Pivot’s sword after he’d closed the gap to him. The sword had been aiming straight for his neck and if he hadn’t protected himself it would’ve surely been fatal. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「The hell were you trying to do 
      just
       now!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「I just thought I’d try and reduce your guilt. If you’re hesitant about killing a defenceless dead acquaintance, then what difference does it make if it’s a hostile dead turncoat?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot replied indifferently to the enraged Wilhelm, without any shade of malice. Then he muttered「What an awkward position this is, that I’m in right now」as if he was talking about it being someone else’s problem.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「Anyways, you needn’t dwell on this, you should be able to achieve your purpose」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「My purpose? And what may that be! All I care about is getting back to where I came from! I don’t have any time to fight you here. There’s no point in this!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「It’s rather cruel of you to say there’s no point. Certainly my skills with the sword may appear like mere child’s play compared to yours, but I am still a Knight irregardless and I haven’t thrown that much away.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      tch
      ! Quit talking like that!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm flew into a fit of rage at them communicating like they were on different wavelengths. But Pivot’s expression lit up as if he were enjoying his anger and he swung his sword again as he stepped forward. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course Wilhelm parried that one as well. As sharp as his blow had been, it was far off the『Sword Demon’s』level. His neck, his side, his belly, below his lower back, he could see countless openings. If he swung his sword at any of those places he’d be able to put him out of action. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He should do that. That’d let him quickly put an end to this phony――
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「――Look out, the next one’s coming」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      hk
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      He was forced to take defensive action against Pivot’s next blow before he could start his counterattack.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot’s blows were elegant ones that were fired off with no openings in between them. The battle had turned to one of sheer defence for Wilhelm, as if Pivot’s prowess 
      had
       vastly improved from the time he knew him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「That can’t be right. You should know that too.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      Gh
      …」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「It’s not down to my skill that you’re stuck on the defence, it’s down to your heart. The reason all you’re doing is defending is simply because that’s all you’re doing. You aren’t even mounting one counterattack.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「GHAAAA…!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm locked swords with Pivot after he told him the reality of the situation and pushed him back by force. Pivot’s posture crumbled a bit at that impact and Wilhelm tried to slip his sword into the gap that emerged,
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:『――Don’t let Wilhelm die!』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      The moment he stepped forward he heard a scream resounding against his eardrums―― No, in his mind, and it sounded like it was coughing up blood, a scream that he’d heard once before.
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: If my TL isn’t obvious, Wilhelm is hallucinating the moment of Pivot’s death in EX 2)
       
    

    
      
    

    
      For a split second, that hallucination robbed away his attention. Pivot’s figure was there in front of him. The Knight Sword held in Pivot’s hand sprung into motion, arcing towards Wilhelm who’d stopped in his tracks,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelms:「GRAAAAAAAーー!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Feeling the signs of cold death nearing him, Wilhelm’s fighting instincts slowly stirred.
    

    
      
    

    
      He swung his arm as he roared out a battle cry and his sword cut through Pivot’s Knight Sword halfway up the blade. The momentum that his attack had didn’t stop there, instead his flash of silver carried on and cut into Pivot’s lean figure in one fell swoop.
    

    
      
    

    
      His blade went through from his left shoulder all the way down to his right hand side; he’d cut across his body with a single stroke―― Funnily enough, it was the same wound that Pivot had suffered in real life.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Ah」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「Very good, Wilhelm.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm widened his eyes at how savage the wound he’d given him was. Pivot nodded at him as he did so. No blood was coming out from his wound. However, he traced the scar that Wilhelm’s attack had carved into his body with his finger, and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「Congratulations. ――Once again, you survived.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「That’s twice you’ve killed a comrade in arms and ended up surviving,『Sword Demon』」
    

    
      
    

    
      His rosy smile and praise morphed into cold words designed to push him away. As Pivot had stated, Wilhelm had for a second time caused his comrade in arms’ death and that made him stiffen. Pivot’s eyes narrowed in delight from behind his monocle at his reaction and then he let out a short sigh. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:「――Wilhelm Trias. It’ll be your turn next.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 2
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      Gh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      The pain coming from Wilhelm’s temple made him grimace for a moment. He firmly gritted his teeth, immediately pushed back the sudden pain and opened his eyes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A pair of heterochromic eyes were looking at him from in front.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Wilhelm-kun?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Your face is too close.」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「I get that that’s rude for someone who is married, but I’d be grateful if you didn’t blame me for it. At any rate, I’m here because you didn’t reply back to my call.」
    

    
      
    

    
      The one who’d pulled away from Wilhelm’s somewhat menacing cry had been Roswaal. Wilhelm raised his eyebrows at her words and said「Huh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You said you called out to me?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Hey, hey, what’s up with that. The one who was saying that we needed to keep our wits about us should’ve been you, but isn’t it troooubling that you didn’t manage to do that properly?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…...I’m sorry」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm gave her a meek apology as she shrugged her shoulders in an exaggerated manner. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d committed an unimaginable blunder and let his guard down even though it shouldn’t have happened. Following what she’d said, whatever happened in this wicked lay of land was of no surprise. Under these circumstances, just the thought of him『Losing Himself』, even if only for a short while, made him shiver――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm noticed something not quite right about that and held his breath. Damp, horrible sweat had been clinging to his brow which he’d wiped with his sleeve, yet a closer look revealed that his entire body was drenched in it, including his back and legs. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He knew straight away when he felt it that it wasn’t due to the lingering fog or the long march.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What the?」
    

    
      
    

    
      This null of several seconds, or perhaps several moments was really starting to worry him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――It was like he was overlooking something critical.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Roswaal, I think something strange is…」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――Wilhelm! Miss Mathers!」
    

    
      
    

    
      A loud voice called out to him from up ahead as soon as he tried to tell Roswaal about the strange stuff he was experiencing. He saw Conwood running over to them, brushing away at the fog with his arm.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He fixed his eyes on both Wilhelm and Roswaal, and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「Come to the front! Grimm found something」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――! Is that something that thing's refuge?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「Most likely」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal sank her teeth into Conwood’s news with a slight feeling of impatience about her. Conwood confirmed her suspicions and scratched his short hair,
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「There’s a strange building. Though having said that, Grimm says that it’s not as dangerous as it first appears.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「If Grimm-kun says that then I definitely believe him at the moment. For now, let’s make our way there. That’s okay with you… Right Wilhelm-kun?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Ah, Yeah… It’s okay with me. Let’s go.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Though he’d been interrupted by their conversation, he gave priority to the things that needed it. After all, the topic he was going to bring up about “His sweat making him feel uneasy” wasn’t something worth mentioning. 
    

    
      (TL Note: The fact that Wilhelm hasn’t mentioned/acknowledged Pivot at all and is seeing these gaps in his memory is that he doesn’t remember being sucked into that illusion at this point in the story.)
    

    
      
    

    
      So like that, Wilhelm took Roswaal and Conwood with him and headed to the front rank. He ordered his troops to remain on standby and joined up with the guy at the very front. Grimm, who’d volunteered to lead them in the fog, was awaiting them there.
    

    
      
    

    
      He lifted up the crystal he had in his hand and gave a significant 
      look
       over at where the light was shining up ahead. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――I see, so that’s the one?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm looked over to where the light was 
      shining
      , and
       there he saw a white stone building standing leisurely in the world draped by fog―― It was the refuge that he’d been told about.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was likely the dwelling of the『Witch』who was said to have hidden in Shamrock Valley. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The building was quite large and in area it was almost as large as the Bar in the Royal Capital’s Main Street. The bewitching atmosphere it gave off was pretty fitting for this valley of fog, and it looked strange, as Conwood had said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nevertheless, he did have some niggling doubts in that it’d never been found despite how much its presence stood out, even when taking into consideration that the land around here was covered in thick fog and home to Witchbeast colonies. This feeling that something wasn’t quite right there went beyond being as a result of lackluster surveying or oversights. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「The answer to your question lies in our proof of passage, in this pyroxene. Grimm-kun, may I?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal, who was standing beside Wilhelm, answered his questions. She covered Grimm’s palm, which had the crystal within it, with her own and then she quietly nodded at the refuge. As soon as she’d done that――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What kind of crazy trick is this…...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm muttered that in a hushed tone when he saw what had happened. The Witch’s Refuge, which should have been directly in front of him, had vanished from sight. And when Roswaal moved her hand away and let the light shine again the refuge rose back amidst the fog.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So, this means that the Refuge can’t be found without this stone’s light?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「This pyroxene serves as a proof of passage in the valley, but also as a map for the Refuge and a keeeey. That must be why Cragrell-dono kept it concealed with utmost zeal.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal too surmised the same thing as Wilhelm. She then took the pyroxene from Grimm and handed it over to Conwood.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Me, Wilhelm-kun and Grimm-kun will go in first. I think we’ll probably be okay, but I’d like you to keep shining the light on the building from outside」
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「Very well, understood… But, won’t it be dangerous inside?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「You shouldn’t need to worry about traps. There’s no need for them to set any in the first place since you wouldn’t be able to see the Refuge without this stone. I’m pretty sure that you shouldn’t be able to feel the building even if you touched it when invisible」
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「That sounds really spooky…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood shuddered a bit as he listened to Roswaal’s explanation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal left him to hold the pyroxene, and in line with her plan of action, she, Grimm and Wilhelm moved forward towards the Refuge. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「There’s no lock. I guess because it’s not necessary?」
    

    
      
    

    
      The door at the front was made of iron and opened easily on account of it not being locked. Whilst keeping their guard up, Wilhelm and Grimm nodded at each other and went inside. The inside of the building wasn’t partitioned into rooms, instead the spacious interior was used as a single room. The floor was covered in dust and a great number of mysterious objects were scattered about on it. There were signs as well that rats, insects and those kinds of creatures were scurrying away from human presence. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Though that was to be expected since the room looked like it hadn’t been inhabited by anyone in a while. Reason being that years had passed since the owner’s death. He’d imagined that it’d look dilapidated 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, there were also clear unusual signs left behind in this abandoned building. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「There’s quite a ruckus left behind… and some people’s footsteps」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「It’s pretty likely that they’re from Stride’s followers. That doesn’t really surprise me.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm stared at the floor and found traces that the house had been searched along with some footprints that had been left in the dust. Roswaal nodded at his information and then continued to speak, saying「Even so,」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「The fact that our enemy’s been here merits a bit of consideration. This place is one you shouldn’t be able to enter without having the proof of passage of the pyroxene. If they could break that...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Then?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「It shows that they either have a very powerful mage on their side or they too own one of these pyroxenes」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Setting aside the former of those options, would the latter even be possible?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm racked his brain in thought at Roswaal’s conjecture.  
    

    
      
    

    
      A really skilled mage―― When he considered Stride’s aberrancy having someone around like that wasn’t out of the question. But, if it was the latter, then where had he gotten the same pyroxene from?   
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I dooooon’t know how many of these pyroxenes Sphinx prepared. We could be holding one that’s mass produced, or maybe...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal cut off her words there for a moment, licked her lips and then continued. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――The pyroxene’s owner is cooperating in those guys’ undertaking.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You’re saying… someone who survived the『Demi-Human War』?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「There were only three names that stood out, Sphinx, Libre and Valga, though there were also hidden individuals of note like Cragrell-dono. It’s something really worth considering」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm silently gulped at the persuasiveness of her conjecture. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The ravages of that Civil War,『The Demi-Human War』, never let those roped up in it escape from its clutches. That had been an 
      undeniable
       fact from the moment they’d made their way to the Witch’s Refuge like this.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「But, they really fucking turned everything upside down… they didn’t leave anything good behind.」
    

    
      Despite their conversation, the three of them continued to search the refuge. However, as if exemplifying Wilhelm’s grievances, they couldn’t find anything that looked like a clue in the upturned interior. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm in particular continued his search in silence, desperate to find something for Carol, whose wellbeing was on the line. Wilhelm could see how agitated he was from looking at his back and that made him firmly grit his teeth together. For both Grimm and Carol’s sakes he wouldn’t let himself leave here without any results.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:『――Wilhelm, this way』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm, who was feeling that pressure, slowly turned around to the sound of the voice calling him. The voice was coming from near a dirty wall in the corner of the room. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:『That’s right the wall is dirty. But, why is it dirty? It’s not the floor. Even if someone did a botched job of cleaning up, the wall would never get so unevenly dirty』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「That’s a good point.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm agreed with the voice that had told him about the weirdness of the wall’s dirtiness. The filth that had accumulated on this wall was unnatural. This technique where they hid traps behind where you least 
      expected
       them, like an unnaturally filthy wall―― They’d been subjected to many hardships during the Civil War of that ilk from none other than the Witch’s own handiwork. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Grimm, Roswaal」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm called out their names and then walked over to that odd wall. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He slowly drew out his sword as the two of them looked on at what he was doing behind him.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Considering how the building had been hidden in the fog, and more importantly, the malevolence of its owner, the Witch. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「HYYYAAAAAAAA!」
    

    
      
    

    
      His decision was one that had half relied on speculation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It wouldn’t be surprising if he’d looked like he’d lost his marbles to them when he started to slash the wall with such a shaky foundation for his reasoning. However, neither Grimm or Roswaal had stopped him.
    

    
      They trusted that the『Sword Demon』wouldn’t do anything for no reason when he’d made his way here. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And lo’, that trust was――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――So there was something. A clue from the Witch or from that cunt.」
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d shredded at the thin wall with his sword and uncovered a hidden area―― A foreboding, large『Magic Circle』was painted on the white wall within. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 3
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The results which the Zergev 
      Corps
       had brought back from Shamrock Valley ended up only being the『Magic Circle』they’d found in the Refuge. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In all honesty, he couldn’t deny that this was a pretty unsatisfying result. Nevertheless, the Kingdom of Lugnica had been heavily affected by these Magic Circles in the Civil War, so in that sense having been able to confirm the presence of a Magic Circle early was a great achievement in itself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「The Magic Circle itself was undoubtedly an algorithm left behind by Sphinx. The question is, what sort of effect will this Magic Circle bring… We’ll need to investigate into this.」
    

    
      
    

    
      That had been Roswaal’s judgement after she’d made a copy of it and brought it back. It was her role as the Court Mage to analyse the Magic Circle they’d discovered. As frustrating as it was, there was no one better at it than her. All they could do was idly wait for her to finish her analysis. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, an unexpected result had come from the Royal Capital in stark contrast to the Zergev Corps who’d barely managed to find anything―― The results came from Theresia’s group who’d stayed behind at the Astrea Estate. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Welcome back Wilhelm. Look, it’s Carol!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had returned back to the Royal Capital and finished giving his report at the Royal Castle. He and Grimm had left the castle and tried to make their way over to where Theresia and the comatose Carol were.
    

    
      
    

    
      But awaiting them at the castle’s main gates was an adorable woman with dazzling red hair who’d been talking with the gatekeeper―― It was Theresia. And beside her, she was accompanied by a woman with golden hair.
    

    
      He knew immediately that it was Carol, just as Theresia had proudly stated. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Hey… Carol, you 
      woke
       up?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「What the hell’s with that remark… Ah, no, I’m sorry. It was wrong of me to say that. I also made you worry. I’m fine now」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol instinctively snapped at Wilhelm who’d blurted that out without bothering to conceal his surprise. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, she quickly switched over to apologising and reassuring him that she was fine. At a glimpse, she didn’t look pale, nor did she look ill. Why she was holding hands with Theresia was on his mind, but setting that aside he was delighted that she’d woken up from her coma. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What’s up with your hand? Is Theresia spoiling you?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「No, it’s not like that. It’s the other way around actually, I’m the one being spoiled by Carol. I just kept feeling dreadful whilst Carol wouldn’t wake up… And you weren’t with me either Wilhelm, that’s why me and her have stayed like this ever since she woke up.」
    

    
      
    

    
      After she answered his question, Theresia pulled Carol in closer to her and said「Isn’t that right?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol became flustered at her mistress’ clingy behaviour,
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Th-Theresia-sama… I get it, but acting like that here where there’s so many people about」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I understand. Then let’s flirt later back at the mansion」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Theresia」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm curtly called out Theresia’s name as she kept on teasing the abashed Carol. Theresia reluctantly let go of Carol in response and said「Okaaay」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Okay, my 
      turn’s over
      . I’ll let go of her properly now」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Ah…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia let go of Carol’s hand and grasped her by the shoulder; as soon as she did, she gently turned her around. Naturally she came face to face with her lover, Grimm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm had just been as shocked as Wilhelm―― No, he should have been more shocked. He’d been silent up until now, and not because of his ruined voice. His eyes and Carol’s met each other.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「I…」
    

    
      
    

    
      They exchanged looks with each other and Carol blushed slightly, casting her eyes down. Not from repugnance, but from shyness. On one hand Wilhelm held quite a stubborn impression of her, but on the other hand she was quite resolute. For that, Wilhelm was slightly surprised at such a typical feminine reaction coming from her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      Gnh
      …」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia walked over to Wilhelm and grabbed him by his side as if she’d read what was on his mind. Wilhelm became subject to her judgement whenever his impolite thoughts hung over her favoured attendant. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Looking away from the married couple’s exchange, Grimm took a step forward towards the bashful Carol――
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「――
      eh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol let out a small squeak and then opened her eyes wide. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Facing her, Grimm firmly embraced her slender body. His crumpled face was etched with immense anguish, but 
      also relief
      . 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had witnessed Grimm’s anguish firsthand over the past two weeks every time he thought about the comatose Carol. They hadn’t managed to get any significant results from their mission and Grimm’s haggardness had been so bad that he could barely bear to see it; however...
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What on earth caused her to wake up?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Erm, let me see, my love I guess… 
      Oww
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm scolded his wife, who’d joked around and said that with a straight face, by pinching her cheek. He continued to pull at her cheek and scold her whilst relishing the sensation of how smooth and soft it was. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Answer me properly. Even the Healing Arts User said that he couldn’t do anything when he saw her.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「But I really don’t know the reason why. I was constantly taking care of her… And yet, as soon as she woke up, she looked for Grimm-kun....」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You’ll be putting up with me」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm finished speaking with the greedy Theresia and shifted his attention back to Carol and Grimm embracing. He’d let them enjoy their reunion for a while and afterwards he’d――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Grimm?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Just as he thought about that, Wilhelm noticed that something strange was going on and called out to Grimm. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm and Carol, who should have been embracing each other in delight at their reunion were kneeling down―― No, the strength from Carol’s legs had abandoned her and Grimm was crouched down, propping her up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「A̸̢̝̯͂Ȑ̸͉͖̒͠R̸͕͍̱̋Ö̴̮R̵̩̋̿?̶̗͚͍̓̊ ̴̛̟̈́͋A̸͘͝R̸͔̤̾̈R̷̬̋̈́͠Ṙ̴̙̟͜͠R̸͎͇̀R̶͎͈̀Ǒ̶̯̀́O̷̢̙̺̎̏͑R̸̛͈̈!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「CAROL!? What’s wrong, hang in there!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Both Grimm and Theresia cried out at the same time, Grimm with his broken voice and Theresia with a wail. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, held between Grimm’s arms, Carol didn’t reply to either of them. There was no time for her to do that because she had her eyes wide open and she was clawing at her own throat. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「
      A… Ah, Ukh!
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What the… her throat...」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:『――No, you’re not quite correct. This isn’t about her throat.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Her breathing!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      After he’d had that pointed to him, Wilhelm realised that Carol’s suffering came from the fact that she wasn’t able to breathe.  
    

    
      
    

    
      However, he didn’t know why. It was like her mouth was being gagged and her neck being strangled――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Wilhelm! On Carol’s neck!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia cried out as soon as she’d grabbed her arm and tried to stop her from clawing at her throat. Wilhelm was drawn in by her voice and looked at Carol’s throat; when he saw what was there he let out a groan. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A dark red mark had swelled up on her pale throat which she’d been desperately clawing at and was now oozing with blood―― And the mark was completely different from her fingernail gouges. It had suddenly appeared and it looked like a bruise which took the shape of a palm.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course, there wasn’t a real arm there. Yet despite that, she was still being strangled by this palm-shaped bruise from an invisible arm, and it was trying to suffocate her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「We need to take her to the healing ward...」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:『I can’t say that’s a wise choice. Does this look to you like a wound or disease?』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――No, Roswaal should still be in the castle!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s thoughts went into overdrive at the predicament they were in; after he received that advice he elected to get Roswaal’s help.
    

    
      
    

    
      What was causing this bruise was unknown, but it must have something to do with Carol’s coma. In these sorts of matters, the situation didn’t call for the medical ward, but rather for a certain specialist in magic, curses and the like.
    

    
      
    

    
      The question wasn’t whether Roswaal could handle it, 
      more
       that he had no choice but to bet on her here. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Theresia! Find Roswaal! I’ll take Carol…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm hurriedly blurted that out and then pried Carol away from Grimm’s arms. This was an emergency. He was going to be much faster than Grimm at running whilst carrying her. He’d made Theresia go on ahead, and he’d take Carol to wherever Roswaal was.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――At least, that’s what he’d intended to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「
      Khaa... *Cough cough*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Huh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      However, the state of emergency that would have required him to do that had vanished.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol’s breathing had come back to her the moment that Wilhelm had picked her up and started running with her.
    

    
      Carol:「
      Haaa… haaaa
      ! 
      *Cough cough*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Hey, can you breathe again?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Y-Yeah… I can somehow… breathe again… R-right now...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol rubbed her throat as she replied gasping for breath. Though she was panting heavily, she was able to breathe without any issues. The reasons why she’d recovered from her inexplicable coma and now her choking were complete mysteries. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But right now she’d been freed from this life-threatening predicament.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「C-Carol, are you really alright?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「I am, Theresia-sama, I’m sorry for worrying you… And you as well, Grimm」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol extracted herself from Wilhelm’s arms, now standing unaided, and apologised to Theresia and Grimm. The two of them shook their heads at her apology, relieved that she was okay.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, Grimm once again tried to stretch out his arms and embrace Carol,
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:『――Wilhelm』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Wait, Grimm, don’t touch her.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had noticed what was wrong and had grabbed Grimm’s wrist and stopped him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Wilhelm? What are you...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Her neck」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm replied curtly to Theresia, who’d raised her eyebrows at his sudden motion. Theresia looked over at Carol with her blue eyes in response and then she let out a small squeak. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The dark red palm-shaped bruise had appeared on Carol’s neck once again.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bruise went away again the moment he’d pulled Grimm’s arm away. On the flip side, it came back clearer when Grimm took a step forward――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――We’re going to Roswaal」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm said that as he understood what was happening.
    

    
      
    

    
      Still sharing in their anxieties and distress, the four of them headed towards the castle as if they were clinging to their last hope.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――It was only moments later that they realised that their hopes had been in vain.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 4
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「She becomes unable to breathe whenever she’s touched by a loved one. ――I have no doubt that’s the shackle which Stride’s Curse Rings put on Carol-kun.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal had examined her from top to bottom and her diagnosis had confirmed their worst fears.
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d had her breath choked out of her as soon as she and Grimm had embraced at their reunion. Then, whenever Grimm approached her, the curse’s mark would threateningly loom up onto Carol’s neck. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Even now, they’d been made to keep their distance as if he was tearing the two lovers apart.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Can’t… Can’t you do anything at all?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia said in a trembling voice in reply to Roswaal’s provisional diagnosis; she was sitting next to Carol on the bed and had her arms around her. Her round eyes were full of tears as she bit her lip in frustration. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Her slenders arms which were wrapped over Carol’s shoulders were faintly, weakly trembling.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「This is just... so horrible. The absolute worst. I will never, never be able to forgive him for this...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「…I understand how you feel. I apologise for my lack of ability.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal felt ashamed at her own lack of skill when Theresia stammered that out. However, everyone here except for Roswaal herself sympathised that it wasn’t her fault. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They were at the Royal Castle, in a private quarter set aside for Roswaal, the Court Mage. The quarters contained a guest room, a bedroom and another room for her to put her books and instruments in. She’s carried out her examination of Carol primarily in that room. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The five of them had gone back to the bedroom now where they could talk to each other face-to-face. 
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So, you’re saying that he first put her to sleep and now he’s even stopping her from being held by her beloved… You’re making me really regret not having killed that bastard.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm gritted his teeth in frustration and folded his arms. Then he looked over to Grimm who was right beside him. His usual jovial expression had darkened, and he’d cast his gaze down without a word.
    

    
      
    

    
      He caused his beloved to choke every time he touched her. Fearful of that, they’d placed him further away from Carol (who was sitting on the bed) than was really needed; that had contributed in adding to his misery. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He regretted the fact that he’d blown his chances to kill Stride many times till now, however, now that the situation had gotten this bad, his tendrils of wickedness had grown more malevolent―― Especially with Carol’s curse right now, it couldn’t be anything but sheer evil.
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d woken up and found out she couldn’t be held by the person she wanted to hold the most. What else could this be but sheer evil.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「…Please lift your head up, Theresia-sama, and you too Mathers-sama」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Carol-kun...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol spoke up to try and liven the 
      mood up in
       the room. Hearing the firmness and resolution in her, Roswaal and Theresia shifted their attention to her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      With their attention set on her Carol slowly shook her head, and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Things are better now than when I was stuck in my long sleep. I can still serve my main role as your escort, Theresia-sama, and so long as I’m careful I won’t be subjected to being suffocated either.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「When you say so long as you’re careful… You can’t mean that...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「If we set aside our feelings, then this issue should become much easier to deal with.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia was left speechless by what Carol had said. However, Carol would not budge.
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course everyone knew that she was putting on a show of courage. But even so, Carol was probably going to remain stubborn and continue to vehemently urge that no one here was at fault.
    

    
      
    

    
      And that was correct. The only evil true evil was Stride, and only him.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――This wasn’t the time for all of them to set their wicked enemy aside and wallow in self-reproach. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「The unscrupulousness of this idea is unpardonable, but that guy must have released me so that he’d relish my feelings for his own amusement. Sooner or later I’ll make sure he’ll reap what he’s 
      sown.
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia was clinging onto Carol’s left arm, but with her free right hand, Carol determinedly clenched her fist. The shade of anger lodged in her eyes, merely that was no mere show of courage, rather it was her true feelings.  
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:『She’s a strong woman. More so than before I feel. Grimm chose a good match for himself.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Yeah, you’re right」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm agreed with what had been pointed out to him as well, although he had absolutely no intention of telling her that directly. Though they clashed with each other in personality, he wouldn’t be exaggerating if he said that the way Carol was at heart was a virtue. She seemed like a perfect match for Grimm, who was a good man through and through, though soft in some respects. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And as Carol had mentioned, Stride had made a big mistake in what he’d chosen as his entertainment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Whatever shape it may be in, he messed up by making more people into his enemies. You’d better make him realise that firsthand.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「You don’t have to tell me. I won’t be able to let even you have that guy’s head.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…You guys are always at each other's throats」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol had kept in sync with Wilhelm’s tone, before then shrugging her shoulders. Theresia sighed at them and for the most part overlooked what they’d said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「It’ll be fine Carol, because my Wilhelm will definitely see to it.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「――
      Right
      , Theresia-sama. Thank you very much.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Being stared at by Theresia’s round blue eyes, Carol meekly accepted her expectation in her stride. Then, she slowly looked over to where Grimm was. 
    

    
      Grimm:「…A̶̠̍r̴̃r̵̔o̶̱̾r̷̈́͜」
    

    
      
    

    
      The gazes of the two lovers who weren’t able to touch each other met, and of them, it was Grimm who’d opened his mouth first. Since Grimm had lost his voice, his words were rasped and ill-shaped,
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      「Ḯ̵'̸͒ṃ̴̀̒
       ̶͉̊̑š̷̙̋o̵̝̗͐͛ṛ̵̇̓r̶̼̉...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「If you were apologising, saying stuff like sorry, then I won’t forgive you darling」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol had anticipated his apology and stopped him from finishing it, making Grimm look at her in astonishment. She looked at him sharper than she’d ever done before and then continued her words all the while giving off a sword-like aura.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「What happened to me was down to my own lack of skill. You and I carried out our duties though. What I wouldn’t be able to stand at all would be if this had happened to Theresia-sama and Wilhelm」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「So, what I’ll be doing will be exactly as I said before. I’ll give our enemy, who not only carried out these cruel machinations but also slighted me, his just reward. If possible, let’s do it together.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol firmly declared that and gently held out her right arm in front of her. Her left was still being held by Theresia, yet the person she’d held her right one out to was none other than Griim.
    

    
      
    

    
      The curse would activate if he touched her and she’d get strangled by that bruise. Yet despite that――
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm understood what she wanted to do and took her hand after a few moments of hesitation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Naturally that activated the curse and the dark red bruise reared its ugly shape onto Carol’s pale neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nevertheless, the two of them established their shared determination with Carol doing all she could to not show even a tiny bit of discomfort on her face until he moved his hand away. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「…
      hk, haa
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「You really didn’t neeeeed to choke yourself. Jeez, you and Grimm-kun are so reckless. Even though I don’t think I may be able to overlook this one, wouldn’t you agreeee?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal brought her hand over to Carol’s neck as she gasped for breath. She flashed a wry smile at them for their conduct―― ritual. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal would have described it as 
      “You’re making yourself suffer without any need for it” 
      and left it at that; however, doing that had been an indispensable ritual for the two of them to share their resolve. That’s why Roswaal wasn’t 
      really 
      blaming them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      And it wasn’t only her who’d been impressed by their ritual. Emotions were welling up in Wilhelm’s heart as well, and above all...
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――Um, Wilhelm...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia turned towards Wilhelm with a serious look in her eyes. She trailed off her words for a moment, and only for a split second did she hesitate. However, she looked straight into Wilhelm’s eyes and spoke immediately after.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「If I were to… If I were to break that important promise I made you my dear, would you hate me?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…You’re not the『Sword Saint』anymore.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm instantly knew what she was referring to without having to ask her what “promise” she was talking about.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her reaction had been natural. Theresia wasn’t ladylike enough to behave herself in this situation. She had a strong sense of responsibility and care, but above all else, she loved Carol.
    

    
      
    

    
      As a result, Wilhelm was half-convinced that his words wouldn’t be able to stop his wife.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even so, he’d told her what her standpoint was because he didn’t want her to break the vow she’d made and he didn’t want to see her using the ability she’d never desired for ever again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I knew you’d say that. But my Divine Protection isn’t going to disappear even if I’ve abandoned that… That’s why even now I...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「No… Theresia-sama, you mustn’t. I can’t let you do something like that...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol had realised what Theresia had meant in her talk with Wilhelm and that had caused her voice to quiver. She, who had been the picture of fortitude a dozen seconds ago, feared that more than putting her own life at stake. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Both Carol and Theresia were far more willing to get hurt for the other than themselves.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「I̵l̶͝h̸͘͜e̶͂l̶̽m̶̆͜」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Don’t say it. ――I know, I’m completely contemptible.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm had similarly guessed what they’d been talking about. He shifted his gaze over to Wilhelm, who dodged it and 
      tch
      ed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The『Sword Saint』Theresia van Astrea. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She, the strongest swordsman, had had her sword taken away from her by the『Sword Demon』Wilhelm Trias and her position revoked by the King’s favour. Now, she was determined to take up her sword again for her dearest friend,
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――Whoa there, I apologise for butting in when you’re all about to get heated up, buuuuut...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Roswaal-san?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal suddenly clapped her hands so that she could cut into the conversation. Though Theresia had been shot down and widened her eyes as if she’d wanted to say something, everyone in the room had the same question on their mind.  
    

    
      
    

    
      With all four of their gazes now on her, Roswaal continued her words and said「I’m sorry, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I have to say that it’s hard for me to welcome that sort of disposition, even though I’d really like to. Theresia-kun… No, I guess I should say Theresia Van Astrea-dono」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I get really worried whenever you honour me like that…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Worried…? It’s difficult in some respects to deem how suitable putting it like that is regarding this news I have. Nevertheless, I can’t let your current self, a masquerade of a swordsman, behave as the『Sword Saint』」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Stop beating around the bush. What are you trying to say.」
    

    
      Wilhelm snapped at Roswaal, who’d continued to speak in her roundabout manner. Irritation was etched all over his face, but it was directed more so towards a different target than Roswaal. And he knew in himself what target that was.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:『You don’t want Theresia-dono to take up the sword, but, you can’t stop her by yourself. You’re irritated that she’s about to grant your wish. Something like that, right?』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So damn annoying」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm replied to that voice that sounded like it was chuckling, then he silently urged Roswaal to continue. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Faced with his somewhat insolent manner, Roswaal closed one of her eyes. Of her differently coloured eyes, only her blue one was returning Wilhelm’s gaze... 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――In order to dig into the connection between the 
      bruise
       from the curse and when Carol-kun woke up from her coma, I was also allowed to briefly examine Theresia-dono’s body who’d nursed her.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「W-What on earth’s going on… Mathers-sama, what’s happened to Theresia-sama.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol’s expression tensed up as soon as she heard what Roswaal had said, which had instilled uneasiness.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「There’s no way she’s gotten sick, right!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I’m quite sure that there’s been a big change in her body. Theresia-dono, have you felt anything weird in your everyday life recently?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Weird?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Yeah, weird. For example… weird things like your head feeling a little heavier or differences in the taste and smell of food.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia made a strangled「
      Eh
      」sound when she heard those specific examples. They could see from the way her eyes had widened that she wasn’t bewildered, but rather surprised that she’d hit the nail on the head.
    

    
      
    

    
      Meaning that what Roswaal had pointed out had happened to her. But what did that mean?
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「My fondness for black tea has definitely changed, and my head has been feeling heavier, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Hey, stop beating about the bush! If something’s happened to Theresia then hurry up and tell us...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――She’s expecting.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Her voice was gentle and really tender, quite unlike her usual self. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Huh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm froze in surprise at Roswaal’s words.
    

    
      
    

    
      This had come at him after she’d implied that there was a chance something was wrong with Theresia and he’d raised his voice at her. The urge he’d had which had almost looked like he was going to lay his hands on Roswaal was knocked out of him. Understanding gradually came to him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Understanding about what the hell she’d said. About what she meant by 
      “She’s expecting
      ”
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「U-Um… Roswaal-san… When you say that...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Pleeeease don’t mistake it for the name of some strange disease. To put it in different words, you’re pregnant. You were a woman and a wife, but now, you’re also a mother.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Though Roswaal had explained it in a very matter of fact manner, Wilhelm was unable to process what she’d said. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And that 
      wasn’t the
       case only for him, Theresia was the same as him too. Wilhelm, frozen in his tracks, and Theresia, who’d been taken aback, slowly looked at each other with bated breath. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In other words, being pregnant meant that they were going to have a child. Who. Theresia?
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I can’t let a woman who’s going to become a mother go out to the battlefield. Sooooo, though her determination is noble, I’ll have to ask her to refrain from it.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Th...That’s, I, yeah. I guess so. But um… is it really this?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Don’t ask me. It’s in your belly…
      Whoa!?
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      In her confusion Theresia looked towards Wilhelm for a confirmation even if it made no sense. Wilhelm replied back to her, embroiled in his own confusion. Then suddenly he was pulled back by the scruff of his neck and he almost fell over.
    

    
      
    

    
      The one who’d pulled him by it had been Grimm. But he didn’t even have the time to complain at him for that. Because he’d had to jerk his head back so that the pair of long legs aiming for his nose would end up whistling by.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What… What was that for...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Trias, you bastard...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm felt a fierce anger piercing into him as he peeled his eyes wide open at the kick which had just grazed past his nose. He realised that it had been Carol who’d gotten up and launched that kick at him, and now her muffled voice was filled with anger. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Her shoulder length blonde hair was swaying and her eyes were set ablaze with rage. ――That rage was perhaps comparable to the levels which she showed for Stride. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「So you actually got Theresia-sama pregnant, what the hell did you do to her, you bastard, TRIAS!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Stop calling me by my old surname! Can you even listen and look at stuff seriously!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「I can! Are you really insinuating that I’m not serious around Theresia-sama!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Is there even any point in me talking to someone I can’t get through to...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm shrunk back before Carol’s fierce attack, who’d lost herself in her anger. This sort of ferocity and vigour was definitely the mark of Carol Remendis. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Wilhelm...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Theresia」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s name was called out after he’d reacted to Carol’s kick. He turned around to look at Theresia.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was still sat on the bed with the palm of her pale hand resting on her belly, a new life was sprouting behind it. ――Suddenly, his entire body shook. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He and Theresia had fallen in love with each other and became a married couple, family. Of course, he’d been thinking about someday adding to their family too. However, he’d wilfully imagined that that day was going to be a long way off. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      Theresia gently brushed her hand against the taciturn Wilhelm’s cheek. The feel of his wife’s pale fingers brought him back to reality and he noticed that her fingers were trembling. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It hadn’t just been him who’d been surprised, confused and bewildered by the news. She too was facing the same issue and worrying about what she should do. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And in this world, only the two of them, and no one else, could tackle this problem together and share it as one. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Roswaal’s right. I won’t let you take up your sword, Theresia. Swear to me once more」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「But at a time like this...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「There’s no need for you to do so, so long as I become your strength… No, so long as I be your strength.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Regardless of whether it was Stride, his followers, or Kurgan the『Eight Arms』, he would not lose. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm right now should have the strength and companions he needed to ensure that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Theresia-sama」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Carol… I’m... I’m sorry that this happened, despite all you’re going through」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia cast her gaze down and tried to apologise after Carol called out to her. However, Carol gently shook her head at her apology and said「No,」 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「I’m the one who’s really sorry for getting upset. In truth, I had to tell this to you, Theresia-sama, before anyone else.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Congratulations on your pregnancy, I’m really happy for you」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol put on a brave smile; her words of congratulations took away Theresia’s breath from her. Her guilt was still there, and times where she’d worry herself sick would undoubtedly still come. But, that time was not now. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Now, she only had time for the words which her attendant, who she’d been close to for a very long time and was like a sister to her, had said to her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――Truly, thank you so much Carol. 」
    

    
      
    

    
      Maybe she’d let her reply back to her with a smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 5
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm and Grimm had left the room for the time being while only the girls remained behind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia’s pregnancy had come to light, and now it looked like Roswaal, having been pregnant herself, was going to give her a few words of precaution about it. Men weren’t welcome there when they lacked the common sense. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…It was kinda bad timing, I’m sorry」
    

    
      
    

    
      Not liking the constant silence that had floated over the corridor, Wilhelm decided to break the ice with Grimm. His eyes widened in response and he cocked his head as if he was saying 
      “What’s the matter?”
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It’s as I said. Not allowing Theresia to take up her sword was appalling for me to do… But these are difficult times for you and Carol. By raising your arms up and welcoming that you... 
      Ghhkgh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――
      tch
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had looked down and continued to speak. However, Grimm had seized him by the scruff of his neck. He pushed him against the wall like that causing Wilhelm to let out a pained cry. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm’s eyes in front of him were streaked with anger. He hadn’t reacted like this so that he’d evoke sympathy for his and Carol’s circumstances, it had been because he’d took offense to Wilhelm’s fatherly attitude. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Even now Grimm still put others before himself. That’s why being good-natured only made him lose out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「I̷̎lh̷e̸̙͠lm̷̎̚... 
      ̵̢̮͋y̴o̴͚̒u̷’re̵̱͐͝
       a̵͉̋」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It doesn’t feel real. I’m not prepared yet. Even so...」
    

    
      
    

    
      He murmured a response back to Grimm, cutting his words off halfway through. Grimm let go of the scruff of his neck with a look of sorrow adorning his face. 
      Even he
       
      couldn’t explain
       the reason why he’d done that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Nevertheless, the world around them kept on steadily and significantly plodding along without pause regardless of the good and bad. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:『You are weak in matters which you can’t solve with your sword. That is your weak point. Right, Wilhelm?』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Resting against the wall, Pivot grumbled as if he were sneering at Wilhelm’s troubles.
    

    
      
    

    
      Act Four
    

    
      Part 1
    

    
      ???:「Theresia, Theresia! Are you alright? You’re not cold right? Or too warm? Don’t hesitate to tell your dad whatever you want if anything is bothering you. Are you thirsty? Are you getting hungry? That’s right! I think you had a stuffed animal that you cherished ages ago. You’d stop crying immediately whenever we gave it to you to hold… I’ll go fetch it for you right away!」
    

    
      Theresia:「F A - T HER!」
    

    
      Theresia cried out to the man pacing restlessly around the room, stressing each syllable she said―― The man had blue eyes, red hair and a respectable beard and moustache. Though her cry had obviously been an angry one the man turned around rapidly as if he’d pounced on it,
    

    
      ???:「Mh, what's the matter Theresia! Is there anything urgent you want to tell dad? Oh, I get it, I love you too」
    

    
      Theresia:「Father, just sit yourself down」
    

    
      ???:「Just sit myself down… Even dad finds that just a little hurtful...」
    

    
      Theresia:「SIT DOWN PLEASE!」
    

    
      ???:「Right away!」
    

    
      Theresia pointed to the chair at her bedside and once again forcibly ordered him to sit. He finally got the point and sat himself down. Theresia placed her hand against her forehead at that and 
      flumped
       down against the pillow on the bed she was lying on. 
    

    
      They were in Theresia’s bedroom at the Astrea Mansion in the Royal Capital. Theresia herself was in her sleepwear and her hair was untied; with her in the bedroom was just this man. Absurd as it was in a situation like this, this man wasn’t her husband, though luckily he wasn’t a paramour either - he was merely her father.   
    

    
      Bertol Astrea―― Theresia’s father, a man who was both delicate and a little petty in stark contrast to his composed, intrepid appearance.  
    

    
      There’d been many, many times where he’d let his pettiness show. Everyone who’d become a witness to those acts especially would testify that they couldn’t support what he was doing. So much did he dote on his beloved daughter Theresia that he’d probably planned to hinder her and Wilhelm’s wedding. Even after they’d married, he would still act hostile to his son-in-law from time to time. 
    

    
      Even so, he was ultimately a good person. Since his bouts of hostility weren’t anything more serious than mild annoyances they could be chalked off as a kind of familial love for the most part. 
    

    
      Though Bertol was the type you could give all sorts of these scathing evaluations, right now he was acting more restless than usual; putting it more plainly, he was acting pretty weirdly. 
    

    
      However in this instance the onus behind Bertol’s behaviour didn’t come from himself. Rather it came from what was in Theresia’s belly. 
    

    
      Theresia:「I’m… I’m glad that you’re worried about me father, but there’s no point in you pacing around the bedroom. I’m getting sick and tired of looking at it so please, give me some space to breathe.」
    

    
      Bertol:「I… I see… Now that you’ve put it like that, I guess yeah I don’t blame you. I don’t. I understand Theresia, you can leave this to me. I’ll make sure to give you some breathing space. After all, I’ve been doing that quite a lot for everyone at the mansion as well.」
    

    
      Bertol nodded a few times at Theresia’s reasonable, albeit surprisingly stern request. Though Theresia felt a tinge of sadness in his reply she didn’t make any mention of it. 
    

    
      Theresia would get some peace and quiet for now by saying that. Though it wasn’t as easy as she thought. 
    

    
      Theresia:「…Father, the look in your eyes and your presence is annoying me」
    

    
      Bertol:「Huh? 
      The look in my eyes and my presence, 
      isn’t that a bit harsh?」
    

    
      Theresia had tried to close her eyes and rest a bit in her bed. However it had proved impossible since Bertol didn’t know what to do with himself and his presence at her bedside betrayed that he hadn’t really calmed down. 
    

    
      Theresia:「I’m sorry for the way I’m speaking, but I’m being serious… 
      What are you doing
      ?」
    

    
      Theresia sighed. Then she noticed Bertol drawing her a strange circular shape in mid-air with his left hand, a serious look plastered on his face. 
    

    
      Bertol:「Look here Theresia, this is your dad’s love who’s worried about you from the bottom of his heart.」
    

    
      Theresia:「Please, give me some space to breathe, seriously...」
    

    
      Bertol:「Huuh? I can’t even do this?」
    

    
      She forbade Bertol not only from speaking, but also from moving about. Now his protests had grown ever more pitiful. Theresia contemplated whether she’d gone too far in what she’d said but her head hurt and she couldn’t find the proper words to express herself.
    

    
      Theresia:「Father, shut up」
    

    
      Bertol:「
      Gnnnh!
      」
    

    
      Her words were sharp and blunt because of that and tears welled up in Bertol’s eyes at his beloved daughter’s rejections. Then coming down towards the two of them trapped in this vicious circle was――
    

    
      ???:「――Theresia’s pregnant my dear. You have to treat her properly with sympathy」
    

    
      Theresia:「Mother…」
    

    
      A flaxen haired woman opened the bedroom door and interjected into their conversation. The woman was Tishua Astrea, Theresia’s mother.  
    

    
      Theresia breathed a sigh of relief at her mother’s appearance. Bertol stood up at the same time as if he wasn’t going to let that go unchallenged. 
    

    
      Bertol:「What’s with that remark Tishua? Do you really think that there’s anyone out there right now who shows their sympathies to Theresia as much as I do? No, you probably won’t find anyone like that anywhere」
    

    
      Tishua:「It seems like you took care to keep your voice down, but you move around noisily and I have no clue what you’re saying so you’re being counterproductive.」
    

    
      Bertol:「Huuuuh? So I can’t be like this too?」
    

    
      Though he’d replied to her with a whisper, his movements had still been noisy.
    

    
      Either way, Tishua coming here had been a stroke of good luck for Theresia. She pointed outside the window with one of her supple fingers to live up to the faith that her daughter had in her. 
    

    
      Tishua:「Look, it seems like Theresia can’t stop worrying about the flowerbeds in our garden. A father should have the consideration to quickly take note of that and water them. You really aren’t that thoughtful.」
    

    
      Bertol:「Argh! Of course I noticed! I just wondered if something else was bothering her as well… Ah well, I’ll hop to it! Feast your eyes upon dad’s consideration!」
    

    
      The irritated Bertol quickly hurried out of the bedroom without wasting any time. Theresia stared at his retreating figure in bewilderment, and Tishua gave her a small smile.  
    

    
      Tishua:「Great, the flowerbeds aren’t going to wilt now that he’s pumped up. All thanks to him being so easy to handle, though I find that pretty cute」
    

    
      Theresia:「Mum, you’re crazy good at handling dad…」
    

    
      Tishua sat down on the chair Bertol had vacated and smiled broadly at her beloved daughter’s words. She then turned her gaze towards Theresia’s belly, and said,
    

    
      Tishua:「How are you doing? Have you gotten used yet to your stomach feeling so heavy?」
    

    
      Theresia:「Yeah, it feels weird, but I think I’ve gotten used to it… Though I’d really like you to calm dad down some more, rather than me, maybe」
    

    
      Tishua:「You know that’s going to be tough, the world for him is always fresh and exciting」
    

    
      According to Tishua, Bertol’s “
      He never learns
      ” disposition was wonderful too because it was often heard. Thanks to that, Bertol and Tishua’s marriage had always remained smooth―― Theresia’s parents for her were the epitome of a perfect married couple. 
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      Theresia stroked her swollen belly as she felt Tishua’s warm gaze on her. Her child was growing day by day there, impatiently awaiting the day of its birth. 
    

    
      ――Three months had passed already since she’d found out she was pregnant. 
    

    
      In all honesty, she’d found it difficult to get excited at her pregnancy having come to light back then with everything that had been going on, but, as time passed by, her feelings gradually grew.  
    

    
      Theresia’s unborn child was growing quickly without waiting for her to gear herself up mentally. Her body was changing faster than she could prepare her mind, but with that, her mind would have no choice but to catch up to that naturally. 
    

    
      As a result, Theresia was stuck handling the various problems associated with pregnancy and preparing to have a child. Luckily the people around her were sympathetic and her parents (who always worried about their precious daughter) frequently visited the Royal Capital and were happily willing to do everything they could for their first grandchild.  
    

    
      She was truly blessed by her family, her husband and her neighbours. That’s precisely why she――,
    

    
      Tishua:「――Please don’t blame yourself too much about what happened to Carol, Theresia」
    

    
      Theresia:「…Mother」
    

    
      Tishua:「I am your Mother after all. I can tell what you’re thinking as well as how guilty you’re feeling. I’m betting your father can too.」
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      Theresia glanced down wordlessly at her mother’s earnest words.
    

    
      She was right. Though Bertol showed plenty of times that he was pretty slow at grasping various things, he never missed the important ones. Much less when the matter concerned his beloved daughter, beloved exactly the same also by Tishua.
    

    
      Tishua:「What happened to Carol’s body, that dreadful event, is neither your or Wilhelm-san’s fault. Doesn’t everyone who knows you both tell you that?」
    

    
      Theresia:「…Yes Mother, but, like」
    

    
      No matter how many people had told her that. No matter that even Carol had told her「You aren’t responsible 」the words of blame and rebuke never dimmed. 
    

    
      Because, the one speaking them was none other than herself. 
    

    
      Tishua:「…You sure are someone who makes life tough for yourself, aren’t ya? I wish you wouldn’t brood over things so much, like my husband」
    

    
      Theresia:「Do you really think so Mother?」
    

    
      Tishua:「I’m joking. I love my husband but if you too became like him I wouldn’t be able to show my face around Wilhelm-san」
    

    
      A faint smile slipped onto Theresia’s face after hearing her mother’s jape. However, she didn’t have the capacity to give her a proper smile. Tishua saw that and let out a sigh,
    

    
      Tishua:「Carol should be at the Castle now, right?」
    

    
      Theresia:「She has to go to the Castle a lot because of her curse… Roswaal-san said that she’s been giving her a ton of different examinations to determine the source of the curse」
    

    
      Carol often visited Roswaal J Mathers at the Royal Castle to get the curse which was eating into her body examined. Despite that, her situation hadn’t changed even though 3 months had passed. She got the feeling that they couldn’t expect her circumstances to improve with these examinations.  
    

    
      It’s not that she couldn’t believe in hope, it was just her intuition. 
    

    
      But it was also her intuition as a『Sword Saint』that had led to the end of the『Demi-Human War』――
    

    
      Tishua:「…You sure do make life tough for yourself」
    

    
      Tishua murmured merely those words as she gazed at her beloved daughter’s delicate face in profile. 
    

    
      Part 2
    

    
      She put her undergarments back on, pulled on a loose-fit shirt and started to 
      button
       it up. 
    

    
      She let out an unconscious sigh as she reached the buttons above her chest. It was probably one of resignation because she could imagine the results of the examination without needing to hear them. 
    

    
      A voice called out to her saying「Wait, wait」when she heard her self-diagnosary sigh.
    

    
      ???:「You’re gonna make me feel terrible as weeeell, what with you so straightforwardly showing that you’re not expecting anything」
    

    
      ???:「...I’m sorry. For acting like that despite always counting on your kindness, Mathers-sama」
    

    
      Roswaal:「It’s when you take it so ceremoniously that it makes me feel terrible thoooough」
    

    
      A woman with long hair said that to her with a shrug of her shoulders. It was the Court Mage, Roswaal J Mathers. Sitting opposite to her was a pure-looking woman who gave off a clean impression that starkly contrasted Roswaal’s bewitching beauty ―― Carol Remendis. 
    

    
      They were in a room in a stone tower built on the Royal Castle’s Grounds. 
    

    
      A stone tower called the Prison Tower had been built on the Royal Castle’s Grounds to house criminals. The stone tower they were in right now had been built as a counterpart of the Prison Tower but had been shut down over a decade ago. It had been opened up now to Roswaal as a research facility for magic now that magic itself had had its importance re-evaluated in the wake of the『Demi-Human War.』
    

    
      Thus many users of magic studied here around the clock, starting with Roswaal.
    

    
      ――Roswaal and Carol frequently met on the down-low here, keeping their meetings a secret.  
    

    
      Roswaal:「We can’t tell anyone, becauuuse we’re in a seeeecret relationship, isn’t that right?」
    

    
      Carol:「Why do you have to put it so unseemingly? It’s like we’re keeping this a secret… But, I don’t understand why it’s so risky, just that we’re keeping everything in private」
    

    
      Roswaal:「You’re reserved as ever, eh, Carol-kun. You never crack, even with how long we’ve known each other」
    

    
      Carol:「Please don’t embarrass me, it’s just that I’m always respecting your position」
    

    
      Carol sat herself down on the bed and drew her eyebrows down with a troubled look on her face, causing Roswaal to pout at her. Their conversation in the treatment room was full of familiarity for each other, a contrast to the way they behaved. 
    

    
      In fact, Carol and Roswaal had known each other for over 5 years having been comrade in arms from the『Demi-Human War.』But just adding to that, Carol kept a clear distinction between her position and the one Roswaal had as the Court Mage.
    

    
      ――Actually, as an aside, Theresia too felt the same sense of dissatisfaction at this attitude of Carol’s.
    

    
      Roswaal:「In any case. Thooough it took a while, here are your results」
    

    
      Carol:「Did you find anything?」
    

    
      Roswaal:「There’s some good news, and some bad news. Which would you like to hear first?」
    

    
      Carol reacted in surprise at Roswaal presenting her those options since she’d resigned herself to Roswaal saying she’d found nothing. After a bit of thought, Carol made her decision.  
    

    
      Carol:「Well, the good news first please」
    

    
      Roswaal:「Alright, the good 
      news it is
      , which is that your curse isn’t getting worse.」
    

    
      Carol:「...And the bad news?」
    

    
      Roswaal:「The bad news is that we have no choice left other than to ask the one who put the curse on you himself on how to remove it. Meaning that making any progress will be difficult now, until your sweetheart catches Stride.」
    

    
      Carol’s expression grew sullen as she heard those words, keeping her silence. 
    

    
      Nothing had changed. Roswaal’s news had only re-expressed what they already knew so far using different words. Roswaal noticed Carol’s disgruntlement and closed one of her eyes, and said「I’m sorry.」
    

    
      Roswaal:「All I ever end up doing is making you feel just like we’ve wasted our time, so I wanted to give you hope even if it was only for a short while...」
    

    
      Carol:「I’m grateful for your consideration, but didn’t only a really really short while pass…?」
    

    
      Even if that was what Roswaal had intended, Carol had only been thrown off by it for a few seconds. Although, it was quite like her to tell pointless lies for a time like that,
    

    
      Roswaal:「――You didn’t get angry Carol-kun」
    

    
      Carol:「Huh?」
    

    
      Roswaal:「The former you would have blushed and gotten mad when teased like this. Though of course with consideration for our pooositions」
    

    
      Carol:「Eh… Wasn’t I only like that back when we’d only just met?」
    

    
      Carol didn’t understand what Roswaal was getting at and replied in confusion. 
    

    
      The feeling she’d gotten from being told that she hadn’t gotten angry was one of bewilderment mixed with a teensy bit of bashfulness. 
    

    
      She knew that she was naturally hot tempered and struggled to keep her cool. There’d been many instances where she’d get into arguments with others due to being so prone to paroxysms of anger. She even still did with Wilhelm. 
    

    
      Even so, didn’t it mean she’d matured if she didn’t get angry so easily anymore?
    

    
      In her defence she’d been young and immature when she’d met Roswaal 5 years ago. She wanted to act more like an adult as the years passed by, and she must have learnt that from her friendship with Roswaal. 
    

    
      Above all else, Carol had Grimm with her now. 
    

    
      ――That in itself should be her greatest change for the better. 
    

    
      Carol:「I can’t just keep on losing my temper like I used to. Like even under normal circumstances I keep causing Theresia-sama trouble. I can’t keep doing that...」
    

    
      Roswaal:「So what you’re saying is that you’re going through all of this because of Theresia-sama?」
    

    
      Carol:「――」
    

    
      Roswaal’s tone of voice was hushed and cold making Carol gulp.  
    

    
      For a moment she gazed at her in astonishment as if she’d misheard her. Despite her reaction, Roswaal gave her a profound nod and said, 
    

    
      Roswaal:「Let me repeat myself. The curse that was put on you was down to Theresia-sama. Naturally Stride’s the one we should truly call evil, but she and her husband helped sow the seeds that made it so that you were targeted by that dangerous individual and ultimately dragged you into this mess. You really shouldn’t overlook their sins.」
    

    
      Carol:「What… What are you...」
    

    
      Roswaal:「It’s foolish of you to think like that, or are you just intentionally averting your eyes from it? Are you trying to set things right by being complicit with her? You always have your back turned pretending not to be aware of it, never pressing her adequately enough about it. This isn’t kindness, this is simply just indulging her. You’re the one who’s having a tough time, not Theresia-”sama”」
    

    
      Carol:「――Stop it please!」
    

    
      Carol jumped up from the bed and glared at Roswaal as she spoke one cruel word after the other.
    

    
      The glint in her eyes grew sharper, honed by the fury that had surged up in her. Faced with that, a dark, dangerous look began to creep in around Roswaal too. Carol clenched her teeth at the unfathomable pressure.
    

    
      Carol:「Why… Why are you talking like this! What has Theresia-sama done wrong… She’s always, always been suffering! That’s why she should continue to be happy, and only happy after this! Despite everything that’s happened!」
    

    
      Roswaal:「She’s not like you. Everyone should desire to be the happiest they can be. I find it virtuous to desire happiness for the people around you after you’ve prioritised your own. The way you do it is wrong」
    

    
      Carol:「I...
      hk
      」
    

    
      Carol’s parched voice was draped in sorrow, and this time she was almost on the verge of tears. She resisted the urge to cry and moved over towards Roswaal. Then, as she tried to get her to take back her words, Carol realised something. 
    

    
      She realised that something felt odd. Gazing at Roswaal’s heterochromic eyes, a notion swiftly came to her. 
    

    
      Sure, Roswaal was sometimes cruel and ruthlessly dug into other’s hearts, but...
    

    
      Carol:「…Are you perhaps testing me, Mathers-sama?」
    

    
      Roswaal:「Oh, have I been found out?」
    

    
      The pressure that had been mounting inside the room vanished and Carol was left dumbfounded. Roswaal’s expression loosened and she laughed out a「I’m sorry, I’m sorry」
    

    
      Carol:「――. ――――. ――――――――. Why... why do such a thing」
    

    
      Roswaal:「I’m getting the feeling that you want to say a bunch of stuff to me but you forced yourself to swallow them all down, right?」
    

    
      Carol took several deep breaths and then asked her that with an air of semi-composure. Surmising the effort she’d made, Roswaal (who was still sitting comfortably on her chair) urged Carol to sit down as well. 
    

    
      Roswaal:「Now then, you asked me why… Plainly speaking, I tested you. I tested you to see if you’d get properly mad or raise your voice at me for my slander」
    

    
      Carol:「…Why?」
    

    
      Roswaal:「You mentioned, so to speak, that 
      you not
       getting 
      angry was because
       you’ve grown up. I’m pleased that you've matured as well. Though I was pretty fond of the reactions the former you would make from being teased as well… That’s why I would’ve been able to welcome it too if this was from growing up. But, it’s not down to that」
    

    
      Carol:「――」
    

    
      Though she was speaking in what seemed to be a roundabout way, Carol patiently waited for her conclusion. Her hands were clenched on top of her knees and she gulped in front of Roswaal’s narrowed eyes. 
    

    
      Roswaal:「The price you paid to wake up from your coma was that you couldn’t be touched by your sweetheart, Grimm-kun. Though the curse changed its course and burrowed into you, I’m thinking that you’re not in the clear from the dangers of coma」
    

    
      Carol:「So are you saying that it wouldn't be strange if I were to lose my consciousness again soon?」
    

    
      Roswaal:「It’s not down to your self-restraint that you’re unable to get angry, but rather you being unable to is proof that your emotions are fading away. I know that you’re a strong woman emotionally, of course… And yet, you didn’t grieve about this situation, nor did you wantonly show your impulsive anger. It’s unnatural.」
    

    
      Carol:「Mathers-sama, you’re thinking this too is an effect of the curse, right?」
    

    
      Roswaal:「――」
    

    
      Roswaal glanced down silently. That alone was enough to tell Carol what her thoughts were. And that silence brought even more news to Carol. 
    

    
      Roswaal had said that she had good and bad news at the start, and had indicated that there’d been no developments to her condition. But, in actual fact, this wasn’t all there was to it... 
    

    
      Carol:「Is there more bad news Mathers-sama?」
    

    
      Roswaal:「…The only way to get rid of the curse is to capture Stride. You can’t be touched by your loved one in your current condition, and now it’s likely that you’ll even be unable to feel sad about it」
    

    
      Carol:「――」
    

    
      Roswaal:「You’ll become like a puppet if your emotions fade completely. There’s nothing better at destroying a person’s dignity than this.」
    

    
      Roswaal revealed to Carol the bad news without hiding any of it. A mark of the unfathomable sincerity that this woman called Roswaal J Mathers possessed. 
    

    
      For the first time in their long fellowship Carol could see the affection that lurked behind her blithe demeanour. 
    

    
      ――And at the same time she also realised that her emotional response to her bad news had been surprisingly stunted. 
    

    
      Right now she could still feel angry if people insulted Theresia, Grimm and her loved ones. But, if her condition continued to worsen――
    

    
      Carol:「――Am I going to even be unable to celebrate Theresia-sama’s child being born…?」
    

    
      Carol said that in a terrible murmur. 
    

    
      If she slowly lost her heart and her feelings for her loved ones, then she’d stoop down to the level of a cold-blooded sword. Wilhelm had frequently hoped to become like that.
    

    
      In the end though, he too had sought the bonds of warmth and made his way towards the sun.
    

    
      Carol:「Mathers-sama, please keep this a secret from Theresia-sama and her family. From Grimm too if you can… It has to be from my own mouth when he’s told」
    

    
      Roswaal:「…I wish you wouldn’t be so pessimistic. Even now, Grimm-kun is doing everything he can for you. Wilhelm-kun too is a little useful so long as it involves swinging his sword. There’s still hope」
    

    
      Carol:「I feel like this is the first time in these 5 years that I’ve heard you consoling me, Mathers-sama」
    

    
      Carol had never heard Roswaal speak anything that looked like consolation, what with her being a woman of many jests and japes albeit pragmatic. The fact that Roswaal had consoled her like that meant only that her situation was at an impasse.
    

    
      Roswaal:「――」
    

    
      The taciturn Roswaal probably wasn’t going to deny Carol’s request. To Carol it seemed like their fellowship was one close to friendship to the point that she could believe that she’d be the type who’d do as she asked. 
    

    
      Thus, what she should be worried about now was――
    

    
      Carol:「――Grimm, please stay safe」
    

    
      She hoped he was safe, even if he hadn’t found anything. Carol couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen his smiling face, and that wasn’t because of her shrivelling emotions. 
    

    
      Part 3
    

    
      「――*
      Thud!*
      」
    

    
      A steel shield thudded, and the man who’d opened the door ate a punch to his face and was sent flying. His flailing legs knocked bottles of sake and drinking glasses off the counter they were standing on; the sounds of broken glass gaudily echoed around the tavern. 
    

    
      For a split second or two, there was only silence, and then the men inside the tavern realised what was happening.
    

    
      ――
      This uninvited guest had come here to attack them. 
    

    
      ???:「The fuck, who the hell are you...」
    

    
      Intruder:「R̵̢͇̉͝R̷̫͠Ŗ̷͙͐́R̷̭͕͋͋̕H̸̡̹͇̑̉AA̸̠̮̱͌̋̇Ḁ̵̭̂̀A̸̺͑A̷̽͆A̶͗͋!!」
    

    
      The intruder leapt towards a man who’d drawn out a dagger from his pocket and tried to rush over to the entrance. He swivelled his shield around, which was about the size of a full-grown adult’s body, letting out a battle cry as he did. The shield smashed into the man’s arm, dagger and all, flipping the man (who had tried to let out a shriek of pain) up from under his shoulder and making him clatter into the ceiling.
    

    
      Before the man even fell back down, the intruder had already moved onto his next targets.  
    

    
      ???:「What the…
      GYAAAA
      !」???「W-wait up, wait up I said――!」???:「AIIIIEEEE!?」
    

    
      The men were all defeated in tandem by a blow that packed tremendous speed and nary a hint of hesitation. It had taken less than a minute for the roughnecks of the store to be overrun by the intruder. 
    

    
      Tavern Roughneck:「
      Kh, Hha
      .... The fuck are you… 
      Ghhhhhhh
      !」
    

    
      Intruder:「――」
    

    
      The man who’d been thrown up to the ceiling and then clattered back down to the floor was grabbed by the scruff of his neck and forced to his feet by the intruder. Glaring at the man, who was now on his tip-toes and desperately gasping for breath, was a man with simple, gentle features. He didn’t really seem like the kind who could beat up nearly 10 roughnecks by himself. 
    

    
      ――Though you’d only be saying that if you didn’t see the eyes of that gentle-featured man himself. 
    

    
      Tavern Roughneck:「
      Hh
      」
    

    
      The intruder’s eyes were bloodshot and the glint coming from them was one of absolute fury. They were clearly different to that of a typical gentle featured man. He was lifting the roughneck up with one arm and holding his incredibly heavy shield with his other as if it weighed nothing. He was far from the norm. 
    

    
      Things would get far more violent if he made one false move. He could feel that in his bones.
    

    
      Tavern Roughneck:「The hell does this 
      fucker 
      wan- No, what do 
      you 
      want...」
    

    
      The Intruder of Gentle Features:「'e̷͝rz S̶̝̈́r̷i̵d̶e̵͋?̴」
    

    
      Tavern Roughneck:「Huh, you what now?」
    

    
      The man contorted his face in confusion at what the unintelligible, broken voice had said. The gentle-featured man lifted his head up in response and pointed to the base of his throat. ――To the white scar that stretched across it. 
    

    
      In other words, it looked like he was saying that he couldn’t speak due to that battle scar.
    

    
      Tavern Roughneck:「What the… Then how are we going to talk!」
    

    
      The Intruder of Gentle Features:「B̷̛̑͛y̴͗…」
    

    
      ???:「――It’s simple. I do the talking.」
    

    
      Yet another unfamiliar voice replied to the question the man had croaked out. However, when he looked from the entrance of the tavern to the man with gentle features after replying to him his expression grew sour.  
    

    
      Second Intruder:「If you’re saying it makes you feel awkward, then don’t run off ahead」
    

    
      He said that to the man of gentle features and slowly made his way towards him. He was a young man with brown hair which he had tied at his back. You could tell at a mere glance that the aura this man was enveloped in was terrible, vivid and showcasing that he possessed more skill than the gentle-featured man.
    

    
      The man, who’d had his friends beaten up by those two monsters, kept his eyes on them. Finally, he looked up at the ceiling and despaired.  
    

    
      Tavern Roughneck:「Give me a break… What did we do...」
    

    
      Brown Haired Intruder:「This guy should save us some time. ――That’s what we also wanted to ask.」
    

    
      The young man looked at the lamenting man’s face, still being hoisted up. He could see a fierce anger lodged deep in his blue eyes that felt like it would shake everything they saw to the core――
    

    
      Brown Haired Intruder:「If you cooperate with me and speak I won’t do anything to you that would otherwise be beyond your imagination」
    

    
      Those words he’d spoken were as plain as a threat could be. The man could feel his heart freeze in fear.  
    

    
      Part 4
    

    
      ???:「He’s still doing whatever the hell he likes, the guys we found this time were just small fry, but still...」
    

    
      ???:「――」
    

    
      ???:「I know that you went in because it wasn’t dangerous, that you were sure because of your intuition… But god damn it, I don’t even have anything I can say against it when you have that as your basis.」
    

    
      Wilhelm briskly scratched his head and 
      tched 
      at Grimm’s protests, who was walking beside him. They were in Abiate, a town in Southern Lugnica――They were here in this town because there’d been reports that Stride had been sighted in its vicinity. 
    

    
      Stride’s covert movements around the Kingdom of Lugnica had increased tenfold ever since they’d found Sphinx’s Refuge in Shamrock Valley. Even though he was a wanted person, he strutted around under the light of the sun as if he didn’t give a toss. There’d been many eyewitness accounts, but even so, he wasn’t letting them lay their hands on the important stuff. They were being completely outplayed by him. 
    

    
      ――After everything they went through, they hadn’t been able to get their hands on Stride’s trail in Abiate either.
    

    
      They’d no
       choice but to chase up the eyewitness accounts to follow him. Though they knew that full well, all they were able to do was force the information out of the people who’d cooperated with him. 
    

    
      They’d once again beaten up some thugs who’d helped with his ins and outs into the city and provided him a hideout. They’d gotten some information out of them about what was happening.
    

    
      Even so, it was hard to say if what they’d gathered was anything good. 
    

    
      Wilhelm:「This town too was the same as all the other places after all. All we were able to hear was about those Magic Circles of the Witch and that he’d hired those guys with gold to help him escape… It’s another dud」
    

    
      Wilhelm gritted his teeth feeling like they’d wasted their time and recounted the information they’d gotten out of the thugs. 
    

    
      Though Stride had been sighted in a lot of places around Lugnica, what they always found in the places he’d been spotted were the mysterious Magic Circles that they’d discovered in Sphinx’s Refuge. 
    

    
      Though they’d collected the Magic Circle from the Hideout, they still didn’t know what it did. Roswaal was still studying it back at the Royal Capital, but she hadn’t made any progress yet. 
    

    
      As for how they were dealing with them in the current situation, they were destroying them as soon as any were found.
    

    
      ???:『Though, I find going around and extinguishing Magic Circles indiscreetly a bit risky, when considering the measures Valga Cromwell put on them. Do you remember? How they were structured so that their Mana streams out when you destroy them, activating a bigger Magic Circle』
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Forget? You died because of that. 」
    

    
      ???:『Indeed I did. That question right now was a bit unkind of me.』
    

    
      The long-haired man brushed Wilhelm’s worries about the Magic Circles aside with a chuckle. 
    

    
      That man―― Pivot’s departed spirit was another one of the problems that plagued Wilhelm. 
    

    
      Wilhelm had come across the departed spirit of Pivot, who’d perished in 
      the『Demi-Human
       
      War』
      , when they’d investigated the Shamrock Valley. Ever since he’d encountered him in that illusory world amidst the fog, Pivot had always been following him around and talking to him like this. 
    

    
      Wilhelm knew that this wasn’t normal. 
    

    
      You can’t talk to the dead, and Wilhelm didn’t believe in Hollows. When people die, if they’re not resurrected, they just return back to the earth. That’s the solid truth. 
    

    
      Thus this Pivot was only a figment of Wilhelm’s imagination. Even so, Wilhelm was finding this phony to be incredibly useful as an advisor who gave him objective opinions. 
    

    
      Having someone at his side giving him a composed opinion was priceless for Wilhelm, as by nature he tended towards impulsiveness. Usually Grimm was the one taking on that role, but right now he couldn’t manage it. 
    

    
      ――He was especially invaluable now that he had far more problems than usual, meaning he needed advice more than ever.
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      Wilhelm sneaked a glance towards Grimm’s face as he walked beside him. 
    

    
      His cheeks looked a bit sallow, but his eyes were set ablaze, and lacked collectedness. Naturally he hadn’t been getting enough sleep, his nerves were frayed, and he’d been constantly jumping into danger as if he craved retribution. 
    

    
      It was clear that he was doing this to gain atonement for what had happened to Carol. However, things would get really dangerous for him if he kept doing what he’d just done today.
    

    
      There were limits to this, 
      even if 
      Grimm had been munitioned with a blessing that allowed him to sense danger.  
    

    
      Wilhelm:「How did I get stuck with telling others to stay calm...」
    

    
      Pivot:『Yeah, jeez, it’s no laughing matter, but it almost makes you want to laugh, right?』
    

    
      Irritating as Pivot’s cynicism laced words were, he couldn’t deny them. 
    

    
      Wilhelm was seeing ghosts, Grimm couldn’t keep his cool, Carol was still under the influence of her curse and Theresia was pregnant. ――His troubles were neverending even when excluding Stride from them.
    

    
      It was difficult to deal with all these problems at once. Though getting rid of them one at a time, starting from the most dangerous one, Stride, if he could, would be ideal. 
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It almost looks like he’s fucking enjoying pushing and toying us about」
    

    
      Pivot:
      『Practically
       speaking, we can’t completely discard that possibility. My worst guess is that he’s the sort of scum who just likes to commit crimes to see his victim’s reactions. An even worse guess is that… Is that he’s moving forward with some sort of plan that we aren’t aware of whilst all this is going on』
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      It meant that things were going to get even worse, regardless of which one it was. That, and the experience Wilhem had actually had when confronting Stride wouldn’t let him deny it. 
    

    
      That 
      reject
       definitely wanted more chaos and for the situation to get worse, make no mistake on that. 
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…In any case, Abiate was a dud. Let’s go back to the Royal Capital. Maybe 
      Roswaal’s managed
       to find some sort of result.」
    

    
      Grimm:「…’a̸yb̴̅͑e̸」
    

    
      His opinion wasn’t an optimistic one, and Grimm’s reply was heavy too. Wilhelm hesitated in mentioning that to him, and since he couldn’t think of any words to console him he abandoned the idea.
    

    
      No matter what he said now, it’d just end up a burden. With that on his mind, he started to make his way back to his squad――,
    

    
      ???:「Wilhelm! Grimm!」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Conwood?」
    

    
      Wilhelm and Grimm stopped in their tracks and turned around. Conwood, a Deputy Commander of the Zergev Corps, was running over to them. He’d ordered them to destroy the Magic Circle which the thugs had informed him about, but it was evident from his complexion that he wasn’t here to report the task’s completion.
    

    
      With a tense look on his face, Conwood spoke out to Wilhelm, who’d braced himself for “something”. 
    

    
      Conwood:「We have a problem. ――Lord Miklotov McMahon has been attacked at his mansion」
    

    
      Part 5
    

    
      Miklotov McMahon was one of the Ministers of Internal Affairs that held an important post in the Royal Castle.
    

    
      Though he was still young, he’d made a name for himself with his incredible talent and powers of judgement. After the end of the『Demi-Human War』he’d been integral to the politics of the Kingdom of Lugnica, engaging in them with his shrewdness. 
    

    
      Wilhelm too had been one of the people he’d helped out with his reinstatement to the Royal Forces, and some other matters. It was dead clear that if anything happened to Miklotov it’d be grave enough to shake the Kingdom to its core.
    

    
      Thus, Wilhelm had immediately made his way to Miklotov as soon as he’d heard the news about the attack on him. 
    

    
      Miklotov’s main residence, the McMahon mansion, was located dozens of kilometres south from the Royal Capital. Luckily he could reach it from Abiate in about half a day. 
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Grimm, you go back to the Royal Capital ahead of me. I’ll entrust Theresia… Theresia and the others to you」
    

    
      They split up along the way, Grimm leading the Zergev Corps back to the Royal capital on ahead, and Wilhelm visiting the McMahon estate. There’d been a large number of Miklotov’s private guards on patrol at the mansion, and it’d taken Wilhelm a fair amount of time to prove his identity and get inside. 
    

    
      And when Wilhelm was able to finally enter into the mansion――
    

    
      ???:「――It sure seems like we’ve left some holes in our defences with me being attacked several days after leaving the Royal Capital」
    

    
      Wilhelm placed his hand on his chest in relief as he came face to face with the master of the mansion―― Miklotov, who’d ushered him into his parlour. 
    

    
      Miklotov didn’t seem to have any visible injuries at a glance. The attack hadn’t been a major one, and it looked like the forces he kept in his mansion had managed to turn them away.
    

    
      Even so, the fact still remained that a key person from the Kingdom had been attacked. Even in regards to their enemy’s guile in setting his aims on Miklotov from the numerous important people who worked at the Royal Castle. 
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Honestly, 
      this has made
       my blood run cold. The future of the Kingdom would be at stake were something to happen to you」
    

    
      Miklotov:「Hmm, as expected, aren’t you making far too much of me? Others can take my position you know. The ones who are truly irreplaceable are the Royal Family and ladies like your esteemed wife」
    

    
      Miklotov kept up a humble attitude in response to Wilhelm’s candid relief. He then raised his eyebrows as if he’d recalled something and said,「Come to mention it...」
    

    
      Miklotov:「I’ve heard that your esteemed wife is pregnant, so congratulations are in order. I haven’t had the chance at all to tell her my congratulations firsthand, but I’m delighted for the both of you」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Celebrating that now is kinda tough. Especially when you said that you’ve just been attacked」
    

    
      Miklotov:「Huh, well that doesn’t mean that no one’s going to be saved by just looking at the bad stuff happening around us. Besides, we’re talking about the child of 
      the『Sword
       
      Saint』and
       
      the『Sword
       
      Demon』here
      , the 
      prides
       of our country. Wouldn’t the kind of lionheart that’s born from such be an irreplaceable asset for the Kingdom as well?」
    

    
      Miklotov had quite the silver tongue, as could be expected from his line of work. 
    

    
      Naturally, Wilhelm was incredibly interested too in what kind of child his and Theresia’s would grow up to be. He was a man who was only talented with the sword. He didn’t want his child to be just like that as much as he could.  
    

    
      A time would come to them sooner or later where mere skills with the sword wouldn’t keep them standing strong. When that time came, they’d need the right skills to find happiness. 
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Even so, 
      the『Divine
       Protection of the Sword 
      Saint』is
       in the Astrea Family. If that gets passed down to the next generation, it should definitely go down to a child who’s inherited mine and Theresia’s knack with the sword.」
    

    
      Miklotov:「If that happens, then they could become the 
      strongest『Sword
       
      Saint』ever
      … They might even become a hero as great as the exalted Reid Astrea, the first ever『Sword Saint.』I’m looking forward to this now」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You’re getting way too ahead of yourself. You’re overly neglecting today when looking forward to the morrow like that.」
    

    
      Wilhelm’s anxiety hadn’t been cleared away despite all of his flattery. When Wilhelm spoke those words that indicated he wanted to get down to business, Miklotov’s mild-mannered expression changed.
    

    
      It changed from one of a pleasant man to one of a man who flourished his shrewdness on a stage of government embroiled in Machiavellianism. 
    

    
      Miklotov:「Based on what’s been happening, the individual who turned up at my mansion seems to be connected to Stride. I think based on the reports it was probably the Shinobi that accompanies him.」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Him… That 
      thing
       that I nearly killed was skulking about too?」
    

    
      Wilhelm recalled the Shinobi whom he’d clashed with at his home in the Royal Capital a while ago and clenched his teeth.
    

    
      That Shinobi had been quite skilled too, though not as skilled as Kurgan. Wilhelm had let him slip from under his fingers just as he was about to kill him; if that had led to this happening then this too was another error he’d made.
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Even so, Stride kept himself truly safe and sound with that Shinobi. To put it clearly, for him to end up being thrown back by your private guard is like...」
    

    
      Miklotov:「I did gather my guard for their skill, but they pale in comparison to you. Besides, I can’t deny what you’re saying. If he’d wanted to kill me, I imagine he would have done so.」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Then you’re saying that his aim wasn’t your life?」
    

    
      Miklotov:「First things first, I wouldn’t call what happened now an attack on the mansion, it’s more like a break in. The Shinobi just fled when my men realised that he’d broken in. There wasn’t any pointless fighting… Well, actually, no, a few of my men who chased him too far ended up dead」
    

    
      Miklotov cast his eyes down, mourning the men he’d lost. Even so, Wilhelm pondered for a second about what he’d mentioned, and then said,
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Why are you here at a time like this?」
    

    
      Miklotov:「Hmmm」
    

    
      Miklotov didn’t reply to his question straight away. Wilhelm sensed that something was up with how he’d reacted and spoke up again, starting his words off with a「No, 」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I hate to say this, but you don’t seem to be the kind of person who’d be so careless. The Royal Family and VIPs are being guarded in the Royal Capital. You shouldn’t have behaved like this, leaving the Royal Capital and carelessly exposing a breach to our enemies. It’s not like you.」
    

    
      Miklotov:「…You seem to be looking around at things, unlike what I’m used to about you. Also, I’m genuinely glad that you’re evaluating me like that. Hmmm, you’ve sure grown up fast」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Quit fooling about. Though if you’re saying that you can’t answer me, then you don’t have to...」
    

    
      Wilhelm could more or less infer that he couldn’t talk about it. Red flags were flashing all around him considering that Miklotov had gone back to his main home, and as a result, been taken advantage of by Stride due to reasons he couldn’t divulge.  
    

    
      ――Miklotov spent an unusually long time contemplating Wilhelm’s consideration. Then, a voice called out towards them,
    

    
      ???:「――You needn’t fret, Miklotov. What happened now was due to my venerable self’s carelessness.」
    

    
      Wilhelm「――!?」
    

    
      Wilhelm suddenly jumped up in fright at the sound of the voice that wedged itself into the parlour. 
    

    
      Not because he’d been surprised by this man’s appearance, after all, he’d recognised his presence. He was majestically walking down the mansion’s corridor as if he owned the place. 
    

    
      And that was natural of course. This person had nary a reason to shirk away from the gaze of the public. 
    

    
      He held a position in the Kingdom of Lugnica that boasted stately authority wherever he went―― And that was because he was His Majesty the King, Gionis Lugnica.
    

    
      Gionis:「It’s been a while, hasn’t it, Trias… No, not Trias! You’re an Astrea now aren’t you. But I’ll get you mixed up with your wife if I call you that. I think it’s a good idea if I call you Wilhelm!」
    

    
      Wilhelm「Your Majesty...」
    

    
      Gionis had red eyes and sparkling golden hair and he declared that with a cheerful, friendly expression on his smiling face. Wilhelm turned stiff faced at his overly-relaxed demeanour and Miklotov covered his head with his hands.  
    

    
      Gionis:「Hm, what’s the matter Wilhelm? Is your stomach or something aching? You are indispensable for the kingdom right now, so I think it’s a good idea if you’re seen by a good Healing Arts User… like Garritch!」
    

    
      Miklotov:「Your Majesty Gionis, please sit down for now. Wilhelm-dono isn’t sick. He’s just surprised by Your Majesty’s sudden radiance」
    

    
      Gionis:「Ohh, so that was it! My apologies for that. Even my venerable self cannot hide the majesty a king lets off」
    

    
      Gionis gave him an absentminded apology and then sat himself down on the chair that Miklotov had pointed out. The sense of stiffness Wilhelm had been feeling up until now finally cleared away and he immediately knelt down beneath Gionis and gave him a reverential bow.
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Your Majesty Gionis, it’s an honour to see you」
    

    
      Gionis:「You can dispense with the ceremonies. After all, weren't you once so bold as to hide yourself in my venerable self’s bedroom and talk to me directly? That… Erm, that 
      truly
       freaked me out!」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「That was truly inexcusable of me. But, Your Majesty, why are you at Lord Miklotov’s Mansion…?」
    

    
      Wilhelm felt ashamed when he touched on the subject where back then he’d committed one the biggest acts of human impoliteness. Now even he knew that under no circumstance should that discourtesy have been allowed.
    

    
      Gionis let out a somewhat regretful sigh at Wilhelm’s humbled attitude and then said,「What of it?」
    

    
      Gionis:「It’s because Miklotov is a friend. He’s always been giving me advice whenever I need it. Oftentimes, when business takes me away from the Royal Capital, I visit the Mansion like this」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…No way, then what happened now is...」
    

    
      ...
      Why Stride’s underling had set his sights on the Miklotov Mansion
      ――They couldn’t overlook what had happened one bit if Stride had known that Gionis was going to visit the Mansion. 
    

    
      Not only was that a leak of information, but there were also some fingers to be pointed with exposing the King to danger so carelessly. This matter 
      could
       likely endanger Miklotov’s position and even end up with the McMahon family being pegged responsible for it.
    

    
      With that in mind, Wilhelm looked over at Miklotov with a stern look in his eyes. Miklotov received his gaze as if he’d expected it and looked down in resignation. 
    

    
      Gionis:「Wait, wait up, don’t jump to conclusions. It’s a good idea here to listen to what my venerable self has to say to the end」
    

    
      However, Gionis himself told him to hold up. 
    

    
      Gionis:「I told you at the start that what happened now was due to my venerable self’s carelessness. Miklotov has no blame in this. First things first, Miklotov has 
      oft
      en stopped me from visiting during these times. My venerable self insisted despite that. Because of what I did, I put Miklotov and his guests in danger, I’ve reflected about that many many times」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You did so, Your Majesty… No, even if that’s the case, Lord McMahon’s duty’s to...」
    

    
      Gionis:「Didn’t my venerable tell you that it’s a good idea to listen to the end!」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      Gionis defended Miklotov and once again repeated that to Wilhelm when he cut in. Wilhelm instinctively shut his mouth due to the force of his words. 
    

    
      ――
      A puppet king who’s just popular with the masses, a king who’s unfit for rule, a king with an overly benevolent temperament and optimistic ideas.
    

    
      There were many instances where 
      gossipmongers
       would say stuff like that about the Lugnican Royal Family. In all honesty, Wilhelm too had once thought that being a man of upright character and a ruler went as well as Vinegee on Lemoms.
    

    
      But 
      in this
       very moment, Wilhelm was undoubtedly kneeling before a king. 
    

    
      Gionis:「My venerable brushed aside all of his protests and made my way here so to talk to a certain “
      gentleman”
      . Due to certain reasons, I shall not divulge the identity of said “
      gentleman”
      , but my venerable self can guarantee the veracity of what he told me」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…What did he tell you?」
    

    
      Gionis:「――He told me about the aims of this evildoer who’s causing chaos around the Kingdom right now, he told me about what this man called Stride plans to do」
    

    
      Wilhelm was taken aback by what Gionis had said in a low but firm tone of voice. He saw Miklotov across from 
      Gionis also
       
      give
       him a curt nod, with a serious look on his face.
    

    
      They’d given him the news that the Kingdom faced danger, news which even the brains of the Kingdom placed his faith in. And moreover――
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Was  Stride’s Shinobi trying to break in proof backing that as well?」
    

    
      Miklotov:「I even reckon it was worth letting him break into the mansion」
    

    
      Miklotov jokingly replied  like that to Wilhelm’s understanding. He then exchanged looks with Gionis and the latter nodded his head and continued his words with a「Mhm」
    

    
      Gionis:「To start with, that “
      gentleman” 
      was able to suspect that Stride’s aims involved those things in the report… those Magic Circles was it? And that’s because the “
      gentleman” 
      is quite familiar with them. I imagine he would have likely used them next time」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Used them… next time...?」
    

    
      Miklotov:「Your Majesty」
    

    
      Miklotov called out to Gionis at the same time that Wilhelm had experienced a weird sense of unease concerning his explanation. Hearing his name called out, Gionis faked a coughing fit,「
      *Hem ahem hem*
      」
    

    
      Gionis:「It’s nothing, ignore me. Anyways, what’s important is the effect these Magic Circles or whatever they’re called have」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Which is?」
    

    
      Gionis:「――The complete destruction of the covenant」
    

    
      Wilhelm’s breath stopped in its tracks at the heavy echo of those words. 
    

    
      The meaning of those words took some time to sink in. Then, almost as if he’d been waiting for that, Mikotov took over his explanation so to make things clearer.  
    

    
      And this is what he said――
    

    
      Miklotov:「The complete destruction of the covenant that the Kingdom and the Divine Dragon are bound by. In short, our enemy’s planning the downfall of the Kingdom of Lugnica」
    

    
      Part 6
    

    
      ――
      Would anyone have been able to immediately comprehend what had happened?
    

    
      Sound disappeared from the world, time crawled to a standstill, and a scene of splattering blood was projected vividly.
    

    
      There were no cries of agony. Both because sound had vanished and because the individual who’d been on the receiving end of the attack had once sustained a wound to his throat and couldn’t speak. However, there was a far more obvious reason why. 
    

    
      ――And that was because he was in sheer disbelief at the very fact that he’d been cut down. 
    

    
      ???:「――」
    

    
      He’d heard a heavy 
      Swoosh, 
      and then his body had been slashed across diagonally. Grimm Fauzen collapsed to the floor.
    

    
      A dull 
      thunk 
      accompanied Grimm’s fall due to him still donning his armour―― He hadn’t had the time to change into lighter garb since he’d been eager to get back to his sweetheart. 
    

    
      He should have been looking after her, exchanging sweet nothings with her. But now all of those feelings he held for his sweetheart 
      tantamounted
       to no more than sheer irony. 
    

    
      ――Because the one holding the sword that had cut 
      Grimm
       
      down
       had been his own sweetheart, Carol. 
    

    
      Carol:「Gr...imm?」
    

    
      Carol gazed down at her sweetheart who’d collapsed at her feet and spluttered those words out in shock. She held her Knight’s Sword in her hands with perfect poise, exemplary of a swordsman. 
    

    
      Her Knight’s Sword had a long, thin blade, that was now covered in the blood of her sweetheart, glittering with the cruel colour of steel. 
    

    
      ???:「――
      Hah
      ! There’s a certain lack of flashiness to its production for a comedy, isn’t there? What we also needed here to make things more sublime was some music that accentuates the folly rather than silence. How surprising, the observers in the heavens above lack a sense of aesthetic.」
    

    
      (TL Note: 観覧者 is a term which Stride will use often, and has some interesting implications in future acts. The translation used in the Fandom is typically “viewer”, though the way Stride is using it now is closer to “spectator”, i.e. of a play. I am going to translate this term as observer(s) because it sounds a little bit nicer than viewer.)
    

    
      A man stood in front of that spectacle, his whole body was drenched in malice, and when he declared that, he did so with a bored look on his face―― He was currently the worst criminal in the Kingdom of Lugnica, a sworn enemy that the『Sword Demon』kept pursuing, Stride.  
    

    
      Stride calmly walked up to the people who were frozen in their places because of what they’d witnessed, without sparing a single glance at Grimm collapsed in a pool of his own blood. When he arrived in front of them, he gave each of them a deep bow in turn, and only that. 
    

    
      It was as if he’d turned to his audience atop a theatre stage and promised them an act tonight that’d move them.
    

    
      Stride:「Splendid, the preparations worked properly, even though the start was a little bit dull. Lo’ and behold, ‘tis my venerable self, the playwright, pay your tributes to his magnanimity. You may applaud me to your heart’s content, no matter how much of a let down the overture was.」
    

    
      Stride said that with a wicked smile. Theresia still kept her silence, an acrid taste cloying her mouth at the unspeakable malice exuding from him. 
    

    
      ...
    

    
      ――
      Everything had happened
       so suddenly. 
    

    
      It had happened during the time when Theresia, her parents and Carol were all sitting together having a good time in one of the rooms of the mansion.
    

    
      It was a few days after Wilhelm and his squadron had left the Royal Capital; they hadn’t received any good news yet, nor had they been able to make any progress on Carol’s curse. In the meantime, Carol had spent her days devoting herself as much as possible for Theresia.
    

    
      Theresia had continued to depend on Carol’s favour even after she’d talked to her parents, who’d suggested she should let her do what she wants even if she felt terrible about it. “
      Carrying on like normal will be for the best
      ”, was what they’d said. 
    

    
      So even at a time like this, the harmony inside the Astrea Mansion was as it always had been. 
    

    
      Bertol said stupid stuff without thinking that got misjudged by the women of the mansion; Tishua found it amusing to keep her husband in check when he was like that; And everyone talked about the future of the child that would soon be born into the world.
    

    
      It was during times like these that Grimm had returned after he’d left the Royal Capital to accompany Wilhelm.
    

    
      He’d reported that the Zergev Corps had made it back safely and that Wilhelm would be late coming back due to something cropping up. Then he’d bore the news of his return to Carol and made their feelings of affection known to each other even though they still couldn’t touch each other.
    

    
      Seeing the tryst of the two lovers who were unable to touch each other, Theresia gently stroked her tummy. 
    

    
      ――There’d been 
      many a
       
      time
       recently where Theresia and Wilhelm had missed each other.
    

    
      Naturally with the Stride matter at hand, Wilhelm couldn’t take the time to settle down. Theresia also felt frustrated whenever she thought about Carol and Grimm, having herself been strictly ordered to take things easy. 
    

    
      Nevertheless, she felt anxious about herself, even whilst her thoughts were directed to the utmost on Grimm and Carol’s troubles.
    

    
      ――Reason being that she couldn’t find the time to talk with Wilhelm about their child.
    

    
      Theresia’s belly had already gotten pretty swollen and she could feel the baby shifting about inside her womb. The actual feelings of the fruits of their bond growing to life grew ever stronger day by day inside of Theresia.  
    

    
      She wanted to share her feelings, her joy, and her anxieties with Wilhelm.  
    

    
      If she could get Wilhelm to take in the feelings she was experiencing, as a father, then she too felt like she could take in the『Things
      』which
       he harboured.  
    

    
      That’s why as soon as Wilhelm got back she’d decided that she’d take the time to properly talk together with him as husband and wife.
    

    
      ――
      That was when it happened, immediately after she’d decided that.
    

    
      Stride:「It’s been a long time,『Sword Saint.』――Have you been keeping well?」
    

    
      That man had shown up unreservedly, without a shred of hesitation, ruining the family’s happy moment. 
    

    
      He cared not a lick that he was about as welcome here as a Giant in a Gustekan milkbar, he had the audacity to waltz in as if he owned the place no matter where he went in this world. Numerous thoughts whizzed through Theresia’s mind the instant she caught a glimpse of him. 
    

    
      (TL Note: The “Giant in a Gustekan milkbar” saying here is completely translator flair: the original Japanese is a more literal “that he was a foreign object/that he was something that was not wanted here”, but who doesn’t like the occasional relevant TL flair?)
    

    
      And the thought that worried her the most was――,
    

    
      Theresia:「――What happened to the bodyguards outside?」
    

    
      Stride:「
      Hmph.
       The first thing you worry about are those 
      peasants 
      outside instead of my own venerable countenance? Such disrespect..., normally I’d make you pay for it with your life... But my venerable self is in a fine mood right now. Thus, I shall generously overlook it」
    

    
      Theresia firmly squeezed her eyes shut to his manner of speaking, which was laced with cruelty and arrogance. Although he hadn’t answered her question, his apathetic attitude spoke volumes about what end her honourable guards had met. 
    

    
      Why this, in this Kingdom that had just recovered from that senseless Civil War and was slowly building towards peace
      ――
    

    
      Theresia:「How can you be so cruel to others like that?」
    

    
      Stride:「How unthinkable, to be told that by 
      the『Sword
       
      Saint』who
       slayed not thousands of lives, but tens of thousands. Were I to compare my venerable self’s deeds and such to the amount of lives you took, mine would seem like mere child’s play. If inquity is determined by the number of lives you take, then I doubt there is anyone in this world who gets the edge on you.」
    

    
      Theresia:「――
      hk
      」
    

    
      Though his reply strayed from the topic at hand, Theresia felt a sharp pain from the sting of his words. 
    

    
      He was referencing the anguish that had kept tormenting her mind ever since that Civil War, ever since she’d been allowed to cast down her sword, and ever since she’d had a child with Wilhelm. 
    

    
      However, someone did erupt in a raged frenzy at those words in place of the speechless Theresia.
    

    
      ???:「YOU BASTARD! YOUR INSULTS AGAINST THERESIA-SAMA STOP RIGHT HERE!」
    

    
      Carol drew out her Knight’s Sword from her side and bellowed those words at Stride. Grimm stood next to her, raising the colossal shield he’d had strapped to his back in front of him.
    

    
      When the two of them turned towards Stride, readying themself up for a fierce battle, Bertol pulled Tishua back by the arm and placed himself in front of where Theresia was sitting, so to protect her. 
    

    
      Stride:「
      Hmph
      」
    

    
      Stride snorted with an air of langour as he gazed at what was happening. Only here, he shouldn’t be acting so composed. Because he stood here all alone. 
    

    
      Theresia had already found out that Stride didn’t have the power to be able to fight by himself. That still hadn’t changed; the only strength of body he had was something akin to the kind a semi-invalid would have.
    

    
      Carol:「I don’t know what you’re hiding, but I will capture you right here」
    

    
      Stride:「You know, the only splendid thing about you is your vigour. Have you forgotten how uncouth you looked the other day?」
    

    
      Carol:「Even if you try and make me faint with the power of your rings bastard, I’ll kill you before I lose my consciousness!」
    

    
      Stride:「
      Hah
      」
    

    
      Stride scoffed, and in his scoff he placed great scorn and disdain for Carol, who’d readied herself to fight. 
    

    
      The moment she saw that, Carol’s sword spirit exploded and she jumped towards the immobile Stride. She swung her Knight’s Sword in a beguiling semi-circular pattern, and――
    

    
      ――When she came to, Grimm had collapsed onto the floor, struck by her attack.
    

    
      ...
    

    
      Stride:「――Making you faint, causing your breath to stop when you’re touched by your loved one, all of these are overtures. The ring’s curses aren’t limited to such infantile restrictions. I’ve made you into a puppet」
    

    
      Stride raised his right hand and showed it to her. The jewel on his index finger was shining with a bewitching radiance to it. Carol gasped out an「
      Ah
      」and looked behind her, at Theresia and the others.   
    

    
      Carol shook her head in refusal. However, the tip of her Knight’s Sword was pointed towards Theresia and the others――No, towards Bertol and Tishua.
    

    
      Stride:「The time is ripe now. Long have I awaited this moment,『Sword Saint.』Are you going to be able to stop me?」
    

    
      Theresia:「What are you…」
    

    
      Theresia had placed her hand on her swollen belly, stood up, and asked Stride what he was intending to do. Stride laughed at her words, then his lips split into a cruel sneer,
    

    
      Stride:「――Do it.」
    

    
      He shook his raised finger and issued a short command without deigning to answer Theresia’s question. Carol keenly understood the meaning of that command more than anyone else, thus making her scream.
    

    
      Carol:「NO…NO, NO, NONONONONOOOOOOOOO!」
    

    
      Tears streamed from her wide open eyes, nevertheless, her flesh and bones went against her feelings as it tried to exhibit the skills she had honed up until now as a swordsman, without holding anything back. 
    

    
      For the first time ever since she’d taken up the sword, she was pointing it at the family she’d sworn to protect.
    

    
      Carol:「RUN AWAAAAAAY!」
    

    
      Carol screamed, and immediately after, she sharply stepped towards them.  
    

    
      Theresia had tried to jump away when she saw that. However her baby had moved in her womb, and that had caused her to stop in her tracks. She hesitated. Then, Tishua pushed her down. 
    

    
      Tishua pushed her down to the floor and shielded her. She could see Bertol standing up with both of his arms spread out before him in front of Tishua. 
    

    
      A flash of silver filled the room. 
    

    
      ――And fresh blood splattered around the Astrea mansion. 
    

    
      
        [image: ]
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      Act Five
    

    
      Part 1
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Something strange happened in the Commercial City of Picoutatte that day. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Picoutatte was one of the Six Great Cities in the Kingdom of Lugnica and was located in the south, alongside the border with the Vollachian Empire. The city itself was considered a vital one in the country as it acted as a trading hub with the Empire.
    

    
      
    

    
      As usual, Picoutatte was lively with a flow of merchants crossing between the border, with people and merchandise moving in and out of the city. Naturally though, the more people there were, the greater the chance of fights breaking out became. 
    

    
      
    

    
      To fight against that, Picoutatte had posted soldiers around the city who kept a watchful eye for that, so that they could immediately intervene if any did break out. Especially because several months ago, a duel had taken place on the stone bridge in the middle of the city; that, and the whole city was going through a time where it was becoming susceptible to disputes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A situation like that was about to be repeated. The first one who took notice of the anomaly was one of the soldiers who’d been trying to intervene in an argument between a merchant and his customer, and was trying to put an end to their quarrel.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Soldier:「Huh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      The soldier had grabbed one of the arms of the merchant, and one of the 
      customer
      , and then widened his eyes in surprise at the strange sensation he’d felt. 
    

    
      
    

    
      All he needed to do was touch the two quarreling individuals and stand between them. If things had proceeded like they always did, then the power of 
      his『Divine
       Protection of 
      Empathy』would
       have kicked in and 
      convey
      ed their feelings to each other so that they’d be able to reach a compromise. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The
       
      soldier’s『Divine
       Protection of 
      Empathy』was
       a gift he’d received from the heavens when he’d been born.   
    

    
      
    

    
      The soldier could 
      read other’s
       emotions simply by touching them, and if he stood between two people, he could even go as far as making them understand each other.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Thanks to this power, the soldier had long been hailed as an expert mediator, and naturally he’d chosen a future for himself that made use of his Divine Protection, allowing him to take a dream job in the current system of soldiers. 
    

    
      
    

    
      All the soldier knew was that when he touched people, he understood their emotions, and that when he made them touch like this he made them come to an understanding. Other than that, the soldier didn’t know anything about how it worked, its quintessence, or why he even needed to touch them. That’s why the soldier was extremely confused by what had just happened. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The technique he’d been using ever since he’d been born had suddenly stopped working. 
      Then, what ought he do now
      ――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――You’re twisted. Yes, well and truly twisted. The epitome of a twisted lump of flesh.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Soldier:「Huh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      The soldier, who’d blanked out due to what had happened, gathered his wits back when he heard an abrupt voice coming from his side. He turned to face the direction the voice had come from, and standing there right beside him was a tall, thin man. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The man had dark purple hair and gave off an awfully cold, handsome impression. For a second, the soldier was completely spellbound by him, then he briskly shook his head and said
    

    
      「No,」
    

    
      
    

    
      Soldier:「What did you just say? Excuse me, but after I settle things here, I’ll...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Purple Haired Man:「Stop their quarrel? Don’t be so foolish. You’re not too unlike a newborn baby right now. How do you intend to stop a fight between adult men in your state? Don’t be so conceited.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Soldier:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      The man’s voice was even more cruel than the look 
      to his
       face and in his eyes. The three of them reacted in surprise to his words. Not just the soldier, but also the two men who’d started the incident. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The merchant, the customer and the soldier all had no clue what to think about this sudden intruder. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Was he a weirdo or maybe a drunk? It wasn’t that late yet, but when you got so many people moving about, you’d occasionally get someone who’d let loose even in the earlier hours of the day. Dealing with people like these was one of his duties as a soldier.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soldier:「Let’s stop right here. If you have something to say, then you can say as much as you want back at the station...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Purple Haired Man:「You can tell certain things with touch. That’s the root of your twistedness, isn’t it?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Soldier:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      The soldier had let go of the quarreling mens’ arms and tried to grab the drunk instead. However, he’d been stopped in his tracks again by what the drunk had said. Just this time, it wasn’t out of surprise, but more so because chills had run up his spine. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The man’s words had hit the nail precisely on the head about what the soldier’s Divine Protection was. What’s more, the soldier had never told anyone other than his family about his『Divine Protection of Empathy.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Divine Protections easily tended to create strife between people who were and weren’t privy to one. That was common sense in the world, and the soldier too had sworn by that and never opened his mouth about it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then how did this man in front of him, whom he’d never met before, know about it?
    

    
      
    

    
      Purple Haired Man:「Look, If you want to know… then try getting the information out of me, twisted spawn of the heavens」
    

    
      
    

    
      Soldier:「
      Ukh
      …」
    

    
      
    

    
      The man offered his arm to the soldier, who was staring at him rooted to the spot. The man had goaded him to try.
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no doubt, the man knew about his Divine Protection. The soldier noticed from the look in the man’s eyes that this was a challenge, and that from the fierce, strange aura that was coming from him, he wouldn’t let him escape. As a result, he took the man’s arm and prayed that his Divine Protection would work.
    

    
      
    

    
      What he could read with 
      his『Divine
       Protection of 
      Empathy』wasn’t
       a person’s thoughts, but rather the emotions they harboured at the time. Even so, if he could see a part of his true, unadulterated emotions, then smoothing things over would instantly become a lot easier. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Even the strange fear he had of this man should be eased with his Divine Protection――
    

    
      
    

    
      Purple Haired Man:「So, did you find out anything?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Soldier:「N-Nothing…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Purple Haired Man:「I see. ――You’ve been a great help.」
    

    
      
    

    
      The soldier had grabbed the man’s surprisingly thin wrist and once again felt nothing. He shook his head at his question. The man pondered the soldier’s answer for a moment with his eyes closed and then gave him a short, solemn nod, thanking him for his efforts.
    

    
      
    

    
      The soldier didn’t even know if his thanks had come from what he truly felt, though.
    

    
      
    

    
      Soldier:「――
      Urk
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      The next moment, a flurry of scythe-like slashes reaped the soldier’s life. The flurry kicked up a gale of wind and the two men who were looking at the spectacle from the sidelines were showered in fresh blood.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Those two men who’d started this whole mess looked at the spectacle happening in front of their eyes, unable to move a single muscle or utter a single peep. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The soldier’s arm had been cut off at the elbow and was still clinging to the man’s―― Stride’s wrist. Stride shook it off and then let out a brief sigh. 
    

    
      
    

    
      At Stride’s side stood a colossal figure with eight arms, as well as a figure that was clad in a darkness blacker than the night. That figure of darkness brought along a short woman with them, who serenely walked over to Stride’s side and snuggled up to him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride paid no attention to them though, he merely continued to look up at the sky and spoke to it as if he were in song.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Now then, the test has succeeded,
      『Sword
       
      Demon』Wilhelm
       van Astrea. All that’s left now is to await the results. You’d better watch, o’ audience who decides fate. ――You’d better watch which choices the world shalt make」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: The term I’ve translated as audience here is actually literally “reader” (閲覧者). I’ve decided to translate it 
      as ‘audience
      ’ due to the context, and to give it a more dramatic touch to suit Stride’s speaking style here. This term really catches my eye, because it feels like a breach of the 4th wall, but yet well written as part of Stride’s discourse to the audience in the heavens, which will be an important topic especially in Acts 6-8. ) 
    

    
      
    

    
      That was Stride Vollachia’s proclamation of war, the overture of one the worst days with Picoutatte as its stage―― that would become the grand stage of the Sword Demon Battle Ballad. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 2
    

    
      
    

    
      Everything was already over by the time Wilhelm got back to the Astrea Mansion.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm「――!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm, by nature, didn’t care much for things being busy and noisy. And he wasn’t the only one like that, Theresia was also like that, so typically they didn’t have that many people coming in and out of the mansion.
    

    
      
    

    
      The only exceptions to this had probably been just after their marriage ceremony and the time when Theresia’s pregnancy had come to light.
    

    
      
    

    
      Many had turned up at the mansion to bear their congratulations on both of these occasions. It hadn’t just been people from the Royal Castle, Knights who knew them and family members who’d come bearing their good wishes for their marriage and pregnancy. People who only had that they lived in the Royal Capital in common had also turned up.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wedding ceremony had been about a year ago, and the baby shower a tad under a half year ago. Yet now, the Astrea Mansion was once again in an uproar. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――A stream of soldiers was bustling in and out of the mansion in an attempt to get ahold of the situation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Wilhelm! Over here!」
    

    
      
    

    
      A deep voice called out to him soon after he’d forced himself into the mansion through a gap in the stream of soldiers. He turned to look towards where he’d indicated, and there waving his arm at him was a giant of a man with short blue hair, Bordeaux Zergev. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He should have 
      hung
       up his boots when it 
      came
       to actual combat. Nevertheless, he was still here because there was no one who was more talented than him with the experience of the commander that he was when it came to dealing with emergencies. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It made complete sense why――The Astrea Mansion in the Royal Capital should never have been attacked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Bordeaux, what happened.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm rushed over to the stiff-faced Bordeaux and demanded an explanation from him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had left the Royal Capital and visited Lord Miklotov’s estate. When he’d received the news there from an Earth Dragon that had come galloping to him at full speed, he’d rode back to the mansion without wasting a single moment.  
    

    
      
    

    
      All he’d heard then was that their mansion in the Royal Capital had been attacked. He’d rushed back with his mind clear save only for that. 
    

    
      He knew that the more he thought about it, the more negative his thoughts would become, considering that it looked like Theresia and her baby had gotten roped up in this nightmare.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「There was a bloodshed in your mansion. The 8 soldiers we’d placed here as bodyguards were all put to the sword, and at the end of all this, Theresia-dono was kidnapped… I’m sorry. For all of this, even while I was in the Royal Capital」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Kidnapped? Theresia was kidnapped? What the hell, by who!」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――S̴͝tr̶i̷d̸e̷̐」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm grabbed the apologetic Bordeaux by the scruff of his neck and raised his voice at him. The one who’d answered 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon’s』wrath
       hadn’t been the groaning Bordeaux, no, it had been someone behind him.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Grimm」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked back and saw Grimm, his head hung low and a melancholic look on his face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Unlike Wilhelm, he should have gotten back to the Royal Capital ahead of him and been there during the time of the attack. Though even Wilhelm wasn’t going to be so cruel as to ask him why things had gotten this bad with him here. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Namely because he was sitting sunk into a chair, with his whole body covered in painful, bloodied bandages. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Grimm was the first person he took out of action when things started to kick off. Makes sense that he’d remove his most troublesome enemy before anything else… But, what happened here is far more worse」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s grip on the scruff of Bordeaux’s neck loosened, allowing Bordeaux to free himself and then whisper those words into his ear. 
      Why did he even need to take the consideration to not let Grimm hear what he was saying?
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux looked meekly at the baffled Wilhelm and continued. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「The one who put those soldiers and Grimm to the sword and afterwards kidnapped Theresia-dono was Carol Remendis」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――What the hell?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「To be precise, 
      a Carol-dono
       who was being made to do Stride’s exact bidding. The soldiers who managed to escape this ordeal with their lives are testifying that she was shouting “Run away” whilst crying her eyes out」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux sheepishly explained to him everything that had happened.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride had attacked the Astrea Mansion half a day ago; Grimm and Carol had met his attack but Carol had turned her blade against Grimm rather than Stride. The reason why she’d done that had been down to one of Stride’s rings―― The curse-casting ring had been behind everything that was going on in Carol’s body, like her coma and her asphyxiation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And now it had turned Carol into a puppet, forcing her to put their bodyguards and Grimm to the sword one after the other. With Carol taken as a hostage, there was no way Theresia could have resisted. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why she had been taken away too――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Wait up. I get that Theresia’s been kidnapped, and that Carol’s been dragged into this by that bastard Stride… But her parents should have been in the mansion as well」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol and Tishua both doted on their daughter and were using her pregnancy as an opportunity to make frequent trips to the mansion, making themselves available for helping out with their first grandchild. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Most likely, they secretly considered Carol like their own daughter. So they should have been in the mansion when it happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I told them I was going to be leaving for a while, that I would count on them to be at Theresia’s side. So the two of them must have been in the mansion...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Knowing them, they would have kept their promise no matter what. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s face stiffened in fright. Bordeaux looked away from him for a moment, then he let out a short sigh and looked straight into his eyes and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Wilhelm, listen carefully. Lord Bertol Astrea is...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「He was the pride of the Kingdom, one of its most esteemed Knights, and an exemplary father」
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 3
    

    
      
    

    
      The woman sitting on the bed gave off an impression that was remarkably different from her usual self. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She had cascading long flaxen hair and wore a grass-green dress over her curvaceous body. Her youthful looks made her look a lot younger than she actually was, and since she usually wore a smile that never seemed to dim, she’d always kept up an impression of gentleness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Right now her lips were pursed shut, the look on her face was stiff, and her dress, hair and pale cheeks were caked in dried blood. It almost felt like she was presenting herself as a surrealist’s painting. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The woman was Tishua Astrea―― Theresia’s mother, Bertol’s wife and Wilhelm’s mother in law whom he’d entrusted Theresia to during his absence from the mansion. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua was sitting 
      on a 
      large bed in her matrimonial bedroom gazing vacantly into space, the light gone from her eyes. Her demeanour indicated that she was there in body but not in mind. In fact――
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「She doesn’t reply to anything we say. But she’ll struggle for dear life if you try to take her out of her bed. That’s why we’ve still left her in her bedroom like this」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Is my honoured mother hurt?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Nope. The Healer already made sure of that. The blood on her is all…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux trailed his words off there. But Wilhelm knew what he was going to say, even if he hadn’t finished them. It was pretty clear who the blood belonged to when he considered that Tishua was refusing to wash it off. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「We could get her off by force, but I don’t want to do that. Can you try speak to her somehow?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Do you think I’ll get through to her?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「If you can’t manage it, then no one can. That’s the rub of it.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux’s words were full of supplication and concern, imploring Wilhelm to not leave her like she was. Taking his words on board, he approached Tishua. Even if all she did was curse at him, he determined that it was his duty to accept that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Honoured mother, it’s me, Wilhelm. I’ve just gotten back. I’m really sorry for being so late」
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I’ve heard about what happened whilst I was away. My honoured father… Erm, our head of the Astrea household, how should I put it…It was unfortunate, what happened to him」
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt distaste at himself for voicing out those hollow words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Even so, Wilhelm became properly cognizant of the feelings storming around his heart by the mere power of 
      kotodama 
      those words had carried as they left his tongue. Anger and impatience were the most prominent, however, a feeling he’d been 
      shirking
       away from 
      had
       naturally taken 
      form
       inside of him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It’s not something related to my lacking words where I’d tried to express my regret, penitence and such. Aah, now I realise what it is. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      I never hated Bertol Astrea.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      hk
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Before Wilhelm even noticed, he was kneeling at Tishua’s feet with his head held out to her. A gesture that though seemed like he was saying 
      “You can go ahead and remove my head from my body” 
      hadn’t been done to mean that.
    

    
      
    

    
      As much as he craved that, he still needed his head. He had something which needed to be done. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He needed to tell Bertol’s wife the feelings he felt for his father in law. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――? Honoured mother?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm suddenly felt something odd brushing against his head, making him lift his head up. Someone had feebly stuck their fingers through his brown hair and was stroking his head as if they were soothing a child.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was stunned; the hand brushing through his hair belonged to none other than Tishua, who should have been in an incognizant state. Slowly, the light came back to her eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「Wilhelm...san...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「My honoured mother…! Tishua-sama, do you know who I am?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「…Mhm, of course. I’ve… Right. I’ve shown a rather shameful side to myself」
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua came back to her senses as Wilhelm called her name. She quickly got a grasp on the situation and cast her eyes down in shame. Wilhelm shook his head in reply and exchanged looks with Bordeaux who was hanging by the entrance. Bordeaux gave him a nod and gave out instructions to his soldiers to go and call a healer. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「A healer will be here very soon 
      honoured
       mother. You’ve no physical injuries, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「Nope. I don’t Wilhelm-san, you needn’t take the trouble to do that, I’m alright. More importantly, I have something I need to tell you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「To tell me?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「Well, a message from this insurgent who forced his way into the mansion. A message from the man called Stride.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      hk
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm unconsciously gawked at her when he heard that name come out of her mouth. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua drew her chin in at his reaction, and her face grew even more pale, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「I don’t imagine I need to tell you what I feel about that man. He’s a monster. Nothing good will ever come of leaving him out loose in the world of men.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「That man forced Carol to murder her own leige against her will, kidnapped Theresia and then turned towards my helpless self and put a curse on me. Wilhelm… He did it to make me deliver to you his words」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Then he must’ve stripped you of your will as well, honoured mother...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua nodded, confirming Wilhelm’s doubts. Stride had them completely in the palm of his hand. Tishua continued her words with a「Listen well」in response to his frustration,
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「Hold your anger in for now. That’ll become the best way to return the favour.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――I understand」
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「Let me tell you what that man said. ――
      “I await the close with the Sword Demon in the land of the Silver Flower Dance”
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      The way Tishua’s words had rung so theatrically most likely reflected Stride’s intent rather than her own. 
    

    
      
    

    
      『
      Silver Flower Dance
      』, it felt like a stanza from a poem, one which he knew about. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In the first act that he’d come across Stride, he’d ended up clashing swords with his escort, the『Eight Arms.』He vaguely remembered hearing him calling the duel 
      The Silver Flower Dance. 
      He couldn’t help but feel like it was coming from Stride himself when she said it in that tone――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――That bastard’s in Picoutatte」
    

    
      
    

    
      Both Theresia and Carol should have been taken there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course that wicked man would have designated a location. It was hard to even imagine what sort of ugly tricks he had lying in wait for them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Even so, we don’t have the choice to shy away. ――Bordeaux!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm raised his voice and put the question to Bordeaux, who’d been listening in, about whether he would muster his forces. Even if he rejected the notion, there was no way that was going to be able to stop him. However――
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「――I’ll muster together a subjugation force at once. You gather the Zergev Corps and get yourselves in gear.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux’s decisiveness at taking swift action was his greatest weapon; he’d shown that here as well to the fullest. He was the kind of man who when he said he’d do something, he’d do it. For that, Wilhelm placed absolute faith in him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm knew that he wouldn’t betray this faith. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Tishua-sama… My honoured mother, please leave the rest to me. I will definitely get Theresia, Carol and her unborn child back.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm looked back around, took Tishua’s hand, and swore to her that he would do so. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Since Wilhelm had pegged Bordeaux as the sort who did the things he said, it meant that he too had to follow in his example. That was the duty the commander of the Mark II Zergev Corps had to hold, the duty of the man who’d married 
      the『Sword
       
      Saint』
      , of 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon』Wilhelm
       van Astrea.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「――May good fortune smile on you」
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua returned Wilhelm’s grip and left him the best words she could, making them no longer than they needed to be, words fit for a woman who’d married into this family of warriors. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm took her words in and tried to give her a firm nod. ――But as he tried to, he felt her nails digging into the back of his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua mustn’t have been aware that she’d done that. Her hand was shaking and she’d tightened her grip on his hand without even realising. Large teardrops were welling up in the corner of her eyes despite her having put on a brave look up until now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「Wilhelm, you are…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Tishua:「You are an Astrea. Never forget that, not even for a moment.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Her voice was quivering, tears were streaming down her face and her hand was blisteringly cold. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Even so, the feelings she’d expressed were incredibly precious to Wilhelm, and so he bowed his head. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――I never will. 」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm replied with these words and then took his leave from the Astrea Mansion.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Vowing that he would make 
      the『Destruction
       
      Wish』awaiting
       him in Picoutatte get his just reward. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 4
    

    
      
    

    
      A subjugation force had been assembled 
      at unprecedented
       speeds under Bordeaux Zergev’s command. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Though a part of that came from Bordeaux’s competency as a commander, it was mostly due to the morale of the knights and soldiers who’d joined the subjugation force being so high. 
    

    
      
    

    
      All of them already knew about what had happened with the attack on the Astrea Mansion and the『Sword Saint』Theresia’s abduction. They all knew she’d been the hero who’d brought an end to the Civil War. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They all knew that she was the benefactor who’d saved their friends and families, their mothers, their fathers, their brothers and sisters, and their children and grandchildren. They all knew that the man known 
      as『The
       Destruction 
      Wish』had
       utterly crossed the line.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thus they’d all 
      hearkened
       to her banner right now, faster than anyone else, vowing in their hearts that they would carry out justice and achieve victory for the prestige of the Kingdom of Lugnica.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Your plan’s practically cleared out most of the Royal Capital. I really dooooon’t see how you 
      got the permission
       to go ahead with this.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Her voice was quite clear despite them being inside a Dragon Carriage that was under the effect of the『Divine Protection of Wind Evasion.』 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was sat sunk into his seat with his arms folded, deep in meditation, though her voice had made him open his eyelids up just a tad. When he looked to his side, he 
      saw there 
      the figure whom the voice belonged to, her long legs crossed together and a smile on her face. It was Roswaal J Mathers, the mage whom he’d ended up being as thick as thieves with, no matter how unfortunate that was.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Right now, she, Wilhelm and everyone else with them inside the Dragon Carriage were heading towards the Commercial City of Picoutatte.
    

    
      
    

    
      The soldiers from the Zergev Corps were all split up between the vast cavalcade of Dragon Carriages. Wilhelm was riding on board one of them, waiting impatiently for the moment they arrived at the city. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d ended up riding on the same carriage as her before he could even take notice. She’d been staying at the Royal Capital when she’d heard about what had happened at the Astrea Mansion. She’d then added herself to the Subjugation Force as if it were the most natural thing to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      As a result, right now she was sitting next to Wilhelm, gazing out of the window and telling him her impressions about the force heading out to Picoutatte and stuff like that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She stroked her chin with her supple fingers and said「Hmmm」when Wilhelm didn’t break his silence. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I’m just trying to make small talk before we get down to business. Aren’t you going to help me out and ease my nerves?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Nerves? Don’t make me laugh. Don’t you rarely ever show things like that? I’m sorry, but I don’t have the time to chit-chat with you right now. I’m busy waiting for our arrival in peace and quiet.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「You actually doing that sounds liiiiiike a bad joke. Besides, no matter how much you’ve blamed yourself, nothing’s going to change. Wouldn’t you agree?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm 
      tch’
      d at Roswaal who’d closed one of her eyes and looked over at him with her blue one. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She was the same woman as ever, always talking like she understood him. To make matters worse, those kinds of remarks always felt like she was hitting bulls-eye, her nature was the worst. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In actual fact, Wilhelm’s meditation didn’t help him keep his zen up at all. Whenever he closed his eyes a voice would speak to him, tormenting him with blame. And now――,
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:『Just as I thought, Miss Mathers has got quite the keen eye. Don’t you think so too, Wilhelm?』
    

    
      
    

    
      His feelings of guilt were always at his side in the shape of his former comrade, who was now shrugging his shoulders at him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      His guilty conscience, which took the form of Pivot, had always been dogging him around without letting up. Though, he hadn’t showed his face at the Astrea Mansion, almost as if even this spectre had been able to read the mood there,
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『I don’t talk to you when you don’t need me. So, this must be why you’ve never been distracted in the middle of a fight, right?』
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot read what he’d left unsaid in his heart and answered his doubt as if he were a teacher teaching his student. In the end, this was all an illusion that came from Wilhelm’s mind. That’s why he perfectly understood Wilhelm’s distress and appeared before him as if to say 
      “Don’t avert your eyes”
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「
      Even if 
      you’re thinking about blaming yourself for everything that’s happened today, I reckon you’d be making a big mistake… Though, what do you think?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…So tell me」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal had peered over at him looking like she’d taken his silence as him anguishing. Wilhelm moistened his tongue, and said, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Tell me, what big mistake am I making?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「It’s like I said, it’s conceited to think that all the blame lies in yourself for what happened today. If we are going to speak about guilty consciences, I definitely know someone who’s suffering way more than you」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「More than me? Just who would that be...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――Carol-kun of course.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had started to seethe in indignation, but as soon as she mentioned Carol’s name, he did a double take. Roswaal kept an eye on his reaction and then once again said「Carol-kun.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Her sense of responsibility is strong, and she loves Theresia-sama… the members of the Astrea Family more than anything else. Don’t you think that she’s been constantly blaming herself for having been made into a puppet and having been made to swing her sword against her will?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――. Even still, that doesn’t mean I’m blameless.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal was right.
    

    
      
    

    
      There definitely wasn’t anyone in the world right now who was tormenting themself in blame and wishing that someone would judge them more than Carol. There was no way that a woman as sincere as her could turn her eyes away from the fact that she’d sullied her hands. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He could easily imagine what she was feeling right now. Still, that didn’t mean it’d alleviate his suffering. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It was me who left Theresia behind with her parents to hold the fort whilst I was away from the mansion, I let Stride spring into action. Even Carol’s suffering is my fault」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『
      If
       you’d been able to stay at the Mansion, 
      if 
      her parents had been able to enjoy some quiet time at their home, 
      if 
      you’d managed not to leave Theresia by herself, and 
      if 
      you’d been able to stop Carol-dono, then...』
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot’s objective hypothesis overlapped with Wilhelm’s introspection, laying bare the cold reality of the situation at hand. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why――
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I’m to blame because...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Look, that’s where your mistake is. Men really need to stop always trying to take the blame for everything.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal placed her finger on Wilhelm’s lips and shushed him in exasperation. Wilhelm became lost for words at being shushed up like that, giving Roswaal the opportunity to continue her words with a「Mind you...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Sometimes I too feel like blaming myself. Like I’d been examining Carol-kun on a regular basis, so I should have figured out the effects of the curse. Or like, I wished that I’d gotten to the bottom of those Magic Circles that Stride left behind before Miklotov-dono told me the news.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Everyone else feels such blame. That includes Bordeaux-dono, Conwood-dono, and the other soldiers. No, all the people who’ve gathered here as part of the Subjugation force feel these things」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal told Wilhelm about how everyone else was carrying regrets. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She told him how they all thought that what had happened now was primarily due to some dearth of their own. But as far as Wilhelm was concerned that was... 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『Merely conceit』
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Are you going to say they’re conceited? And that you’re the only exception?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot and Roswaal mentioned that he was conceited, almost in tandem, though in the opposite sense of its meaning. Taking in the force she’d delivered those words with, Wilhelm felt ashamed of himself and Roswaal flashed him a smile. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「You’re always getting the wrong sort of ideas, Wilhelm-kun. If you’re pinning the blame on yourself… As in, you’re saying that you think of yourself as the only villain here, then that’s the obvious mistake you’re making.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal cut her words off there again with a 
      “Because”,
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――Because right here, right now, the only one at fault here is Stride himself, make no mistake about that.」
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Of course, there’s his companions too who’ve helped him, but he’s the only villain here if we look at the big picture. And while this may not be necessary for me to say and only add one thing to another… Please stop wallowing in self-reproach. You weren’t like that before, it’s not 
      you
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal snapped her fingers after she said this. Wilhelm’s eyes widened in surprise as the snap rang out through the carriage, as he was saying “
      what was up with that?
      ”. The soldiers who were riding with them also turned around in surprise.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「It seeeeeemed like you’d finally gotten to the point where you could see what was going on around you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Wha…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「You seeing these things as your own responsibility definitely means you’ve grown. But, forgive me for saying it, but what I want to get back here isn’t this you, but the『Sword Demon』you once were」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal continued her words, earnestly reflecting Wilhelm in her heterochromic eyes.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Not self-reproach, but anger. An anger so pure where your thoughts are consumed by the enemies you need to kill; doing that will make you reach the heights you once reached with your sword once more. Right now, you need to forget about your own humanity, other than for that. 
      The『Sword
       
      Demon』Wilhelm
       Trias.  ――This is your name, right?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal called him by his old family name so to give him a nudge in the right direction, hoping it would awaken the demon of the sword who’d fought like a maniac in the『Demi-Human War』and in the end, even defeated the『Sword Saint.』   
    

    
      
    

    
      Though, that didn’t mean he had to think 
      “Oh let’s get on board with her exaggerated, nigh ritualistic behaviour”
      ――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…You sure like to go full circle before getting to the point, don’t you? I’d like it if you put all this drawn out stuff into a few idiot-proof words that I don’t even need to think about.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「It’s just my womanly instincts showing through in wanting to talk with you as much as possible」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal gave him a wink and then calmly shrugged her shoulders at his reply. Wilhelm snorted at her reply and let out a heavy sigh. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Although she got on his nerves, he’d been able to look at things less narrowly now thanks to her. Her saying that he’d finally gotten to the point where he could see what was going around him were words which he understood plainly enough. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He had no intention of breaking the oath he’d sworn to Tishua back at the Astrea Mansion. But at this rate, he looked like he was going to fall to pieces before he could fulfill it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『You feel like thanking Miss Mathers, don’t you?』
    

    
      
    

    
      He felt like saying some snarky remark back to him, but that would be pointless. He’d long acknowledged that this Pivot was just a manifestation of what he truly felt at heart.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm didn’t think that steeping himself in anger and swinging his sword was the right solution, but he knew what she was getting at. What they wanted from Wilhelm right now was the strength of the『Sword Demon』who’d defeated the『Sword Saint.』  
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no doubt that he needed that strength to bring down his enemy, 
      the『Eight
       
      Arms』
      , who would be standing in his way and stopping him from killing Stride. The Eight Arms was the sort of enemy who could only be killed by him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Anyways, I don’t think Stride has the strength to match our 1000 strong Subjugation Force, no matter how far he’s tried to spread his influence. Now then, let’s move onto talking about what he has lying in wait for us...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Ah on that topic, did you manage to find out what those Magic Circles which he’s been leaving behind in various places did?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had talked with Gionis in person back at Miklotov’s Mansion; there he’d heard that the purpose of those Magic Circles was to orchestrate the “complete destruction of the covenant.” However, Wilhelm still had no idea what that truly meant or what they were capable of doing.
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why he’d checked with Roswaal, who should have obtained that same information.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Miklotov mentioned that his aim was the downfall of the Kingdom, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「That’s not a bad guess, I suppoooooose. Putting it simply, we can consider the effect of those Magic Circles to be one which disrupts the barrier that the Divine Dragon wound all around the Kingdom from working.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「The Divine Dragon’s… Barrier…?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm furrowed his brows, he’d never heard this piece of information before.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Divine Dragon Volcanica―― was the name of the ancient dragon who’d entered in a covenant with the Kingdom of Lugnica, promising it peace and prosperity. They said 
      “Peace and prosperity”
      , but to him it felt like nothing more than a lark. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Long ago, a terrible calamity known as 
      the『Witch
       of 
      Envy』had
       dropped the entire world into a maelstrom of terror. It’s said that the Dragon helped seal the Witch, and from then on continued to watch over the Kingdom.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What’s this about a barrier of the Divine Dragon? I’ve never heard of anything like that being in the Kingdom」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I’m just calling it a barrier for the sake of conveeeenience. In actual fact, it’s there to let the Divine Dragon know if the Kingdom is in danger. It’s kind of like some sort of 
      naruko
      . In situations where the Kingdom needs the Divine Dragon’s help… like when the Kingdom is under attack from foreign invasions, the Dragon gets alerted and lends us its helping hand」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: 
      鳴子 (Naruko),
       a device which was used to scare away (or otherwise get the attention) of birds that would damage crops in Japan, now more modernly refers to the clapper (a musical instrument). The way it’s being used here feels close to the way the word “clapper of a bell” is used in English. Essentially it’s a magical warning system to get the Dragon’s attention.)
    

    
      
    

    
      The legend to him felt like a sham. If the Dragon harkened to them in times of life-threatening danger, then where had they been during 
      the『Demi-Human
       
      War』
      ? 
    

    
      
    

    
      At the very least, most of the people in the Kingdom of Lugnica believed that the Dragon wouldn’t save them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「So, these Magic Circles prevent the Dragon’s 
      naruko 
      from being rung. In other words, they’re a way to buy time to wreak havoc without the Dragon finding out about the perilous crisis that the Kingdom is in.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Are you saying that he’s been playing out his flashy escape acts just for that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I imagine the Dragon would have shown up for Stride. So, he wouldn’t have been able to take action without ruling out that possibility. Eventually, the time became ripe for him.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm frowned at Roswaal’s explanation, and kept silent with a glum look on his face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He was stunned that she’d said that the Magic Circles that Stride had been brandishing about pretty much everywhere (and in turn 
      them
       desperately 
      destroying
       them) “meant absolutely nothing.”
    

    
      The sense that they’d wasted their time grew stronger in him as he thought about how the Circles had been brandished about by the work of a man who believed in superstitions. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Has the anger you put into your sword boiled up in you yet?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I am starting to feel more and more like there’s not a devil around who doesn’t deserve to be killed.」
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Wilhelm responded to Roswaal and then brought his hand over the pommel of his beloved sword, checking its feel.
    

    
      
    

    
      Come to think about it, this treasured sword had been given to him by Bertol, and its name 
      was『Astrea
      』―― He would make sure that he’d settle matters with it. That was the kind of distinction he would teach Stride. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「So now your only remaining worries are about him, I guess...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal leaned back on her chair and looked up at the roof of the Dragon Carriage. Wilhelm instantly knew who she was referring to.
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite having been stabbed by the puppeteered Carol and having sustained heavy injuries, Grimm had joined the Subjugation Force. Right now he was on board a separate Dragon Carriage, heading towards the same place as them whilst getting medical treatment from a healing arts user. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone knew that he was pushing himself past his limits, but no one was going to stop him considering that Carol had been snatched away from him. He probably wouldn’t stop even if it meant that Picoutatte was going to be the place he died in. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm though was worth as much as ten ordinary soldiers, even when wounded. 
    

    
      
    

    
      So all that remained was――
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『What they have waiting in store for you in Picoutatte, right?』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Yeah, that’s right」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm voiced his agreement to what Pivot had said, words which only he had been able to hear. He 
      wondered, what
       sort of scheme was 
      the『Destruction
       
      Wish』cooking
       up for them at the place of their long-awaited deciding battle.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was going to tear apart Stride’s plot, get Theresia back and lop off his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「We’re nearly there. We need to go through the plans again before we arrive at Picouttate...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm focused himself up and established what he needed to do. Straight after, he heard the voice of one of the soldiers inside his Dragon Carriage calling out to him. Wilhelm looked up and tried to reply with an「Okay」――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The very next instant, a shockwave came careening down on the Dragon Carriage convoy, swallowing Wilhelm and the people around him whole. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 5
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「You’re quite the tough woman, aren’t you, not shedding even a single tear at a time like this」
    

    
      
    

    
      Saying this, Stride jabbed one of his thin fingers under her chin and forced her head up. She could see through her barely opened eyes the scornful smile of the most despicable man in this world.
    

    
      
    

    
      Needless to say, the woman―― Theresia’s sky-blue eyes were ones which were full of fury as she firmly clenched her teeth. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「
      Hah, 
      what a pretty face. Maybe I was wrong to use tough, though. 
      Valiant 
      is far more suiting.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…I have a husband. Get your hands off me you wretch」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「You think that there’s people would lust for a woman with a stomach as bloated as that...?  No, I bet it excites your husband in your case. Before you became a mother, I would be too repulsed and would hesitate to even touch you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――
      hgh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Hurt welled up in Theresia’s eyes after being hit hard by the full extent of his malice.
    

    
      
    

    
      Actually, if Theresia wanted to, she could easily kill this man considering how close he was standing next to her. She could immediately stamp out the root of all of their problems were she to not think about the consequences. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Yet, she couldn’t do that. She’d vowed to Wilhelm that she wouldn’t take up her sword again of course, but other than that, there was a far more pressing reason why she couldn’t.
    

    
      And that was――
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Any resistance from you, and my venerable self’s curse shall snuff the breath out of your unborn child. Make sure you do not forget that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride flashed Theresia his ring. The same ominous light that was reflected in the ring’s crimson jewel faintly shone up from her swollen belly. It was this light that was the shackle that was keeping her in check.
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d seen the horrible, evil effects which Stride’s curse rings had over and over again. They’d eaten into Bertol, turned Carol into a puppet, made Tishua into a mouthpiece and now 
      were
       holding the life of her and Wilhelm’s child hostage. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why Theresia couldn’t lay a single finger on this root of all evil that stood in front of her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――You wretch」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia denounced Stride again and looked away from him. Though by doing that, it didn’t mean she’d be averting her eyes from the wrongdoings this man was committing. At the edge of her averted gaze, she could see a bunch of people shaking in fear who’d become prisoners just like her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Right now, Theresia was being held captive in the spire located in the central district of the Commercial City of Picoutatte. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Picoutatte was split into five large districts, with the main facilities of the city gathered in the central one. The spire she was in was popularly known as the symbol of the city. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Choosing a place like this to orchestrate his evildoing was a scheme very befitting of Stride, considering how much he trampled over people’s wishes. The scene perfectly illustrated his theatrical tendencies and his craving for the limelight. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia 
      wondered
       in silence about the reasons why specifically these prisoners had been selected. They were all of different ages and genders, and they seemed to have nothing in common with each other than the fact they were taken from this city. Of course, Stride taking hostages at random wouldn’t be anything strange or such when you considered what sort of individual he was, but...
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――Stride, Shasuke and Raizo have returned」
    

    
      
    

    
      Whilst sunk in her thoughts, Theresia heard the sound of a door swinging open and then a low, deep voice. A blue-skinned, grotesque eight armed figure with an expression that looked like it was chiselled out of stone peered into the room that they were being kept captive in. It was 
      the『Eight
       Arms』Kurgan, hero of the Multi-Armed Tribe, a warrior hailed far and wide as the strongest man in the Vollachian Empire. This dignitary, who’d sided with Stride for goodness knows what reason, was still here doing his bidding. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Maybe it was because he too had metaphorical shackles fitted around his burly neck thanks to those rings’ curses, Theresia thought.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「It’s about time you both got back. How are things proceeding?」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「We brought two more… Though, I humbly think that piling her with any more burdens will become really taxing for her. I’d say there are limits, even to your esteemed wife’s eyes.」
    

    
      
    

    
      It hadn’t been Kurgan who’d responded to Stride’s arrogant voice, but rather the shadow at his feet. His (rather appropriately) huge shadow began to squirm. It slowly began to rise up from the floor as if it had come to life before finally morphing into a Shinobi clad in jet-black clothes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi was holding two bound men under his arms, whom he promptly threw into the room without much concern. The two of them bundled down onto the floor, letting out shrieks of pain, before then looking around their surroundings in fear. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Once again, they had no idea why they’d been brought here. All they knew was that putting up a fight against Stride and his men would be a very unwise choice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「
      Limits
      ? Do you think that tools can determine 
      mine
       own limits as they please? Quit messing around. You’d better go bring me Melinda.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「But…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「I am not going to say this twice.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride paid no heed to the captives’ feelings and instead ordered his Shinobi around, cutting out his protests.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi shook his head and gently tapped the floor underneath him with the tip of his toes. This time it was the shadow of the Shinobi that started to squirm and float up in a similar manner as before. Then, a second Shinobi who looked identical to the first one emerged in its place. However this second Shinobi was carrying a young-looking girl in his arms.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She had long, wavy grey hair and was rather short of stature. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She was looking down at the floor and both of her eyes were squeezed tightly shut. She was dressed in a long grey robe that covered her entire body, and was dragging its hem (which was long enough to cover past her feet) along the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Melinda」
    

    
      
    

    
      The girl’s shoulders violently shook in response to Stride calling her name. She didn’t open her eyes or lift her face, but her attention shifted to him before she frightenedly clutched her head. 
    

    
      
    

    
      This wasn’t the first time Theresia had seen this girl called Melinda. She’d been with Stride at the start just like with Kurgan and the Shinobis. In other words, she was one of Stride’s allies―― No, from what she’d hazarded from their talk, she was far more than that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She was Stride’s――
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「――Answer me carefully, Melinda. Has your evil eye reached its limits? Have you gotten so exhausted that you can’t live up to my venerable self’s desires, 
      your husband’s desires
      ?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「
      Ah…….N-No
      …….」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Answer me straight.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「
      N-No. 
      No. 
      No. No. NO. NO!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda chanted back her denial at Stride’s question, first in a small, quiet voice before then gradually increasing the zeal she was chanting her 
      no’s
       back at him. Finally, she vigorously shook her head.
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「I w-w-will keep doing it. I’m alright. Thank you for worrying about me」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「My venerable self. Worried about you? He was right, it seems like your evil eye has already lost its strength. Would you prefer to keep them closed forever or gouged out by my venerable self? Which one will it be?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「Ah, you can s-still, stillstill m-m-makemake use of them…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Then stop hanging your head down, ash cast, if you’re to stand at my venerable self’s side as my wife.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda nodded eagerly with her eyes still squeezed shut in response to Stride’s menacing words. Her cheeks were slightly flushed, and it seemed like she was in ecstasy at having been ordered about.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Incredibly enough, Stride and Melinda were married. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The marriage was one between a young girl in her teens and a man in his thirties; Theresia didn’t have any objections in regards to their age difference, however she couldn’t help but feel that their relationship was an awfully distorted one.
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: The use of teens here is an approximation for the word 
      十代 
      which refers to anyone from the age of 10 to 19. That gives us a vague age range for Melinda.)
    

    
      
    

    
      Nevertheless both of them saw their marriage, which was more like the sort of relationship a lord and their serf would have, as one that they were content with. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
        [image: ]
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      Stride:「Anyways, so you’ve gathered 20 of them as sacrifices? That ought to suffice for now.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「Though I humbly think that it would have been better if we hadn’t killed one of them on a whim at the start」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Boor. No matter what, you have to put in the work when it comes to the overture. It’s like skipping out on the introductory remarks in a play, you 
      can’t 
      make any omissions, or anything like that, a grand stage like this only comes around once in a lifetime. I don’t think your head will remain attached to you for very long, Shasuke, if things flop due to an oversight of yours.」
    

    
      
    

    
      “Shasuke”:「My humble self is Raizo, the other one is Shasuke」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: In the Japanese Raizo actually identifies which one is whom by mentioning which pronouns they use, of which Raizo uses 小生 (Roughly meaning something like my humble self, or your student/subordinate), whereas Shasuke uses 
      拙者 
      (An archaic pronoun roughly meaning something like my clumsy self.)
    

    
      
    

    
      One of the Shinobis voiced his protests at what Stride had said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Raizo raised his right arm, whilst the other one called Shasuke raised his left. They sometimes kept their faces concealed, meaning that they couldn’t be distinguished by their outward appearance. Stride snorted his nose, indicating that he’d decided to ignore his complaint and instead gazed out at the sky outside the spire’s window.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He brought his hand up to his chin in thought and narrowed his eyes as he looked at the scene outside. Theresia could tell that it was a sign that things were moving into action, and thus she spurred herself into motion so to try and forestall them. She’d talk to him and ask him questions to stall 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I have no idea what you’re all planning… But, do you really think that you can manage to do something as large-scale as this with only five people?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Hoh? How amusing. Let’s hear what you have to say」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride turned around and sneered at Theresia. She would make use of this whim to voice out the question that had been gnawing at her mind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I don’t understand what you’re trying to achieve. You’re doing all these things… you went and called Wilhelm to Picoutatte by making my mother give him that message, what are you trying to get out of all this?」
    

    
      
    

    
      It would have made far more sense if he’d set up his base somewhere other than the location he’d made Tishua tell him, thus creating a diversion for himself. Stride however had actually gone to Picoutatte to begin his preparations for his evildoings.
    

    
      
    

    
      Naturally Wilhelm was going to come to the city. Not just by himself, but likely with his Zergev Corps at the very minimum. Then, in that case――
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「It’s not like any of you can escape from here. You also can’t defeat Wilhelm, even if you have Kurgan with you. This is really strange, your defeat’s been guaranteed from the very beginning」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Well then, have you considered though that this forecast of yours where the『Sword Demon』defeats the『Eight Arms』is just a fruit of blind devotion?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――Wilhelm will not lose. That’s why you’re all going to be defeated」
    

    
      
    

    
      With an air of grandeur as she spoke, Theresia wouldn’t back down only on that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was going to win. He was definitely going to be victorious. In her eyes, Theresia saw 
      the『Eight
       
      Arms』as
       an enemy that was far, far stronger than the usual crop with swordsmanship that rivalled Wilhelm’s. ――Even so, he was going to win, he was going to win for sure. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia held no doubts about this, because he was the demon of the sword whom she loved.  
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「
      Ha
      ...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone let out a wheezed laugh at her declaration. When she looked to see who it was, she realised that it had been Kurgan. He had four of his arms crossed against his chest and was caressing his cleavers with them.
    

    
      
    

    
      The very lips of 
      the『Eight
       Arms』Kurgan himself had split into a smile in response to her proclamation of victory. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「What’s so amusing,『Eight Arms』」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「Don’t blame me Stride. Her words really tickle my fancy. 
      That『Sword
       
      Demon’s』swordsmanship
       is truly magnificent. I know only too well why she believes in him」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan replied to him with a solemn look on his face and the voice to go with it. Still, he was the only one from their group that got special treatment. Stride didn’t blame him for talking back to him as an equal and merely contented himself with giving Kurgan a small snort in response.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Let’s assume that it is like that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Huh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Let’s assume what you’re saying is correct and the『Eight Arms』doesn’t manage to defeat the『Sword Demon.』」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride narrowed his sharp eyes and began to lay out this assumption to her. That surprised Theresia a fair bit because she’d been prepared to not get an answer to her question when she’d posed it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「If 
      the『Eight
       
      Arms』is
       defeated, then garbage like these stray Shinobi twins will meet the same fate too. Melinda, being too slow to get away, would end up getting raped out of anger; and as for my venerable self, he’d probably take my head for the sake of the Kingdom’s prestige. Even if the『Sword Demon』doesn’t do any of this, the rabble that follows him most certainly will」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――. Then why...?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Naturally Stride was imagining the same things as Theresia was about how things would turn out for them. She wondered why, if they lacked the combat prowess and numbers, why he’d still challenged him to this showdown. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Avoiding waging a battle in the face of inevitable defeat is the normal thing to do. ――So you must have figured it out now, right?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…What do you mean?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Heyhey, you can’t be serious? What an imbecile of a woman you are. It’s as if the child in your womb is sucking everything out of you, even a fool would be able to understand what’s going on when I’ve already said this much」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride injected a heartfelt scorn into his voice, mocking Theresia who’d shown her lack of understanding to him. She frowned in response and then tried to reason out what he’d meant by these cruel words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There’d be no sense in him waging a battle that would just end in his defeat. Even so, considering he’d moved to wage this battle… That meant that――
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――You have a」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「A chance at seizing victory」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride powerfully declared this at the same time that understanding finally dawned on Theresia. 
    

    
      And as he declared this―― before anyone could even blink, he’d produced a crooked dagger in his hand which he promptly used to stab one of the prisoners in their chest. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Wha」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia’s reactions were delayed for a moment, having witnessed that terrible act. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Had it been an attack, there wouldn’t have been any reason why Theresia couldn’t have stopped it. However, Theresia hadn’t been able to read his behaviour. And that was because his current act now hadn’t been an “Attack”.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――As far as Stride was concerned, the act of stabbing others wasn’t something he considered as launching an attack. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Thus even through the eyes of 
      the『Sword
       Saint
      』his
       blade hadn’t been seen as an attack. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Prisoner:「――ARRRRRRGH」
    

    
      
    

    
      The prisoner who’d been stabbed in his chest cried out in agony, his loud shrieks echoed around the spire. The rest of the huddling prisoners stiffened in fear, having looked on at what had happened with looks of mute astonishment.
    

    
      
    

    
      Meanwhile Stride was still working his dagger into the prisoner’s chest, digging it into his wound and making it worse. Now covered in blood, Stride languidly continued with his work until eventually the man fell to the floor and went limp. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They’d been in agony, suffered from heavy bleeding and damage to their vitals, but more crucially than that, his heart had been gouged out. Death was a certainty. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「
      Hmph, 
      what a terrible racket. So this must be what it means to tarnish your twilight years with blood.」
    

    
      
    

    
      He wiped the blood away from his dagger and carelessly muttered this over his shoulder. His words weren’t full of any particularly strong emotion at having taken a human life, rather they were so casually intoned that it felt like all he’d done was brush aside a fly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The captives drew back as his scream still echoed, trying to get as far away from the man’s corpse as possible. Stride looked at them and then at the blood still soaking the floor out of the corner of his eye before turning his scornful smile over to Theresia. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「You know, you’re awfully frigid for a Royal Citizen who shed the very same blood for such a long time. Aren’t you going to try and help this man who’s fell down?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia glared at Stride, who’d shamelessly pointed at the dead man. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As 
      the『Sword
       
      Saint』
      , Theresia
       had taken away the lives of many people with her sword. She had no intention at all of turning away her back and eyes to that fact. This was the karma she’d decided to bear until the day she died. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, Theresia had never swung her sword because she’d actually wanted to kill someone. 
       
    

    
      
    

    
      Therefore, this was the first time that she had glared at a man with murderous rage rather than righteous indignation, a man who she couldn’t allow to live any longer.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Only after doing this, do your eyes look human」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride wearily dismissed the dangerous look that had appeared in her eyes and then gazed down at his bloodsoaked dagger. It was twisted in appearance, and the blade was too roundish to be called a sword. The conical shaped twisted dagger had drunk in the man’s blood and was now so unctuously, bewitchingly wet with it that drops of it were dripping down.  
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: I imagine the dagger to look similar to a real-world tri-dagger, though perhaps more fang shaped.)
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Nineteen more to go… There’s really no end in sight to all of this pointless hard work when you go at it alone」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…Wait, 
      Nineteen more to go
      , No, you can’t!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia caught the sound of a whisper that made her shudder. She gazed at Stride in astoundment, but he didn’t reply back to her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d stabbed one of the men to death. There were nineteen more prisoners held captive in the spire here excluding herself. ――Even with herself included, that made twenty. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Well, the amateurishness of these actors shows a tad too much, indeed this is one act that isn’t worth my venerable self’s efforts... In that case, I’ll just get someone else to hold the blade in my stead」
    

    
      
    

    
      Saying this, Stride tossed his dagger from one hand to the other and then turned to look behind him. Standing before him were his four allies: Kurgan, Melinda and the two Shinobis. However, none of them fit the bill in his eyes. Instead he lifted his free hand up and gleefully waggled his finger, causing an ominous blue light to flicker into existence in the room. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then came the sound of footsteps slowly creeping up; a new actor was being introduced onto the stage. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「I shall bestow the honour of getting this play underway to my venerable self’s new puppet」
    

    
      
    

    
      He held out his bloodsoaked twisted dagger, and with a gesture that was nothing but reverential, the newcomer knelt down with a motion that was far more polished than anyone else could have managed and accepted it, all the while shedding tears. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The newcomer shook their head in refusal, weeping at their own helplessness, unable to offer any resistance. She was a woman whose typically firm attitude had been broken, and her heart smashed to pieces―― Carol 
      Remendis
      . 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「...Stop」
    

    
      
    

    
      A voice croaked out, pleading for an end to this. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And it hadn’t been Carol’s. Ironically enough, she’d cried herself so hoarse that, right now, she could only speak in a bare rasp of a voice that sounded exactly like her sweetheart’s. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Please, stop...」
    

    
      
    

    
      This was why Theresia had sorrowfully gasped these words out on Carol’s behalf.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia knew better than anyone else in this world that Carol Remendis always put in her all to try and remain earnest and upstanding so that she didn’t bring any shame to her family name or her beliefs. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Her sword was as straight, graceful and pure as the look in her eyes and the way she decided to live her life.  
    

    
      
    

    
      This was why Theresia was pleading with Stride, with large teardrops welling up in her eyes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Please, I beg of you, don’t make Carol sully her sword――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Her pleading, entreating, supplicating voice echoed throughout the spire,
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Do it」
    

    
      
    

    
      His curt, cruel command forced the unwilling swordswoman to reap the lives of nineteen.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 6
    

    
      
    

    
      The sounds of sobbing had filled the top floor of the spire along with the thick smell of choking blood.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The lives of twenty people had been snatched away in such a short period of time. None of them had anything to do with the fight at hand or had posed any danger; they’d just been people who would have been perfectly content with living out their lives in peace.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were people who should have walked the ever-advancing future together with their beloved friends and family now that the hellish Civil War had ended and with it the threat to their lives. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia would never forget how he’d made Carol kill them despite her sobbing and refusal. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「
      *Sob*, *Sniff*, *Ghuu*
      ...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「How can you have the gall to shed so many tears over a matter that doesn’t even regard you. She’s beyond deficient as she is, I’ve marred the balance of her soul so much that my sympathies go out to the others」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――. You are absolutely」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Unforgivable? 
      Hah
      , now that’s a word that I’ve gotten used to hearing, and thus it shall linger not in my heart. Besides, the sacrifices have been offered. I don’t have the time to listen to your scoffing」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride flung those words behind him and then grabbed his dagger from the immobile Carol’s hands. Her expression was blank, and she was covered in blood; a puppet in the true sense of its meaning. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Faced with the terribly pitiful state she was in, Theresia wanted with all her fibre to hold her in her arms right now, to get close to her broken heart and ease the burden of all her anguish together. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, 
      with having
       had her child taken hostage and shackled by it, Theresia didn’t possess that liberty.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「――Let’s go」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride began to walk out with his dagger in hand, his footsteps squelching against the pools of blood, his gait grandiose as ever. Melinda followed beside him with Kurgan in their wake. The Shinobis meanwhile had skulked into god knows who’s shadow in the blink of an eye. Finally, the puppet Carol had grabbed Theresia by the arm and forced her to stand up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Carol...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      No reply. Her mind had rejected the reality at hand and her purity had been stained with blood she’d never wanted to spill. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia, being a prisoner, was being ushered out by Carol―― Right now she was taking her out of the room where they’d housed the captives (now her being the only one left), and leading her up a set of stairs. There weren’t any rooms above, all there was up there was the spire’s rooftop that overlooked the city.
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: I imagine by rooftop of the spire, it’s probably referring to the lantern of a typical spire, like in an image like this: 
      
        https://i.imgur.com/1MPFxtC.jpg
      
      ) 
    

    
      
    

    
      A strong gust of wind buffeted them as soon as they opened the door and stepped out onto the rooftop. Faced with the strong high-altitude winds and the view that overlooked the city, Theresia was struck by a strange feeling of unease.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――There wasn’t a single sign of anyone about in the Commercial City of Picoutatte.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「The play would come to nought 
      were
       people cast with minor roles to interfere. We’ve taken care of these factors in advance.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride stood at the edge of the rooftop, and revealed to her the reason why the streets below them were eerily quiet. As he did so, he held up his dagger which had drawn in the blood of the twenty captives and pointed it at the sky. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d said that twenty people were going to be sacrifices, and he’d carried that out by giving his dagger blood――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「That’s right, I didn’t deign to answer your boorish question earlier」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「You alluded to whether we had any chances of victory. And if we did have one, where it would come from. Well then, feast your eyes――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride’s cold smile was brimming with confidence. His words were interrupted, and suddenly a shadow loomed over the rooftop. A strong gale of wind accompanied it, causing Theresia’s long red hair to blow about everywhere. She closed her eyes for a moment due to the wind, and slowly opened them back up again. Then, she saw what was there in front of her.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Spreading out its vast wings to the sky was a colossal creature with pitch black steel-like scales running across its body. It had a body with three heads attached to it; the heads themselves looked like a cross between a lizard and a snake’s, and they were all lined with sharp fangs. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A dreadful aura was coming from it and its appearance was imposing; indeed it was one of the mightiest of creatures that lived beyond what humans could fathom―― A dragon. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The three-headed black dragon unfurled its wings and glared down at the people on the rooftop. 
    

    
      
    

    
      (Note: You can find a picture of the dragon here: 
      
        https://rezero.fandom.com/wiki/Valgren
      
      )
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――
      ah
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Those living in the Kingdom of Lugnica all grew up hearing about how everyone in the country was under the protection of the Divine Dragon. Even if they’d never actually seen its venerable figure, they still revered it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The same was true for Theresia, who’d always felt these feelings of reverence towards the Dragon somewhere deep inside her. However, this was the first time she’d gotten the chance to meet one in person, in the true sense of its meaning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Faced with its formidable presence, Theresia became so overwhelmed that she couldn’t even find any words to say.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「This dagger is the dragon’s fang - when you let it drink the blood of the spawn of the heavens, a blood-crazed dragon appears.」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: Spawn of the heavens, or literally “heaven-sent children” is a concept that’s seemingly common in Japanese tradition. It refers to a child that was given as a result of a prayer to a deity. Many such exist in legend, folklore and I believe religion too, in Japan. The interesting thing is that Stride referred to the soldier at the beginning as one because he had a Divine Protection, and it’s confirmed in the next act that the sacrifices were indeed individuals who had Divine Protections)
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Those sacrifices were to summon a dragon…? No, even if it’s like that!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Dragons were very proud creatures, and they weren’t the sort who’d willingly bend to a person’s will. And most of all, there was hardly any human or dragon in existence who’d approve of what Stride was doing.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were going to be burnt to cinders by the breath of the dragon he’d summoned. In fact, the black dragon had now lifted all three of its heads up and was glaring down at the rooftop with clear hostilility in its eyes. It would only be a matter of time before it released its scorching fiery breath. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Faced with such a critical situation, Stride was――
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Three heads, three souls. You’re quite greedy aren’t you, baying for three of mine rings!」
    

    
      
    

    
      An eerie light shot out from three of the rings on Stride’s raised left hand. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They shot out a red, black and green radiance similar to the ones that had been put on Carol and Tishua, then linked themselves to the enraged black dragon and began the process of binding 
      its
       souls. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Naturally, the black dragon tried to stop itself from being restrained. It swung its long tail and tried to sweep them all off of the rooftop as its souls began to be shackled by that invisible power. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan caught its blow with his cleavers and then parried the follow up it had delivered from his blindside with the claws on its black wings. Little by little, the fight from the black dragon started to dwindle――
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「――『Sword Saint』Theresia van Astrea」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride called out Theresia’s name almost abruptly as the rooftop filled with the black dragon’s roars. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He turned his darkly glinting eyes over to her, still in mute shock at the spectacle that was unfolding in front of her eyes, and gave her a gloating smile. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「You did tell my venerable self, right? That you’d vowed you’d never take up your sword again. Even so, my venerable self doesn’t believe your promise. If your own body, or that of your husband’s were to be in peril, my venerable self reckons you’d break that promise and take up your sword. As the transcendental being you are, you would rely on your Divine Protection.」
    

    
      
    

    
      He said this, as dark blood trickled down from the corner of his lips.  
    

    
      
    

    
      This was why Stride had kept a close eye on Theresia, having considered that option a possibility. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Thus, I was waiting. ――Waiting for the moment you’d become pregnant, the moment you’d become a mother, the moment you’d become weak.」
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d meticulously arranged the pieces on his board so that they wouldn’t be destroyed by transcendental beings like the『Sword Saint.』 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia was completely lost for words at how purposeful Stride’s considerations had been.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, standing in front of the astonished Theresia, Stride pointed his left hand, along with the shimmering rings on it, to the horizon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Towards the main road that stretched out from Picoutatte and continued past the horizon.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The
       crazed black dragon, Valgren 
      the『Three-Headed』
      , released a breath of ruin and destruction towards the horizon.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The curtains that 
      marked『The
       Subjugation of the Evil 
      Dragon』rose
      , unfurling one of the worst days in the history of Lugnica.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Act Six
    

    
      Part 1
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The
      『Sword
       
      Demon』had
       
      immediately sprung into action the instant that the Dragon Carriage had been engulfed by the impact. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He grabbed the beautiful woman sitting next to him by her waist with one of his arms, drew out his sword with his other, and cut open the bodywork of the keeling Dragon Carriage, whose wheels were now lurching off the ground. He jumped out without delay, using the floor and seats to propel himself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The very next moment, the actual crimson shockwave reared its head and swept away the Dragon Carriage as if it had been caught by a billowing wave. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Beneath his eyes, Wilhelm could see the row of carriages being swept away by the impact. Only a handful of the very best were taking swift action like he had to escape the danger, the majority of them 
      were just being engulfed
       by the violent blast. The number of Dragon Carriages they had on the main road had totalled to around 50.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「The Subjugation force’s been… From head to tail...
      hk
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm now found himself on terra-firma and firmly clenched his teeth as he looked on at the catastrophe unfolding in front of him, blanketed by the smoke. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They’d been gathered together to subjugate 
      the『Destruction
       
      Wish』Stride
       and they’d made their way towards the City of Picoutatte. Stride had preempted this and struck first without warning, destroying their ranks through and through.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bellows of anger and cries of grief flew about, and just like that, the Subjugation Force quickly became a mass of casualties. Some of its members pulled themselves out of the toppled Dragon Carriages, and started pulling out the heavily injured who’d shed blood and weren’t able to move, thus beginning the rescue efforts. The situation was starting to look like that of a field hospital.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「No way...」
    

    
      
    

    
      A dazed voice escaped from the lips of the woman standing beside him, as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. That woman he’d grabbed her by the waist and immediately 
      taken
       out of the Dragon Carriage 
      had of
       course been Roswaal. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was rare to see her actually showing her distress on the surface when considering she was typically the sort who never broke from her usual composed, collected and easy-going demeanour. So much so, that this was quite alien to him――  
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Roswaal? What are you looking at...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm looked over to his side, puzzled at the state Roswaal was in. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Her heterochromic eyes were wide open and frozen in fear; they were looking far off at the sky in the distance rather than the row of carriages that had been mowed down by the impact.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm followed her gaze and narrowed his blue eyes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――And then he saw it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Wha」
    

    
      
    

    
      Far off in the distance, past the main road, he could see the silhouette of the commercial city’s streets.  ――A strange black cloud with an unbroken view of the entire city was drifting over the sky bang in the middle of those streets.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The black cloud flapped its black wings and glared down at the ground with its three long, mighty heads. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The black cloud―― No, not a black cloud, but a being that everyone in the world knew about, yet, one that lived beyond what mankind could fathom. Moreover, a being that should have been impossible to lay eyes on the real thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「A dragon」
    

    
      
    

    
      Not a lesser dragon―― But an actual dragon with multiple heads was spreading its black wings, hovering over the Picoutattian sky.
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone remaining from the Subjugation Force was drawn in one after the other by its grandeur. Looking up at the sky, surprise began to ripple through them. The number of people rooted to the spot out of shock skyrocketed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      This lasted for a while until Bordeaux’s angry bellows brought the Subjugation Force back to its senses.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 2 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「The assumptions we came with have been completely shredded. What the hell even is that thing. Is it really going to give us the time to continue our discussion?」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Subjugation Force had taken their wounded and fled off the main road for the time being. Their commander Bordeaux was the one who’d spoken up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Luckily the wounds Bordeaux had sustained were shallow and didn’t interfere with his ability to fight or command. Blood was streaming out from a cut on his forehead, but it wasn’t anything that a bit of spit wouldn’t fix. He had a far more serious problem at hand. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Namely, what sort of connection the Black Dragon who’d suddenly appeared over the city’s sky had with Stride.
    

    
      
    

    
      Things like Dragons showing up were rarities regardless of whether or not they happened once every hundred years. It was hard to think of it as a coincidence when it had attacked their forces which were going to subjugate the scum threatening the Kingdom. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It really wasn’t that surprising that the Black Dragon had attacked them, considering they’d been about to launch their assault. In other words, it meant that the Dragon was either Stride’s ally or its subordinate. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Subjugation Force Member:「Could that Black Dragon be 
      the『Divine
       
      Dragon』Volcanica
       of legends…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Subjugation Force Member:「It looks completely different to how it appears in the murals! Besides, we’re in the Dragon Kingdom of Lugnica here! Why would the Dragon have bared its fangs at us!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Subjugation Force Member:「Give priority to the injured now! Ah, shit! We’re short on healers!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Turmoil in the Subjugation Force had reached an all-time high, having been hit full force by their surprise attack. Their initial blow, which had served the purpose to crush their morale, had definitely been the perfect tactic, things had truly turned into a nightmare for the side receiving it.  
    

    
      
    

    
      In fact, their Subjugation Force which should have been made up from the cream of the crop had been halved by the Dragon’s breath. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Staying on the battlefield with so many casualties would be suicidal. Hence the Subjugation Force had started to consider the prospect of withdrawing before launching their attack. However――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Bordeaux, I’m still going in, even if you’re going to tell me to retreat 」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「…I thought you’d say that」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux sighed at 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon』standing
       next to him, clad in a fierce sword aura. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He alone―― No, he and another had been the only ones who’d escaped unscathed from the dragonbreath in his group. Wilhelm, who’d been driven by beast-like intuition, had a reason why he needed to go to the city.  
    

    
      
    

    
      ――He needed to rescue his pregnant wife. That was something he would not budge on. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「I get what you’re feeling, but the situation has changed. Our enemy’s no longer just Stride and his small band of lackeys. We need to review our plans」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      tch, 
      BUT!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「I can’t just stand here and watch you go to your death. We already knew that 
      the『Eight
       
      Arms』was
       siding with that bastard… But now that he’s gotten this Black Dragon into the mix, would even someone like you be able to win against that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Letting the demon in him grow even more enraged, Wilhelm laid bare his anger. The glint that had appeared in his eyes had made every single muscle on Bordeaux’s body tense up. There was no way that words were going to stop him. He knew that much from the long time he’d known him. Even so, he hadn’t lied by what he’d said to him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia, 
      the『Sword
       
      Saint
      』was
       a treasure of the Kingdom. Their most precious treasure, even. Regardless of that though, Bordeaux couldn’t lose his friends and allies by letting them go into battle without a plan.  
    

    
      
    

    
      In the worst case scenario, he’d sound the retreat, even if it meant taking Wilhelm by surprise and restraining him――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――I'̷̈́m̷̔n̵õ̷t le̵̔͒a̴͗̍v̷in̴̞̫̓g̷̍」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「…Ah that’s right. You’re the same as him in having a reason why you can’t pull back from here」
    

    
      
    

    
      Hearing his ruined voice and sensing his piercing fighting spirit coming from behind him, Bordeaux rued his own blindness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm had been one of the people engulfed by the dragon’s breath as well. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And yet, he was in surprisingly good shape. It was as if his morale had increased with his injuries. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And it wasn’t just him who was like that, but also half of the Subjugation Force―― The half that had survived the attack.
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite being bathed in dragonbreath, half of their forces still possessed the strength to be able to fight. It was astounding. Though naturally their fighting strength had been cut in two, whilst their enemy’s had increased by a lot compared to what they’d had at the start.
    

    
      
    

    
      It would be inconceivable for Bordeaux to think that going into battle like this would be a wise choice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「It’s not necessarily like that, Bordeaux-dono」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「You can’t be planning on being reckless as well and lending them a hand, Miss Mathers」
    

    
      
    

    
      Guessing correctly at the intentions she’d voiced ever so silkily, Bordeaux turned around to face the beautiful woman, Roswaal, with a sour look on his face. Her usual outfit was covered in dust, having been saved from their predicament by 
      the『Sword
       Demon.』She tilted her head with a smile.  
    

    
      
    

    
      And like that, she moved her gaze yonder, over to the patch of sky where the Dragon was.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Even I wouldn’t go as far as lending them a hand if I was planning on just jumping in recklessly without a plan. I’m nooooot saying that I share in their suicidal tendencies, after all, I cannot afford to die in a situation like this」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Everyone’s thinking the exact same as you about not wanting to die. Quit beating around the bush and get to the damn point. It’s not like we know when this Black Dragon is going to spring back into action」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「That’s the point right there」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal pointed at Wilhelm, who’d butted in, and closed one of her eyes. Now being gazed at by her blue eye, Wilhelm grumpily groaned out a「Eh?」 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What do you mean?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I have a proposal for you, Lord Commander Bordeaux Zergev. I’m 100% sure that the Dragon’s a trump card prepared by that renegade Stride… But, he doesn’t have full control of it yet」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「You think that it not chasing after us is proof of that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux crossed his muscular arms and replied to Roswaal’s report. She nodded at his answer. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d pointed out that there was a chance that the Black Dragon wasn’t completely under Stride’s control; that was something Bordeaux could nod his head at. Namely because he too had thought it a possibility. 
    

    
      
    

    
      After all, it’s common sense to give chase and rout out an enemy when you’ve just destroyed their vanguard with the first blow, but their Dragon hadn’t come to do that.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Weirdly enough, the Black Dragon was still hovering over the city right now. But that’s all they had going for them. Their Subjugation Force had half fallen into ruin, and he’d been giving them time to try and re-muster themselves up again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「But we can’t really completely rule out it being a trap」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「What would be the point in that? If he has the Dragon under his control, all he needs to do is make it breathe in our direction a couple more times. No matter how stubborn Wilhelm-kun is, even he’ll eventually get incinerated if the Black Dragon keeps aiming for him. There’s no reason for him to take the risk and let us come near him.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「…I suppose so」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「That’s the biggest reason why I’m proposing that we shouldn’t retreat from here. The Dragon still isn’t under his control now. But we don’t know if that’ll change over time」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux’s core shook as he heard Roswaal’s conjecture. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon wasn’t under Stride’s reins yet. But what would become of them if the Dragon’s psyche was broken and it ended up bending to Stride? 
    

    
      
    

    
      He had no room left to doubt it, Stride, with his despicable ideologies, was definitely an enemy of their Kingdom. Just how many tragedies was he going to bring to them with that Dragon in tow? They would probably bring Lugnica to ruin, which had been finally heading towards stability with the Demi-Human War ending.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was going to bring the Dragon Kingdom of Lugnica to ruin with a Dragon. It didn’t get more ironic than that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Lord Commander Bordeaux…!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone called out to Bordeaux, their voice had quivered with anger and resolve. It hadn’t been Roswaal, and naturally it hadn’t been Wilhelm or Grimm either. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It had been one of the Knights who’d been keeping their attention on their meeting. And it hadn’t just been him who’d turned their determined looks over to Bordeaux. 
    

    
      
    

    
      All the Knights who’d gathered here and still had the strength left to fight shared one resolve―― No, even those who’d been injured and couldn’t possibly fight shared the same resolve. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Knight:「Let us fight. To protect our Kingdom, our『Sword Saint』… our swords and our pride」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone raised their swords up in unison when he said that, so to show everyone what it meant to be a Royal Knight. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Seeing them like that, Bordeaux closed his eyes. In his heart, he weighed his sense of duty against his willingness to fight, and so did the scales tip.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「These dumbasses…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Only after spitting out these crude words he would have once formerly used, did Bordeaux shoulder his ax. Then, he slowly looked up at the sky where the Black Dragon was flapping its wings. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It still hadn’t moved from where it was. That was the only scrap of evidence that supported Roswaal’s conjecture. But if her worst guess was right, then now was their only chance to save the Kingdom.
    

    
      
    

    
      They had to settle things here before the Black Dragon succumbed to his evil. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Am I going to go down in history as a foolish and reckless commander or as the one who brought even the Kingdom to ruin?
    

    
      
    

    
      ――It didn’t take long for Bordeaux to come to his conclusion.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 3
    

    
      
    

    
      They placed the heavily wounded on some of the Dragon Carriages they’d mended and sent them off to the nearest town. They’d sent them there to spread the news as well, but it was likely that the Black Dragon had already been spotted in the towns near Picoutatte. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It wouldn’t be too long before they’d send in troops from each city to try and get control on the situation. However, they wouldn’t get here in time. Right now, the only ones who had a chance at saving the Kingdom were their forces entering the city.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Looks like your gamble paid off」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm muttered this as they continued down the main road, having just reached the outskirts of the city. 
    

    
      
    

    
      No one had gotten in their way as they’d expected on the road down. Their forces had managed to make it past through where they’d initially been attacked and were about to enter into the city. Meanwhile, the Black Dragon had stayed in mid-air, keeping a watchful eye on them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――No, it wasn’t keeping a watchful eye on them. As they drew closer to the city, they could see the state the Black Dragon was in far more clearly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Its body was tens of metres long, its scales shone like black steel, and its three heads each had powerful-looking jaws giving it an altogether imposing appearance. It was without a doubt one of the Dragons of yore. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, the Black Dragon right now was 
      writhing
       about in the sky, shaking its heads in agony, and roaring without 
      stop
      . It was pretty obvious that the Dragon was resisting orders that went against its will. That was proof that Roswaal’s conjecture had been correct and more importantly, that Stride wasn’t in full control of it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「From the look of things, the Dragon should be set free if we defeat the mastermind who got it in this current state. Though, even so, we aren’t guaranteed that the Dragon is going to be friendly to us once set free...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Still far better than having to fight all of them at once. After we wipe out Stride and his minions, I’ll go take care of our likely-to-be dragon slaying」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「You’re just so full of energy. I’m reaaaally finding it hard to stop myself from laughing and saying 
      “That’s so you.”
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal shrugged her shoulders at Wilhelm’s words, who’d indicated that he didn’t even fear dragons, before then giving him a wry smile. As he looked at that smile from the corner of his eyes, the Dragon Carriage that was carrying them finally arrived at the city, and they passed through 
      its
       wide-open gates.  
    

    
      The moment they passed through the main gates, they readied themselves for any attacks, but none came. The Dragon Carriage made its way inside the city uneventfully, meaning that the Subjugation Force had reached their intended destination. However――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      gh
      ! What the hell?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm frowned at the sudden sensation of noise thrumming against his skin. Then, immediately afterwards, the body of the Dragon Carriage started to shake and jolt, making him choke up in surprise. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That hadn’t just happened in Wilhelm’s Dragon Carriage, but also in all of the other ones. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:
      『The
       Earth Dragon’s Divine Protection…it’s come undone?』
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot’s ghostly illusion put the sensation Wilhelm had felt into plain, easy to understand words for him.
    

    
      
    

    
      His illusion had accompanied him all the way through thick and thin, so right now, he accepted him. His presence was priceless to Wilhelm, for he was a pair of eyes who would take a composed approach when assessing things. After all, there’d be no exaggeration in saying that what lay in his heart right now was the polar opposite of composure. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Everyone, HALT! Our Dragon 
      Carriage’s『Divine
       Protection of Wind 
      Evasion』has
       come undone. It’s not just us, right!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      A murmur of assent spread out from all the other Dragon Carriages after Bordeaux stopped his just inside of the city.
    

    
      
    

    
      The 『Divine
       Protection of Wind 
      Evasion』was
       one that was unique to the Earth Dragons species. It allowed them to disregard anything that would be a nuisance to them while running and drawing their carriages. The only time that the Divine Protection broke off was in cases where you didn’t wait out its cool-down period after stopping. However, that hadn’t been the case right now, considering that all of their Dragon Carriages had experienced this at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Hold on a second. Was it actually just 
      the『Divine
       Protection of Wind 
      Evasion』that
       came undone?」
    

    
      
    

    
      The one who’d butted in with that doubt whilst raising her hand had been Roswaal. She looked all around them and then furrowed her shapely eyebrows, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「If any of you here have a Divine Protection, I’d like you to speak up. No need to tell me what it does, since I know that’s an awful thing to ask about. I would just like to hear if your Divine Protection is still working now」
    

    
      The Knights looked at each other in confusion after they heard Roswaal’s question.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Divine Protections that individuals received at birth were blessings given from the world. However, being born with powers that differed from person to person also meant said people cultivated different values from each other. Thus it was typical for people who had Divine Protections to keep what they did a secret so to not cause any unnecessary problems.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal had taken that into consideration with her question. And to that, a single Knight timidly raised his hand up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Knight:「――. No, I’m not getting any kind of response from my Divine Protection. It felt like it got removed as soon as we entered the street.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「So it’s as I thought. Is there anyone else who felt this other than him?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Once one hand went up, others did as well in their twos and threes. However they still totallted to less than ten. It was unlikely that others were hiding it, after all, Divine Protections were rare gifts, so even getting a number like this was no short of a miracle. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――So this is what the complete destruction of the covenant means」
    

    
      
    

    
      Seeing this result, Roswaal’s face tensed up as if she’d realised something, and then muttered these words. That made Wilhelm raise his brow.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The complete destruction of the covenant
      , he’d heard those words directly from His Majesty Gionis back at Miklotov’s Mansion. Though in all honesty, Wilhelm hadn’t been able to properly understand what that meant. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Stride is invalidating the Divine Dragon’s covenant… No, he’s invalidating the constraints of the world」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: この世界の制約 - Constraints of the World - Basically referring to the set rules/defined schemas which the world operates by. Stride is invalidating those.)
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「The constraints of the world? What do you mean?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「The Divine Protections disappearing are good evidence for it. I think it’s likely just limited to this city, but Stride is cutting the link between mankind and the world with his Magic Circles. Meaning that in this city, both Divine Protections and the Dragon’s Covenant will not work. ――We won’t be receiving the Divine Dragon’s salvation」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Is it really that big of a deal not having Divine Protections?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Though Roswaal’s explanation had been tinged with unease, Wilhelm didn’t really get what all the fuss was about.
    

    
      
    

    
      Originally, Wilhelm had been a rookie who’d been blessed neither by a Divine Protection or talent with the sword. He wasn’t affected by any disadvantage that this loss of Divine Protections would bring about. That, and he’d made up his mind long ago that he wasn’t going to believe in the Divine Dragon’s Covenant. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone other than the most pious who believed in the Divine Dragon probably shared this sentiment. No one really believed in the Covenant, or otherwise, being handed down to the Dragon Kingdom. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However Roswaal shook her head at Wilhelm’s understanding. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「It is a big deal. There’d be no point in us arguing about the Dragon’s Covenant here, but the disappearance of everyone’s Divine Protections is a disaster. For those who are privy to one, it’s like losing a third leg you were born with. The more useful it was to them in everyday life, the greater the impact. Also what’ll happen next is that…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『――Stride is going to spread this around the Kingdom. If he manages that, the amount of damage he’ll cause will skyrocket. Though, the Black Dragon might burn the Kingdom down to ashes far quicker before that comes to pass』
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot finished the rest of Roswaal’s words as if he were trying to put on her voice. She’d said the same things as well, but the words of this spectre had had more of an impact on him.
    

    
      
    

    
      In the end it was like this,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So this bastard’s plan isn’t just to try and snatch away people’s wives and their country, but also their Divine Protections?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「…His actual intentions aside, he’s definitely setting his sights on that sort of thing as an end result. In any case, that’s given us another reason apart from his Black Dragon why we can’t leave this guy at large」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「There’s been no reason from the start why we should even leave this bastard’s head still connected to his body!」
    

    
      
    

    
      The number of reasons why they couldn’t let this man live any longer had gone up from ten to eleven. 
      Tch
      ’ing at that feeling, Wilhelm turned to look over at the streets with his hand over the pommel of his Knight Sword.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Anyways, it feels way too quiet」
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence had fallen on the city that had 
      the『Destruction
       
      Wish』in
       its heart and the Black Dragon in its skies. That in itself was far too weird in a situation like this.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Cities and streets had ended up becoming battlefields many times during that murky Civil War. Based on his experience back then, places that would end up becoming battlefields would have a peculiar kind of atmosphere to them, and tension would hang all over them.
    

    
      
    

    
      But he couldn’t feel that in this city. On the contrary, this should have been one of the most populated cities in the Kingdom of Lugnica and yet there wasn’t a single soul in sight despite it being daytime; it went beyond being eerie.   
    

    
      
    

    
      There’s no way they could have killed all the people in the city in just half a day after they’d been delayed by Stride, right? Or maybe, if it’s Kurgan we’re talking about, I guess that wouldn’t be impossible, though
      ――.
    

    
      
    

    
      Knight:「Hey, look over there!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s thoughts were interrupted by one of the Knight’s calling out. The Knight was pointing at the main street that led to the city centre―― Someone's figure had come into view there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Tension spread around the Subjugation Force for a moment, but they immediately relaxed. Reason being that the person who’d showed up definitely wasn’t one of Stride’s men, instead he was someone who was actually from the city.
    

    
      
    

    
      He staggered over to the Subjugation Force, holding nothing in his hands. The Subjugation Force breathed out a sigh of relief seeing that figure, but then immediately noticed something that wasn’t quite right.
    

    
      
    

    
      Knight:「Hey, there’s no way...」
    

    
      
    

    
      They could hear 
      a sound
       of footsteps coming from the main street in droves, that felt 
      nigh
       about countless
      . And they weren’t only coming from the main street, but also from the streets to their left and right―― No, they were coming from the entire city, and all of them were heading towards them.
    

    
      
    

    
      They gradually became a sea of black, and their pace quickened. They began to push and shove each other, stampeding towards them as if they were racing each other. Without speaking a single word, with crazed eyes, all at once.
    

    
      
    

    
      Their escape route had been immediately cut off by the time they’d had a chance to think 
      “This is looking bad.” 
      The Subjugation Force became surrounded by the swarm of people rushing towards them and were forced to stop them from punching into them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「EVERYONE, HOLD UP YOUR SHIELDS AND REINFORCE THE PERIMETER! THEY’RE GOING TO FLATTEN US!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Receiving Bordeaux’s bellowed instructions, the Knights instantly raised their shields up and reinforced their perimeter. They tensed every single muscle in their body and met the swarm’s blow head on.
    

    
      
    

    
      「――*
      crash bang crunch squelch*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      The sounds of fierce crashing was overlapped by anguished screams; the 
      crunches
       of flesh mashing and bones breaking 
      squelchily
       resounded. It didn’t stop with just one round, wave after wave of them kept bearing down on them. The swarm kept on throwing themselves against the Knights’ shields without cease, even when the momentum of their assault began to ebb away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「FORCE THEM BACK――!!」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Subjugation Force responded to his bellow and launched their counterattack before they had a chance at getting crushed. They pushed people back with their shields and forcibly opened up a sortie by knocking their bodies away . 
    

    
      
    

    
      They didn’t have the time to think about what had happened. All they could do was keep staving off the rush of bodies that ceaselessly descended down on them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「If we cut down just…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「That’s exactly what our enemy wants us to do! They’re just being controlled. We’d be playing straight into Stride’s hands if we kill them!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had tried to say in his impatience that things would get easier if they just killed two or three of them. However, Roswaal had stopped him. She was standing right beside him, using her fists to punch people in their vitals one after the other, stopping them from swarming her by knocking the lights out of them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Though it was a daunting and gruelling task, they didn’t have much other choice in regards to dealing with them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「They’re in some sort of frenzied state right now. They’ve completely lost control of themselves and are being guided to attack us」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So we just knock ‘em unconscious. Should have told me this more clearly」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm unleashed a flurry of attacks with his sword (though still in its sheath), threading them through the swarm of people. Close to ten of them collapsed in the blink of an eye, but still there was no end to them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Near him, Bordeaux, Grimm and the others had likewise switched from defending themselves to clobbering them. All of them were giving it their all to try and gain the upperhand. However, some of their Knights had succumbed to the swarm’s momentum and had ended up being pushed down and trampled over, putting them out of action. And once one of them fell over, so did many others. To the point where it looked like they couldn’t stop them――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――No, it’s not just that!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm noticed out of the corner of his eyes that one of the Knights who’d been stopped in his tracks had been pushed down in a really unnatural way. He unsheathed his sword and swung it out towards the source of that strange sensation. The silver blur of his sword pierced towards completely empty space. ――Then in a flash, the ring of steel against steel echoed, and someone took a great leap back.
    

    
      
    

    
      That someone was a short figure that was clad in black garb. Its familiar sight caused Wilhelm to clench his teeth, having seen them once before. It was one of the enemies he’d failed to kill - the Shinobi that he’d come across at the Astrea Mansion a while back.
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d been skulking in the shadows of the swarm and killing the Knights one by one as their backs were turned; a cowardly maneuver that was――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Truly the mark of a filthy professional who lacks the balls to face people head on」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「Humbly speaking, I’ve grown used to being told things like that, being a Shinobi and all. Anyhow...」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi stooped down to the ground and held a Kunai Knife in each of his hands in a backhand grip. Those weapons allowed him to either slice with them or throw them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「I’m sure we both hold regrets at not being able to take the other’s head last time we met. It shalt not end like so this time.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「The hell is up with you speaking like you’re from the middle ages. Are you fucking screwing around with me? Just die already」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: Don’t interpret Wilhelm saying “Middle-ages” as an Earth reference. The Japanese is literally Wilhelm commenting on what the hell he’s doing using ござる which is an archaic polite form of the verb ある, a form that is not used outside of certain set phrases in modern Japanese. Though my writing of old-fashioned English kinda sucks so it might not be evident, pretty much all the Stride camp except for Melinda speaks using classical Japanese.)
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm closed the distance between them in an instant bearing his attack down on the Shinobi at lightning speeds. The Shinobi caught his sword with one of his Kunai and struck back with his other one. Wilhelm avoided it by ducking his head, but a split second later, the Shinobi tried to knee him in the face, only barely missing and making Wilhelm 
      tch
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi’s body had been trained rigorously and was tempered like steel. He was short, but his whole body was just a clump of muscle, so he came close to Wilhelm’s sword strength with strength of his own that was greater than appeared. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And worst of all was that the swarm of people that had been turned into this mob was still attacking them, meaning that Grimm and the others were stuck dealing with them without his help. If he didn’t finish things quickly here, it’d be impossible even for him to get rid of the swarm whilst taking on the Shinobi. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「That’s why you need to hurry up and fucking die, you damn rat――!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm fired off a piercing stab at the Shinobi, which whistled through the air like rain. The Shinobi dodged it using only the minimal movement required to do so, and then threw one of his Kunais behind him. The Kunai didn’t pierce into Wilhelm, but rather into one of the legs of a Knight who’d been keeping the mob at bay. The Knight lost consciousness and was trampled over.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Shit...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「It’s not just My Lord who knoweth where your weak points are. If conditions were ideal for you, then there would be no way my humble self could prevail… However, these narrow spaces suit me better」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a reason why the Shinobi’s words had sounded so composed, and that was because of how narrow the area they were fighting in was. Surrounded by the swarm, the Subjugation Force were just about managing to push them back with their backs pressed against each other’s. But each time one of their men fell, so did the space they had available to them. Naturally that meant that Wilhelm had very little room to operate in―― He couldn’t swing his sword, so all he could do was stab with it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「So, all I have to do is dodge as long as things carry on like this. I need not keep myself on high alert if all you can do is attack in a straight line」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So you say…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was in fact struggling with the Shinob who’d been able to easily avoid his stabs. Things were going to get worse for him if they kept up like this, he’d end up getting out-pushed over time. Then――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Well then, shall we swap players?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「――
      gh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi was hit by a roaring punch that came whistling through the wind, blowing him backwards. The one who’d cut their way in, adding themselves to this brawl by means of some nimble footwork, was Roswaal, now donning black gloves. She flashed the stunned Wilhelm a smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「If the scene here’s shifted to one where it’s all about fighting in close quarters, then there’s no technique that works better here than martial arts. Will you let me handle this?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…With your bare hands? He’s going to end up chopping them to pieces with his Kunai」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Thank you for your concern, but these gloves are of a special make. ――They’re a kind of weapon that one of my ancestors left behind. They can even stop the blades of holy swords, would you believe」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal spread out both of her hands to him and said this as if she were joking. However, it didn’t feel like a bluff to him since he could sense a strange, overwhelming aura coming from her black gloves. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In actual fact, Roswaal’s martial arts were far more suited to the Shinobi’s taijutsu. Normally he wouldn’t entrust this to anyone whose skills were only half-baked, but Roswaal’s fighting strength passed with flying colours. The problem with him was that he really wasn’t the type to leave things to others, no matter how defiant they were――,
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: Read more about Taijutsu 
      
        here
      
      )
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I should put up that sort of front up only with Theresia」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「I doooon’t know why you suddenly played up your spouse and hurt my maiden heart, though, if you say so, I will try and accept it」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi, who’d been pointed at and forced to switch enemies, gave off an impression of dissatisfaction, seemingly narrowing his eyes beneath his black hood. Wilhelm took a step backwards and handed the reins of battle over to Roswaal.
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d cover her back instead and try break the deadlock they were in――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――i̷lh̶e̸͛lḿ̷̮͓!」
    

    
      
    

    
      The very next instant, someone knocked into him from the side and sent him stumbling. When he looked to see who it was, he realised that it had been Grimm, now sporting an alarmed look on his face. Wilhelm began to ask him if he’d meant anything by doing that, but he immediately realised that he didn’t have the time for that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm had pushed Wilhelm away and found himself where he’d been standing―― His ankle had been grabbed by one of the pair of hands that had come up from the shadows. Also, their other hand had a hold of Roswaal 
      by her
       slender ankle. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Damn th――」
    

    
      
    

    
      They didn’t even have the time to react; the two of them were dragged into the shadows in the blink of an eye, leaving behind ripples like the sort you’d see in a pond. Then their figures literally vanished from sight.
    

    
      
    

    
      Witnessing that with his own eyes, Wilhelm’s breath caught, uttering not a single word. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「What an awfully good sense of perception… We’ve invited the wrong guest thanks to that」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「...What?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「Though Our Lord had instructed us to… Oh well. Either way, the shackles of the curse 
      shalt
       fall apart in this city. Now is the hour, for all my service up until now――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You bastards, always saying whatever you like... THE HELL ARE YOU ALL THINKING!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm bellowed that out at the Shinobi, finding himself once again face to face with him after he’d been denied their challenger-exchange. Though worried about the safety of the two who’d been snatched away, his fury had reached murderous levels, and it now lay in his sword. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『WILHELM!』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「WHAT?」
    

    
      Shinobi:「――?」
    

    
      
    

    
      The spectral Pivot, however, had called out his name right next to his ear before he could swing his sword, causing him to shout back at him. That puzzled the Shinobi, but he didn’t have the time to care about that. Instead, he turned around.  
    

    
      
    

    
      There he understood why Pivot’s voice had been so frantic, and he tightened his grip on his sword.
    

    
      
    

    
      「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Members of the mob were being ruthlessly swept away by a scything blow. Namely, the people who were at the outer edge of the perimeter, the last rank of them who’d been trying to swarm the Subjugation Force. Their blood splattered everywhere and their limbs went flying off due to the sheer strength of the blow. The perpetrator took no notice of that and swung again, and again, spreading death amongst them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Then his imposing, grotesque appearance came into view, as he brushed aside their lives as if they were annoying little pebbles in his way―― He was a blue skinned, eight-armed first-rate warrior.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「The『Eight 
      Arms』
      , Kurgan…
      ghk
      !」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「It has been a while hasn’t it,『Sword Demon.』Have you been keeping well?」
    

    
      
    

    
      His low, imposing voice came back in response to Wilhelm’s strangled one. As soon as he stopped, he looked over to the Shinobi who was standing behind Wilhelm, and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「Did you mess up? Stride’s been saying from the very beginning that you wouldn’t meet his expectations. I can just picture his disappointment… Nevertheless, this is a golden opportunity for me」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「Humbly speaking, even if I’m to die, that’s part of my work as a Shinobi. Even if I weren’t shackled at the neck, I would follow my Lord until I died, though I’m still yet to earn his belief」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「No one is going to believe 
      that
      . Hence the reason for his curse rings, hence the reason for his plan, thus his hatred, and...」
    

    
      
    

    
      The words they exchanged couldn’t be understood by anyone but them. Kurgan then turned his gaze over to Wilhelm. He was holding four cleavers in his burly arms, and a strong fighting spirit was emanating from his entire body. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The lesser Knights feet froze in response to that strong sense of pressure which they’d mistaken as a storm brewing up.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Looks like I’ve got no choice but to deal with this guy...」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Then I’ve got no choice but to take over with the Shinobi, right?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux, who’d been keeping the swarm at bay with his ax, segued into what Wilhelm had said. Wilhelm gave a glance to his words and then thought for a moment. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He only had Bordeaux left here from the remaining knights whom he could trust in their strength now that they’d lost Roswaal and Grimm. Bordeaux’s combat style however was a very poor match for the Shinobi’s.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just how much would Bordeaux’s clunky fighting style work against an opponent like the Shinobi who operated best in narrow spaces?
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I’ll…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『Are
       you saying that you’re reluctant to leave this to the Young Lord? Is that something to do with his ability? Or could it be...』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was stopped in his tracks by Pivot, before he could blurt out his instinctive answer. Pivot, who should have been an illusion that reflected Wilhelm’s innermost thoughts, shrugged his shoulders in response. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Truthfully speaking, it was as if he was making fun of how conflicted he was, as if he were punishing him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「I’m counting on you Wilhelm. I ain’t gonna take long with this guy though」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux clapped him on his shoulder as he hesitated, and then crashed into the Shinobi. Once he started, he couldn’t be stopped. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Likewise, Wilhelm couldn’t afford to worry about him now that he was face to face with a formidable enemy that 
      had 
      to be dealt with. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「My gratitude for this worthy foe. ――For this duel fit for the last moments of the Kingdom」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You’re still the same asshole as ever, always spouting out whatever you like. I’m not going to be taking long with you」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「Then let us make it the best moment of our lives」
    

    
      
    

    
      With these words, 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon』and
       
      the『Eight
       
      Arms』clashed
       with each other. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The petals of the second battle of the Silver Flower Dance bloomed amongst the tumult in Picoutatte.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 4
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm’s senses of what was up or down were completely out of sync, so he lost his balance the moment he was let go. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――
      gh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Letting out this choked sound, he somehow managed to stop himself from falling by planting one of his knees on the ground. Immediately after he caught himself, he jumped back and raised his greatshield that was emblazoned with the Remendis Family Crest, expecting an attack. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However no attack came. ――No of course not, after all, the place he was in was different.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「It looks like even my venerable self is not blessed with his subordinates, what with them not being able to handle even one little thing properly. Setting the woman aside, does the other one even have any worth?」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――Dear me, what a surprise. Could it beeeee that I’ve been invited straight down to the root of all this evil」
    

    
      
    

    
      The beautiful woman standing next to Grimm replied. Having been dragged along with him into the shadows, Roswaal glared at their enemy with a look of wariness in her heterochromic eyes. Grimm likewise wasn’t able to completely hide his shock and surprise. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Before their very eyes, standing completely defenceless, was the sharp-eyed man who had become the Kingdom’s long-pursued arch nemesis―― The mastermind of all these atrocities, none other than Stride himself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The two of them had been thrown out from the shadows onto a stone floor that was being buffeted by a fierce wind. Taking a closer look around, Grimm realised that there wasn’t any cover around them and that they were on the rooftop of a tall building. They were in the heart of the city―― Or so he thought, as he lifted his surprised face up. 
    

    
      If they were in the heart of the city, on a building that almost reached the sky, then that meant――
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――
      Ȧ̵͚́̋h̷̾͝
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      His field of view opened up, and he saw in front him that imposing being, with its wings spread out, hovering in mid-air. The three-headed Dragon continued to roar in agony as its eyes flickered about with bewitching shades of colour. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「It’s a sight to behold, isn’t it? A Dragon from the legends of yore, sung about in folklore, groaning so uncouthly like this. Even so, I’m using three of my curse rings, the pride and glory of Vollachia, and still it manages to resist. Maybe I ought to praise it though and say “
      I expected no less from a Dragon”
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「The pride and glory of Vollachia… Where on earth did you get those from?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「What? You people still haven’t figured it out? Did my venerable self overestimate you all a bit too much?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride showed them the ten rings he wore on his fingers and then sighed in disappointment. He shook his head as if he were saying “
      Good Grief
      ”
      ,
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「It should have been obvious, but my venerable self is Stride Vollachia… A relative by blood to the Vollachian Emperor. That’s why even the pride and glory of the Empire was easily within mine reach」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm & Roswaal:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「But then again, it does seem like you’ve all been fooled by the old foxes of the Empire from day one」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride casually revealed his lineage which had never really been made clear before. Grimm gazed at him in astonishment due to the obliqueness of his response, however, Roswaal only let out a short gasp.
    

    
      
    

    
      She looked down in thought for a few seconds, and then said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「We more or less hazarded at that guess at our upper council meeting. The general consensus was that if anyone had gotten involved from the Holy Kingdom, the City States and the Empire… It would have no doubt been the Empire. Even so, I neeeever thought you’d tell us this so easily」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「I need not keep it a secret. So what if you know? Are you going to seek reparations from the Empire after things settle down? On the ruins of a Kingdom that burnt to ashes」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Or we crush all of your schemes and then find out how much responsibility the Empire holds for this, and such. Once that happens, your home country’s going to end up being greatly damaged...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「
      Hmph
      , is that so? ――I care not one bit」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride readily sneered at the notion of having any love for his country. Naturally Roswaal likely wouldn’t have expected it to work, nevertheless she frowned, he’d sidestepped her question more than she’d expected. 
    

    
      
    

    
      If he was truly a member of the Vollachian Imperial Family, then that meant that the Empire’s ulterior motives had――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Then that means they have nothing to do with you. If you don’t care about them… Then what the hell are you trying to achieve? Why did you kidnap the『Sword Saint』, summon a Dragon, turn off our Divine Protections and tear down the Covenant」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Whilst we’re on this subject, why not add why I summoned you here? All of these things, save for this last one, served only to satisfy the indispensable requirements to tear down the Covenant. Yet the answer to the last one is pretty straightforward. ――I needed to show you this, sorceress of the Kingdom」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Show this to me…? No, show this to the sorceress of the Kingdom?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「No, to you. The Mathers woman. I needed to show you this.」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: I translated 
      女魔法使い as ‘
      sorceress
      ’ here
      . Literally it means female mage/magic user, please do not confuse it with the term “Witch”)
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal was completely bewildered, as if she had no clue what Stride was saying. Stride on the other hand gave her a curt nod and closed one of his eyes in satisfaction. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he obscenely caressed the rings that he wore on his right hand with his left, and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: Not clear from context if “ring” is singular or plural here, but most likely plural)
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「With this, my oath with that deranged criminal has been fulfilled. Now, I’ll be allowed to do as I please」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Wait. What are you...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「My venerable self shalt not wait. Long have I been waiting. I shalt not wait any further. What is there to wait for? SHASUKE!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「At your command」
    

    
      
    

    
      A Shinobi rose up from Stride’s shadow at his command. The figure was clad in black garb and perfectly resembled the Shinobi who’d slipped into the middle of their brawl earlier. He looked over at Stride from his side. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「All of them?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Only if you hadn’t invited the wrong guest. Get rid of them. The one that’s… Oh, that’s right」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride looked over at Grimm and his lips contorted into a grimace halfway through his command. It took some time for Grimm to realise that his grimace was actually a scornful smile, so different had it been to the kinds of smiles he’d seen. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Leaving aside what Grimm was thinking, Stride continued to smile his crooked smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Now that I think about it, your face looks familiar; weren’t you one of the small fry who was at 
      the『Sword
       Saint’s』abode? I could have sworn you were… Oh, that’s right, how amusing. How very amusing. This shalt be amusing.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「Ẇ̷̭͘ha̷'̴ arḛ̶̀̋ ̶̫͠ẏ̸ǒ̴͍u̶͋…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:
      「What, you
       say? My venerable self is cooking up a masterpiece. One that shalt be to my liking.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride lifted his left hand up after he said this. The blue gemstone that was inlaid on his middle finger ring shone with a bewitching radiance. Then―― A woman slowly walked up onto the rooftop.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Carol」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「I̸ts̵̛ m̷e̸͐, ̷̚Gri̴͎͠m̴̙̕m̴..」
    

    
      
    

    
      The one who’d opened the door to the rooftop and made their appearance was none other than Carol Remendis. She was a beautiful, blonde haired woman with clear green eyes―― And as far as Grimm was concerned, the women he loved who he treasured beyond all else. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Her entire body was caked in blood, and her Knight Sword, which for her was her very pride and joy, was covered in fresh blood. Her eyes had no will to them, and along her cheeks ran the traces of the innumerable tears 
      she’d
       shed. Tears which even now resumed to stream down her face the moment she laid her eyes on Grimm and Roswaal on the rooftop. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol shook her head in refusal as she wept, having poised her Knight Sword up with a fluid motion.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「You’re the one who’s in love with my venerable self’s loyal wooden puppet, right? Why not try and make her tell you from her very own lips just how much innocent blood she’s steeped her sword in?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「No, No… NOOO...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「That look of refusal on her face sure is an arousing one as well. It’s rare to find a woman who suits having a tear-stained face as well as she does. Surely that must get you all hot and bothered too as a man? If it doesn’t, then...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride’s vulgar words were interrupted by a shrill 
      clang
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      That was because the Shinobi garbed in black called Shasuke had glided over to Stride, stood in front of him and turned aside a chunk of stone, that had been aimed at Stride, with his Kunai. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The chunk of stone had been broken off from part of the floor and kicked at him by Roswaal. She was now glaring at him with clear, cold hostility on her otherwise handsome features.
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「Shut your mouth, scum. I can’t stand to hear your voice any longer」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「What an odd coincidence! For some reason, my venerable self can’t stand the sight of your eyes either. That blue one especially really gets on my nerves. Do you really think you've protected something by drawing this line? Don’t get carried away, woman」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「――You and I are one and the same. Though I suppose there’s a difference of up and down」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride and Roswaal confronted each other, both of them turning their emotions which were mutually blighted by hatred and repugnance towards the other. Looking at them from the corner of his eye, Grimm raised his Greatshield and turned to face Carol.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even now, her posture was captivatingly beautiful. Even if she’d become stained in blood, all the days that she’d spent earnestly dedicating herself to her sword made her poise 
      untrembling
      . 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Grimm… I’m sorry, I’m so sorry… Please, I want you to...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「C̴̠͌a̷̝̎r̵o̴̳͊l, I̵...」
    

    
      
    

    
      She was sobbing, her voice shaking with grief. Grimm immediately understood what she was trying to say, and for that reason he had interrupted her. He resolutely stiffened the look on his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then, as the woman he loved wept, he spoke the words he needed to tell her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――I̴ ľ̵ö̴́v̴̉ê̴ y̷ő̸u̸͋」
    

    
      
    

    
      She 
      arced
       her sword towards him ever so beautifully, and then unleashed her blow. He caught it with his Greatshield, and thus did sparks blossom. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And so began here the fierce battle between the two lovers. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 5
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia felt a rush of air streaming into the room which reeked of blood, and lifted her head up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…Something must be going on upstairs」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon remained over the sky above the rooftop of the spire, and along with it was Stride who was trying to get it under his control.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride had returned Theresia back to her confinement after he’d cast his curse on the Black Dragon. The nineteen corpses which had been sacrificed to summon the Dragon still lay clumped on top of each other in a corner of the room, tormenting Theresia, as if they were cursing the horrible destiny that had befallen them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, it was definitely Carol’s heart that was being gnawed at the most by guilt for these victims as she’d been the one to swing her sword at them against her will. Theresia really wanted to be next to her as she cried. She really wanted to hold her and hug her until her tears stopped, until her sobs couldn’t be heard anymore. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But Carol had been made to stand guard over the room somewhere where Theresia couldn’t see her. And that wasn’t her only issue, something strange had happened to her body as well. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――She
       couldn’t feel the presence of her two Divine Protections, 
      the『Divine
       Protection of the Sword 
      Saint』and
       
      the『Divine
       Protection of the Grim 
      Reaper』
      , inside
       of her right now. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I know that my Divine Protection hasn’t moved onto the next generation though...」
    

    
      
    

    
      The『Divine
       Protection of the Sword 
      Saint』was
       a special kind of Divine Protection that passed between the people in the Astrea Family generation after generation. Theresia had inherited the Divine Protection from her now-deceased uncle, who’d been the 
      previous『Sword
       Saint.』Thus, she was prepared that someday, a time would come where this Divine Protection of her’s would leave her. But that wasn’t what had happened right now.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Her Divine Protection hadn’t left her, it had fallen asleep instead. She’d realised that from 
      her『Divine
       Protection of the Grim 
      Reaper』vanishing
      , a protection she held that was different to 
      her 『Sword
       
      Saint』one
      . Yet, she wasn’t hopeful enough to think that them vanishing was unrelated to whatever Stride was planning. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「What on earth is that man… What on earth is Stride thinking?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia, who was trying her best to understand what was going on, wasn’t speaking these words to herself. She’d posed them as a question to someone. A someone that was sitting in front of her, with her back turned to her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She was a young girl with wavy ashen-coloured hair, who wore an ashen-coloured robe that covered her entire body―― It looked like she was called Melinda and was actually Stride’s wife. She was one of the people helping Stride out with his schemes, and it seemed like she was the one who’d chosen the nineteen sacrifices. She’d been able to somehow perceive that they’d had Divine Protections, with 
      that
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「He mentioned the word 
      “Evil Eye”, 
      does that mean you’re from the Evil Eye Tribe? But I thought the Evil Eye Tribe was...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「W-we were w...wiped out because we were a risk. I survived. If I hadn’t been picked up by my lord husband, I would have died」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda turned her head to look back at Theresia and unexpectedly answered her words honestly.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Evil Eye Tribe, that she’d confirmed she was from, was a variety of Demi-Human Tribe that possessed a very rare kind of blood, and were said to be very few in number. They were said to be a tribe with eyes that possessed unnatural abilities which were different from the likes of magic and cursecraft. Theresia had heard that they’d all been wiped out by the Empire because of how dangerous their powers were in being able to see the unseen, interfere with other’s minds and the like.  
    

    
      
    

    
      In some respects, their treatment there was close to how Half-Elves were treated in the Kingdom of Lugnica. The locations of their tribes must have been identified since they’d been all wiped out or maybe worse. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then the fact that one of its survivors was helping Stride of all people meant that...
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Aren’t you being used by Stride? Like, he’s got his eye on your power by taking advantage of your persecuted position」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「…You’re right, but what on earth’s the problem with that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Huh…」
    

    
      
    

    
      This time Melinda turned her whole body around instead of just her head, before then sharply tilting it at Theresia. Her eyes were still squeezed tightly shut, however she was looking at Theresia from behind her eyelids. She could feel such a strong sense of pressure, so much so that it convinced her of that.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「The only thing my lord husband wants from me is the power of my abominable blood. B-but, I don’t mind that. I’m fine with being wanted by my lord husband just for that」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「You’re actually satisfied with being wanted just for your power?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「There are countless more unhappy marriages. Looks, age, pedigree, lineage; all I have to offer amongst these things is a power like mine… Stride-sama wanting me for who I am is my ideal, compared to a marriage where I’m not wanted for who I am」
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d given a response that had differed from intoxication or adoration that had made Theresia ashamed of herself despite the scene. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She could hardly imagine that Stride felt any love for Melinda as a wife, but Melinda understood that and so loved Stride in her own way.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Although the nature of her love was vastly different, it wasn’t a one-sided relationship. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「My lord husband is the pariah who was abandoned by his homeland. My lord husband is the fang of the criminal who curses destiny. My lord husband is the saviour of us outcasts who were rejected by history. My lord husband is the absolute blow to the Observers who sit in the heavens above.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「I am the foundation for that. I shall use my cursed blood for that. ――My Evil Eye is key to our defences. It’s my most cherished desire as a wife, something that even the『Eight Arms』wouldn’t be able to carry out」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「The key… to your defences」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia swilled those words around her mouth and then closed her eyes in thought. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Over half a day had gone by already since she’d been brought to this city. Though people would probably get captivated by the Black Dragon’s appearance, what was far more strange was that she hadn’t heard any sort of commotion coming from the streets nearby so far.  
    

    
      
    

    
      It had been strange in the first place that no one had made any kind of noise when they’d prepared the nineteen sacrifices. Something was up there with their sense of perception, it probably had something to do with Melinda’s Evil Eye. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And Melinda had boasted about herself being the key to their defences; she had a role to carry out in this city. Something that would almost certainly slow Wilhelm down as he hastened to her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「――
      tch
      , please don’t try anything funny」 
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda was keenly aware of Theresia’s movements, even with her eyes shut. Her body had gone rigid as soon as Theresia had stirred, and she’d sternly raised her voice at her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia hadn’t been restrained here. Even if her Divine Protections had been taken away, she could still move freely. Naturally, she couldn’t do anything that required 
      too 
      much exertion, being pregnant and all. Still, she could probably move faster than Melinda. The problem however was that――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「Remember, your unborn child is still cursed. Try anything funny and the curse will take the life of your unborn child in.... exchange」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I know, that terrifies me. It truly does. But, that man… Stride isn’t here right now. I can’t imagine something would happen straight away」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「A-a-are you putting the life of your child at stake over such a tenuous bet?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Suffering will come to mine and Wilhelm’s child regardless of whether I want it or not. That’s because they’re an Astrea… They won’t be able to run away from their destiny either. Though I’d really like it they could find happiness by living out an uneventful life in peace, just as an ordinary person, that would be my preference」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia cast her eyes down and silently thought about the future of her child that was growing in her swollen womb. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A life without troubles was something which wouldn’t come to her child. She wanted to shelter them from the many problems that they’d find along their way, but that was practically impossible.  
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why――
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「They’re an Astrea, so they too shall fight, for me, for my darling, and for our country. One day, if it’s to be so, they will succeed me as the『Sword Saint』」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「――What… arrogance. T-to not protect them as a child, and instead let them fight. Y-y-you disgust me. I. Cannot. Forgive. You.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda couldn’t hide the shock that had crept into her voice when she’d heard what Theresia had said. She brought her hand to her face and then slowly opened one of her eyelids, reflecting Theresia in her pitch black eyes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no white to her Evil Eye, it was completely dyed in black. It locked onto Theresia and in an instant she was seized by a horrible feeling, like her soul was being swallowed by her eye, and then, a feeling like she was falling down.
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「――Please now, sink into the dark, dark depths of your sinfulness. Your unborn child may bear no sin, but within you, the mother, there are sins which cannot be washed away so easily. Please, awaken to them」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda’s voice, which should have been coming from in front of her, including her disgust, were fading far away.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia registered that at the back of her mind as her consciousness slowly plunged towards the abyss――
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――Wilhelm」
    

    
      
    

    
      Before she fell, she spoke only that one word, calling the name of her beloved husband out. ――Then her lights went out.  
    

    
      
    

    
      
        [image: ]
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      Part 6
    

    
      
    

    
      Fierce battles had broken out everywhere on his stage, the Commercial City of Picoutatte.
    

    
      
    

    
      Betwixt the Black Dragon in the heavens above, the people on the earth below, and the world with its blessings deprived, only did that one insurgent smile. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Standing at the edge of the Spire’s rooftop that overlooked the entire city, Stride Vollachia spread out his arms. As he listened in satisfaction to the Dragon’s roars, which could be heard all around the city, he opened his mouth. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Lo’ and behold, with this all of the actors have gathered upon the stage. Kingdom! Empire! How does it feel having your imperturbable faces dragged through the mud? The hour of the end is near. Shalt you accept this ruin along with mine venerable self…, or shan’t you?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride hadn’t raised that question to anyone in particular, it had been closer to a monologue.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He wasn’t seeking an answer. Only his eyes shone brightly from his pale face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「The testament of the realm fades away, and so the Dragon’s salvation shan’t come. The light coming from your Divine Protections seeps not through, and so heroes become ordinary men. Witness, cruel Observers who look down at us from the heavens above, feast your eyes to your hearts’ content. ――Witness the choices the world shalt make」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride turned around and looked behind him, with his black cloak fluttering in the gale that was being produced by the wings of the Black Dragon. The fierce clashes of steel against steel were unfolding right here as well. 
    

    
      
    

    
      「――
      *Clang*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Two battles were taking place here, on the Spire’s narrow rooftop――
    

    
      
    

    
      One of those battles was pitting the skills of the Shinobi, who’d reached the limits of what was humanly possible via rigorous training, against that of the formidable talent for martial arts that the woman, who should have been fighting back as a mage, possessed. The woman was catching Shasuke’s attacks that were coming from his two Kunai with her strange black gloves, trading sharp blows back at him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Both of them had honed their skills to perfection and were holding their own. From a purely battle-orientated perspective, there were many noteworthy things you could enjoy from their fight. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, it was the other confrontation that had captured the spectating Stride’s interest far more.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「
      RRRAAAAAAA!
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      A graceful sword blow came from the hand of the woman, whose eyes were now puffy from crying herself dry, 
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d poured the results of all her years of training into her sword and swung it without any reserve. A Greatshield caught her blow, first came a shrill 
      clang
      ,
       
      and then sparks flew around the rooftop. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no hatred or animosity in either of their blades, instead there was but grief and love unquenching. ――The sight of the two lovers crossing swords with each other against their will gave rise to a sweet numbness in Stride’s heart. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Though maybe, to be more accurate, he couldn’t exactly call this clash between sword and shield with stuff like 
      crossing swords 
      or 
      blades
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「But there’s no way that her skills were so middling originally. Could she be fighting against the curse with her emotions? What an absurd puppet.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride shrugged his shoulders in disappointment and then let out a sigh at the battle that was unfolding in front of him between the swordswoman and the 
      shieldsman
      . 
    

    
      
    

    
      The swordswoman was bound by his curse, yet she wasn’t showing the true extent of her ability. From her neck down, the curse still compelled her to do as he willed, but the fact that he hadn’t shackled her mind for his own amusement had backfired. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course, the 
      shieldsman’s
       ability to defend himself against her blows was outstanding as well, but――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「He’s someone who I hadn’t anticipated for. When you look at him, he should be no more than just some small fry, but he’s gone well above and beyond my expectations. In that case, that leaves me no choice, I’ll have to come up with something」
    

    
      
    

    
      Saying this, Stride brought his finger to the gemstone encrusted on one of his rings, the one that corresponded to the swordswoman. The ring’s blue glow grew stronger the moment he touched it, and the woman’s groans grew louder. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Swordswoman:「
      Ghh...ahhhh…! 
      N-NO NO! GRIMM! RUN AWAAAAAY!」
    

    
      
    

    
      A pattern of blue swept up across the wailing 
      swordswoman’s
       entire body. Its glow could be seen over her clothes and light armour, causing the shieldsman to react in astonishment. However, the speed at which her sword blows were being delivered grew more intense the very next moment. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The man caught her heavy blow that had come slicing horizontally through the wind towards him and was flung backwards by the sheer force of it. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Stride was using his last resort technique that caused the curse to manipulate the body of its target so to draw out the very limits of their potential. Naturally the burden that it placed on their body was inordinate, making it a technique that would likely destroy the puppet he used it on. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But he didn’t care. As far as he was concerned, the only thing he had on his mind right now was enjoying himself. His work had been done already. What mattered now was――
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「――Just this thriller of a show to see which one of you 
      shalt
       triumph over to mine venerable self」
    

    
      
    

    
      Swordswoman:「
      HYAAAAAAAA
      ――!」
    

    
      
    

    
      The swordswoman burst into a frenzy of attacks, letting out a scream as if she were blotting out what he’d muttered. Her longsword was greater in length than a typical Knight Sword, and she moved it splendidly like it were one of her own limbs, all the while driving her lover back.
    

    
      
    

    
      The man shrunk back and desperately defended himself against her blows. However, he would likely reach his limits and sink under a pool of his own blood soon enough. It was likely that the wound that the woman had given him back at the mansion hadn’t completely healed. The woman was going to cut him down a second time.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Except this time she was going to reap his life and sink to the depths of despair. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Swordswoman:「Grimm… Please… I want you to...」
    

    
      
    

    
      The woman held her sword up and once again said these words just before she swung it back down at him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      I want you to kill me. 
      She was probably trying to say something like that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride gazed at them indifferently, feeling rather bored. However his boredom swiftly vanished due to how the man had reacted. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The man had let go of his Greatshield the moment the woman’s blow had come bearing down on him, rendering himself completely defenceless to her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Swordswoman:「Wha」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shieldsman:「Carol」
    

    
      
    

    
      The man’s face softened into an awfully gentle expression as he called out the woman’s name.
    

    
      
    

    
      It all happened in a flash. The woman had a look of desperation on her face, yet her arm still yielded and thus the blow from her longsword crashed down upon him.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――It went straight down the man’s whole body, cutting him in half from head to inseam. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Swordswoman:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      The sword had torn the man’s flesh asunder, yet not a single sound matching the intensity of that deed could be heard. Namely because the sword had actually stopped an inch away from the man’s face. Their wholehearted love producing a miracle… was not the reason why this had happened. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The man had caught the blade between his bare hands and protected himself that way.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was as if he’d been able to perfectly judge the sword’s speed and trajectory.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shieldsman:「J̷usṭ̶͊…... ̸͒ho̴w̵̩͐ ̴͕̿m̴u̵c̶h̴̬́ ̴̮͘m̴͆u̵̮͠st ̷̳̔I ̴̘̉h̷̓a̴v̶e̵͑ ̵̛pi̵c̶͑k̷e̵d̷̏ ̶̼̔up̶ ̵fr̶o̴m̶̄ ̴̓watc̵h̸͑in̵g̶̰̈ ̸̂C̵͗a̴͗r̶͘ő̸l ̷à̶͔n̸͊d̵ ̶̀t̵h̸͑ē̵『̴S̵͊w̸o̸r̵d̵ ̷̩̂D̵́e̴͛m̷̔o̷̾n̸̎』̶」
    

    
      
    

    
      With the sword still caught between the palm of his hands, the man somersaulted over the woman’s―― Carol’s head. The glint in his eyes focused itself on Stride, fury raging within them. Stride looked at the man properly for the first time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm
      , that was what the man was called. Having witnessed how inconceivably hard he’d fought, Stride’s face contorted, not in anger, but in delight. A smile appeared on his face due to this unexpected find.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Surely.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Surely you must be the one? You must be the ordinary man my venerable self sought for? Rather than the『Sword Demon』?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm frowned in confusion, not understanding the questions Stride had thrown at him. However, Stride didn’t care about how he’d reacted. He’d already made his conclusion.
    

    
      
    

    
      My venerable self should test this. ――To see whether this’ll make my lifelong goal come true.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Meanwhile, Carol and Grimm’s duel was continuing. But no matter how hard Carol pulled, her sword didn’t yield an inch from in between Grimm’s hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ordinary run of the mill swordsmen were probably nowhere near Carol’s level. So Grimm too should have been below her in terms of pure fighting strength. However, the opponent that the shield of this ordinary Grimm had gotten through to was Carol, someone he’d spent a long time gazing at her sword technique by her side. In other words, that man had overcome his destiny. 
    

    
      In that case――
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:
      「Shasuke
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      He curtly called out the Shinobi’s name. The black hand of woe immediately understood what he’d meant by that, and moved into action. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi dove into his shadow, leaving its fight behind. A moment later, he emerged from Carol’s shadow, who’d stopped in her tracks. The Shinobi no longer had a Kunai in his hand, instead he was holding a short sword.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was going to skewer it through Carol’s back along with Grimm who was standing in front of her. Grimm, having dropped his shield, had no way to defend against it, and he couldn’t even see Shasuke’s figure. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi’s merciless blow pierced towards Carol’s back, and a split second later――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――I can’t let you do that」
    

    
      
    

    
      A tall figure closed the distance between them and Carol in one leap, forcing themselves between Carol and the blade. The short sword pierced through their abdomen and fresh blood spurted out onto the rooftop. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol’s breath was knocked out of her by the blow that had knocked their back against hers. She moved her head (which had become free) and saw what had happened behind her.   
    

    
      
    

    
      A woman had thrown her body in front 
      of the Shinobi’s
       blade―― Roswaal J Mathers had been stabbed in her belly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She opened her green eyes wide in shock at the spectacle in front of her and screamed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「――JULIA!!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Her anguished scream echoed through the sky. Echoed forevermore. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In the sky, the Black Dragon continued to roar ――Already the light had vanished from two of its heads; likewise the resistance its final head was putting up was only a short matter of time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Act Seven
    

    
      Part 1
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia swayed in the darkness, enveloped by a feeling that she was sinking down to the dark, dark depths of the ocean.
    

    
      
    

    
      Perhaps using the word 
      “darkness” 
      was sort of a mistake here. 
       
    

    
      
    

    
      Because according to the enchantress who’d sent her here, the place where she was sinking to was the dark depths of her sinfulness―― A cold place that was darker than darkness itself, where no one could save her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I’m sorry for being a Mother like this」
    

    
      
    

    
      The feeling from her arms and legs were indistinct in this place, even so, Theresia touched her belly and apologised. There, in her swollen womb, her baby was awaiting the day of its birth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia, 
      the『Sword
       
      Saint
      』and
       Wilhelm, 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon’s』fruit
       of 
      love had
       already fallen into mortal danger before even being born into the world. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Her baby wouldn’t even get to be born if she didn’t manage to make it back――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――I absolutely won’t let that happen」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia quietly said this with a strong sense of determination hidden in her voice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d been the one who’d gotten her unborn child dragged into these depths, there was no argument to that. But there was no way she’d let that eat up her baby’s fate before they were even born. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I want my child to be a member of the Astrea Family”, 
      Theresia desired. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a duty which the Astrea Family, lineage of 
      the『Sword
       
      Saint
      』had
       to carry out. That was the same for both herself and her unborn baby. Her child would likewise be born as an Astrea, so they would also bear the same things regardless of whether they wanted to or not. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Therefore, though ashamed of her own immaturity, Theresia implored that she’d be there with her child through the same sufferings. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――No matter what lay ahead for her baby, she would be sure to be with them and do all it took to protect them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      The abyss floor finally greeted Theresia as she set that determination in mind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She felt like she was stepping on mud, she knelt on the soft ground. She curled her body up so to protect her belly and then strained her eyes in the impenetrable darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      Her round blue eyes slowly started to adjust to the pitch black, and gradually the world around her became clear. And what Theresia saw spread out before her was――
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…That’s right. If this place is going to show me my sin, then I already know what I’m going to see.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia let out a sigh and squeezed her eyes shut for just a second.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then, when she reopened them, she saw head-on the situation she’d been placed in, in the area which had now come clear from the darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Theresia was alone, standing on top of a tower that had been built on a rocky crag.
    

    
      
    

    
      A barren wind was blowing by, and the sky was far, far away, as if it had forsaken the ground. The stone tower looked like it had been made from a child’s building blocks, with treacherous stairs piled high going up the crag.
    

    
      
    

    
      Standing at its summit, Theresia saw beneath her eyes a swarm of the dead―― filling her view from every corner. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She could hear their gravelly, resentful voices that sounded like the rumbles of the earth. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The army of the dead stretched out their blood-stained fingers and pointed towards Theresia above them, staring at her with their vacant eyes. She remembered each and every single one of their faces. That was only natural. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Every single one of these dead were people which she had killed by her own hand. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「These… are my...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia had taken up her sword as 
      the『Sword
       
      Saint』in
       
      the『Demi-Human
       
      War』and
       reaped countless lives. Hadn’t the number of people she’d killed neared ten thousand? 
    

    
      
    

    
      If all life had an equal weight to it, regardless of whether born low or high, then she’d tipped the scales far, far too much. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Thus, if the groans of the dead were their cries of condemnation, then she had no right to deny them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「This place is...」
    

    
      
    

    
      The end of the line for sinners. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The peak of condemnation where happiness and tranquility are not forgiven. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――These were the depths of sin which Theresia van Astrea had sunk to. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「This place is my...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia once again let slip a whisper of self-awareness, faced with her own wrong. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She unconsciously brought her hand to her belly, and in her mind, thought only about her husband, her beloved demon of the sword.
    

    
      
    

    
      The tower on the crag shook. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The dead below her were clawing their way up the tower, clambering over each other as they screamed out their inhuman cries. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――With
       the awareness of her sin being laid bare by the Evil Eye, the condemnation of 
      the『Sword
       
      Saint』was
       about to begin.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 2
    

    
      
    

    
      ――It had been a while since Wilhelm came to see Pivot’s ghostly illusion. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『I’m the very guilt that still dwells in your heart after all』
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot said this with a cool smile on his face. Wilhelm grimaced and let out a 
      tch
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot’s illusion had started a conversation with Wilhelm as he’d been cleaning his sword, taking advantage of the fact that there was nobody there with them. Wilhelm let out a short sigh, still refusing to look at him,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…I’m listening」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『You
       have my thanks. Then, shall we continue? Though, it’s safe to say that what I’m going to talk to you about now are nearly all your own thoughts』
    

    
      
    

    
      Still keeping his smile on his face, Pivot shrugged his shoulders, looking quite human for the spectre he was. It was these types of behaviours that were the reason behind why Wilhelm didn’t think he was just your ordinary run of the mill illusion. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm didn’t feel like his existence was affecting him negatively. In fact, it was the opposite for him, considering how easily he got emotional, he found him at the very least to be someone useful in providing him objective advice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However it was Pivot himself who’d spoken against Wilhelm’s perception of him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『Wilhelm, I don’t recommend that you keep taking this situation for granted』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「For granted? Me?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『Yeah
      , that’s right. Even you should be convinced of this already. That the me that’s with you here is not the same Pivot Arnancy who served as the Deputy of the Zergev Corps. In the end I am a silhouette that was created from the likeness of the Pivot you know, I’m no more than a fake.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It’s not li...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『It’s
       not like that? Then try and ask something really personal please. Like about Pivot’s childhood memories or his family. I wouldn’t be able to tell you the first thing about them.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm trailed off his words and Pivot continued his,
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『Because
       you don’t know anything about Pivot’s past, or his family. In the end I’m the dredges of your sin that cling to the back of your heart, I can’t tell you anything that you don’t know』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『You
       need to get a grip of yourself and recognise this. I’m the recognition of your sins that 
      was
       born when you awoke to a part of it, thus becoming more human. Simply put, I’m saying that you’ve regretted my death from the very beginning』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm couldn’t deny Pivot’s words as the latter pressed him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Because none other than he himself had been about to admit that he was right.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『My
       existence is like a shimmer of hot air that eventually disappears. Your old war buddy whom you hold regrets about, Pivot, has already passed away. You won’t have the opportunity to speak to him ever again.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『That’s why Wilhelm, you have to become aware of this』
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot cut his words off there and looked directly at Wilhelm. A faint trace of emotion was lodged in his creased expression as he told him, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『――It’ll be your turn next』
    

    
      
    

    
      ...
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Your mind isn’t quite here right now?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――
      tch
      !」
    

    
      
    

    
      An overpowering blow came bearing down on him as payback for his momentary lapse.
    

    
      
    

    
      His opponent’s blow brought forth a fierce gale, a deadly tempest that raged at tremendous speeds. 
      Step back 
      or 
      jump to the side
      , making a snap decision, Wilhelm plunged forward using his Holy Sword to shield himself.
    

    
      
    

    
      The blade of his Holy Sword, which bore the 
      name『Astrea
      』, caught the impact of his opponent’s cleaver, which was more than twice as wide as his own blade. His chosen steel took the blow right at its core, but it protected its owner without breaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Just barely, though」
    

    
      
    

    
      His opponent’s thunderous voice struck his eardrums just as the shockwave that followed his blow razed the stone street. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d just barely defended himself against the storm his opponent had unleashed. However, that sense of relief didn’t apply to his surroundings. The aftermath of his blow spread around them without relent, blowing away many of the townspeople who’d been making up the encirclement. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm clenched his teeth hard seeing their figures come apart scattering blood everywhere. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      Gh
      …
      !
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「You cannot afford to be distracted. Turn thy sword to me, and I shalt turn mine to thee.  ――This is the greatest performance in life itself, so don’t ruin it」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Your theatrics are like a fucking spitting image of your nonsensical owner, don’t you think!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm cursed and spat blood out of his mouth. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The attack hadn’t hit him directly. However, his opponent was 
      the『Eight
       
      Arms』Kurgan
      ―― The War God who’d assumed the name of Strongest in the Vollachian Empire. Merely the wakes of his attacks were enough to be a threat to the lives of the people around them. Even Wilhelm couldn’t avoid pain and fatigue as he continued to parry his blows, searching for an opportunity to attack. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Even if not for that, the situation was looking really bad for Wilhelm―― No, for the Kingdom’s Subjugation Force. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The city of Picoutatte had fallen into the clutches of 
      the『Destruction
       
      Wish』Stride
      , and its people had god knows how become his puppets. They were advancing on them with eyes that possessed no will of their own, having been made into a mob. The Subjugation Force was being swarmed by their sheer number, and were at a huge numerical disadvantage. Finally, there were Shinobis lurking in the shadows, and Kurgan himself who didn’t care about the damage he inflicted on his surroundings. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Being driven into a corner described it perfectly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『Things
       are really getting more and more perilous now. Wouldn’t this be a good time to recall what I said?』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Shut up」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot, who was at Wilhelm’s side, called out to him as he checked the grip of his sword. After he responded so abraisevely to him, Pivot narrowed his eye from behind his monocle,
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『
      “Driven into a corner”
      ,
       
      it’s rare to see a scene that symbolises these words so well.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『Theresia-dono’s
       been captured, Carol-dono’s been made into a puppet, Miss Mathers and Grimm were swallowed by a shadow, and no one has any idea where they are. The young lord is at a disadvantage against the Shinobi he’s fighting, and everyone from the Subjugation Force, including the Zergev Corps, are going to eventually be overwhelmed by the swarm of people. And as for you...』
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「...You seem to be entranced by the Evil Eye.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot stated everything that was wrong about the situation they were in, and then came Kurgan’s low voice, as if he were finishing off the last bit. Wilhelm raised his eyebrow up. 
    

    
      Of course he hadn’t actually been able to hear the spectral Pivot’s words, and it was mere coincidence that it had seemed like their words had been interlinked. However, Kurgan had shouldered the four cleavers he carried in his eight arms and still had a disappointed look to him on his otherwise solemn features that seemed like they were chiselled from rock.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「It’s that devilish light which the girl from the Evil Eye Tribe, Stride’s wife, possesses. I know not whence the chance came for you to be reflected in that girl’s eyes… But, it disappoints me that you’ve been caught in her snare.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Did you say Evil Eye…?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm couldn’t believe his ears at what he’d just heard.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Evil Eye was a unique ability that only members of the endangered tribe called 
      the『Evil
       Eye 
      Tribe』possessed
      . Their ability was considered to be different to stuff like Magic or Divine Protections, nevertheless, they were in a time where the members of the tribe itself were said to be on the brink of extinction. There hadn’t been any opportunities, or such, for Wilhelm to fall under its spell. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Was it at the Witch’s lair?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『The
       Evil Eye snare was left behind in that valley of fog by Stride’s crew when they retrieved Sphinx’s legacies… If as a result you were entranced by that, then we have an answer to my existence as well.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「But it wasn’t just me who went there. Grimm and the others should have been there too!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「That’s why I am disappointed,
      『Sword
       Demon.』They say that those who become captives to the Evil Eye are only those who are weak of mind. ――That’s to say, if nothing strange happened to the rabble who visited that place, then...」
    

    
      
    

    
      He was just saying that only one who’d been experiencing a weakness of mind was Wilhelm, in being the only one captivated by the Evil Eye back at that place.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was lost for words due to the sheer weight of what Kurgan had informed him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He had never thought of himself as being weak, or anything like that. He could say that about both his state of mind and the way he lived his life, not just his swordsmanship. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Weakness should be despicable, so the word itself should have been the last thing used to describe him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Why had it befell his current self? That was――
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「――Devote everything to your own ability to fight, and only that,『Sword Demon.』It will hone you in steel. That is what I seek from a worthy foe, a conclusion with someone whose honed both their mind and body in steel, and merely that」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Their mind and body, in steel...」
    

    
      
    

    
      The War God lifted his four cleavers up, a blood-stirring sword aura emanated from him. Wilhelm looked down and then brought his hand to his chest, the one that wasn’t holding his sword, and clenched it into a fist. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He was going to devote everything to his own ability to fight, a.k.a. his sword, and only that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It should have been like that. Wilhelm should have done as he always did. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d just wanted to become strong, give up every inch of himself to his sword and thoroughly master it to its peak. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d ended up marching onwards, weighed down by many burdens that he’d not even been aware of, making it so his desire was no longer pure. He’d become weak as a result.
    

    
      
    

    
      If he’d devoted himself wholly to the sword then he would have been in the perfect position right now to be called the『Sword Demon.』Thus, if the case was that he wouldn’t reach the heights of the『Eight Arms』unless he was in that position right now, then――
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「――Indeed. That is what is required. That is what I expect of you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Letting his strength flow to his sword hand, Wilhelm tried to get rid of the heavy burdens that were weighing him down. Kurgan’s eyes lit up in anticipation seeing that sign, and the hair-raising sword aura that was coming off from him intensified. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Right here, right now, it’s about whether I can kill him, and nothing else.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Don’t you dare look down on our commander of the vanguard, damned『Eight 
      Arms』
      !」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm gawked in astonishment as suddenly a roaring voice cut through the strained atmosphere. The one who’d been behind this shout was the giant of a man on the other side of the battlefield, holding his ax at the ready―― Bordeaux.
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d been peppered with cuts all across his muscular body and he was covered in blood. From the remaining members of the Subjugation Force here, Bordeaux was second only to Wilhelm in terms of ability and he’d been the one taking on the Shinobi.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux 
      had nigh the
       worst fighting affinity with the Shinobi, who was chaining multiple attacks together, paired with his agility, as his weapon. In fact, Bordeaux looked like he was losing a lot of blood, being unable to withstand the Shinobi’s relentless attacks. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Nevertheless, Bordeaux laughed fearlessly, displaying an attitude that didn’t betray one shred of such weakness,
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「It took me ages to barely bring him back from the path of a beast to that of a human. I am not gonna stand for him being turned back into a beast with your selfish logic」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「A giant of a man carrying an ax, could it be that you’re the『Mad Dog』of the Kingdom?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「What, you know of me as well? It really doesn’t sit well with me that that nickname is still knocking about, but well, whatever」
    

    
      
    

    
      A frown appeared on Bordeaux’s face for a second, before then immediately vanishing. He looked over at Wilhelm, and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Don’t hold back, Wilhelm. Hold your chest out proudly without any scruples. You are the Strongest in the Kingdom no matter what is weighing you down」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Bordeaux...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「You are the Sword of our Kingdom. Our sharpest, most precious steel that can fight against this unprecedented danger」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux had firmly stated 
      “No matter what is weighing you down” 
      to Wilhelm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux twisted his bloodstained features into a smile, and the Knights around them nodded in approval at his words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      With their weapons in hand, they were doing everything they could to keep the mob that was bearing down on them at bay without hurting them. All of them were entrusting in Wilhelm’s sword to find a way to get them through this situation.
    

    
      They were proving that they were staking their very lives on their absolute faith in leaving this to the『Sword Demon.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『Is
       being 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon』who
       threw everything away a testament of your strength? 』
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot had been keeping his silence for a while, but now he posed him this question. Wilhelm turned to look at him, and his lips broke into a faint smile as he looked down at him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Why change your attitude after cornering me this much?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『You’re
       misinterpreting that I’ve cornered you. I‘ve never held the least bit of interest in wanting to drive you into a corner. You still never listen to all of what people have to say, both now and back then』
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot shrugged his shoulders and let out a sigh of exasperation, looking rather like he had done whilst he was alive. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『You remember how I lost my life in front of you, right?』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――. Of course I do」
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『I
       guess for you it must have been like a bolt out of the blue. Because, back then, I guess you’d have never even imagined that someone would have been killed in your place on the battlefield.』
    

    
      
    

    
      The man gave him a small smile as he said so. He’d stood in front of the Demi-Human Tribes’ strongest warrior and protected Wilhelm, taking their deadly blow. ――Wilhelm still relived that moment in his dreams. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why even he couldn’t deny things when Pivot’s illusion told 
      him『It’ll
       be your turn next』――.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『――Wilhelm, it’ll be your turn next.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot once again spoke these words to Wilhelm. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A curse that said that Wilhelm was going to lose his life next, just as Pivot had done. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Those words should have been the curse, but they had a continuation to them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『Next shall be when you put your life on the line for someone important.』
    

    
      
    

    
      「――
      *THUNK!!*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm smacked his forehead with the handle of his sword all of a sudden. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A dull 
      thunk 
      resounded and blood streamed out from his split forehead. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『Wilhelm
       van Astrea, the demon of the sword who 
      desired
       to live life as steel. ――Up until now, and from now onwards, I imagine that many deaths will shadow you to the end of the path you walk. Even so, you must never stop walking it.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm wiped away the blood that was streaming down his forehead with his sleeve, gritted his teeth and looked forward. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:『These are the only words I, as the deputy of the former Zergev Corps, am conveying to the current commander of the Zergev Corps』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――That’s enough」
    

    
      
    

    
      He took a step forward. Pivot, standing nearby, didn’t follow him. Of course he didn’t. He wasn’t here anymore. The dead cannot catch up to the steps of those who are still alive.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Like once before, he watched the『Sword Demon』drive into the frontline, and――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Pivot:
      『Wilhelm
      , cooperate!』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――BORDEAUX!!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm heard Pivot’s voice and then shouted this out. Hearing his name, Bordeaux readied his ax and nodded. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm kicked off from the ground in an instant, as if he were a cork whizzing out from a bottle, and rushed down towards Kurgan.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan swung one of 
      his『Demon
       
      Cleavers』down
       in response, aiming for Wilhelm who’d gone in low―― However, Bordeaux brought his ax in its path and caught the blow mid-swing, using all of his strength to stop it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「
      Ngh
      !?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「
      Ghaa
      … Man is a blow from the Empire’s Strongest something heavy!」
    

    
      
    

    
      An involuntary groan escaped from Kurgan’s lips due to his unexpected interruption; at the same time, Bordeaux’s wounds gushed out blood because of how jarring the blow had been. However, his pride and spirit had made him completely catch the blow in its tracks, leaving an opening behind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But that didn’t apply just for Kurgan, but for Bordeaux as well. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「Showing your back to me was foolish!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux had abandoned his own fight and left his back exposed. The Shinobi had crossed the shadows over to Bordeaux and pointed his short sword at him, right towards his heart. If the Shinobi’s blow went into him like that――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Ah, you dumbass. You put your life on the line just to say that!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「――
      gh
      !?」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi reacted in surprise to his voice, then a flash of silver was let loose that arced across his sightlines. He immediately tried to defend himself against the blow with his short sword, but the sharpness of the blow shattered it, and continued onwards, severing his right arm at his elbow. The arm spun away spurting blood out all across the street. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And it didn’t stop at that, the flash of silver came at him from every angle. 
      The now
       one-armed Shinobi jumped backwards and tried to dodge the attack using his taijutsu and remaining left arm. But――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:
      「RRHHAAAAAAAAAAAA
      ――!!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「…Oh crap」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi’s left arm was eventually deflected by the sheer power of his sword, and his body was cut across diagonally. His wounds were deep and would sure enough bring him a death inescapable. He coughed up blood, well aware of that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But the Shinobi clung on despite his useless body and took out the last trick up his sleeve. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「Even… in death… this body is not that of a human, but that of a Shinobi! It has one last duty!」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi cried this out and then plunged his hand into his own belly. He instantly triggered the explosion hex that had been placed in his body, and his small figure began to swell up, producing a terrific amount of heat that caused the air around him to shimmer. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A suicide attack, 
      Wilhelm readied his sword noticing the signs. 
      Maybe I can minimise the damage if I chop his body to pieces in the short time I have left before he explodes, or... 
    

    
      Bordeaux:「There’s no way you can do that! Move aside!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux told Wilhelm off for his recklessness and let go of his ax. He kicked the Shinobi down and pushed Wilhelm back, covering the enemy’s body with his own. The diminutive Shinobi ended up pinned down under Bordeaux’s giant body, and straight after――,
    

    
      
    

    
      「――
      *BANG!*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      A tremendous 
      bang 
      led to a shockwave that surged through the streets, giving Wilhelm the illusion that the entire city had shook for a moment. But in fact the explosion had had practically no effect on the city as a whole. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Cobblestones had been torn up, the Shinobi’s corpse had flown up from the upended street, and finally――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「BORDEAUX!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「…
      hh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux had taken the brunt of the explosion with his body and had as a result lost consciousness due to its tremendous force. He was still breathing however when Wilhelm shook him. He was still alive despite the force of the blow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What a tough bastard. Don’t you go dying on me」
    

    
      
    

    
      Breathing out a faint sigh of relief, Wilhelm instructed the Subjugation Force to form around Bordeaux and the injured. Now that the Shinobi was out of the equation, their enemies remained the mob and――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Now we can settle this without any distractions getting in our way」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm turned this tip of his sword around and pointed it at Kurgan. However Kurgan had closed one of his eyes and was looking at the ground zero of the explosion, instead of at Wilhelm. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He gave a curt nod, not to Bordeaux, but to the Shinobi that was scattered there, as if to mark his end. Then――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「Nevertheless, you’re in a slightly different state than I’d hoped for」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Indeed. It seems like I’ve picked up too many “distractions” to throw them away」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「That’s why I can’t imagine myself losing anymore」
    

    
      
    

    
      He was hesitant to say that the situation had improved. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia was in the enemy’s clutches, Carol was a puppet, he had no idea if Roswaal and Grimm were safe or not, Bordeaux wasn’t stirring and the Subjugation Force was close to collapse.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Yet, despite all of that――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――DEFEND THE KINGDOM!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Subjugation Force:「ROGER――!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm bellowed that order out, imitating the man who’d once shouted like he was spitting out blood. The brave men of the Subjugation Force responded vigorously to 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon’s』rousing
       shout.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm bore down on Kurgan once again, as swift as an arrow that had been let loose. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The holy 
      sword『Astrea
      』and
       
      the『Demon
       
      Cleavers』clashed
       together, causing sparks to fiercely blossom. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 3
    

    
      It plunged through her torso; a scorching hot sensation welled through her body, and her knees gave way. 
    

    
      Her body had moved on her own. What blunder, what error had she made? 
    

    
      She couldn’t very well die. It was her own unmistakable standpoint, it should have been an unwritten law. 
    

    
      Nevertheless she’d let her feelings take over and threw herself over like this.
    

    
      ――
      Aah, but even so. Aah, but then. Aah, but still.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――JULIA!!」
    

    
      
    

    
      An anguished voice called out her old name, drawing a smile out from her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Something started to fill the empty parts in the depths of her heart, making her, unexpectedly, feel relief. 
    

    
      
    

    
      “I’m glad that I could protect you”, 
      she thought. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why, by that alone, Roswaal J. Mathers was――
    

    
      
    

    
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Seeing Roswaal’s face split into a smile and Carol’s tear stained face letting out that sorrowful cry, Grimm Fauzen’s heart flared violently. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d taken care of the possessed Carol’s weapon, and the Shinobi who operated from the shadows was being held in place by Roswaal. ――There was no way to stop Grimm from attacking the culprit behind everything now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「
      A̷h̴
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm breathed out and forcefully brought his foot down. Leaping up from where he’d stamped his heel, was the greatshield he had dropped so to catch Carol’s sword. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「Ŕ̷R̵̛͖R̴̂H̵̩̾H̸Ȟ̵H̴̹̄A̸͖͌Â̸ͅÂ̴!!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm kicked the greatshield with all of his might, hurtling it straight towards―― straight towards Stride, who stood by the rooftop’s edge.
    

    
      
    

    
      The spinning silver disc was a steel greatshield that was as large as a human body. Its momentum and force were akin to a weapon that could easily break a human body were it to score a direct hit. It was hurtling towards the defenceless Stride.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「My Lord――」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Whoops」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi―― Shasuke had attempted to stop that blow of silver, but had been stopped in his tracks by Roswaal, despite her having been stabbed in her belly. She had grabbed Shasuke’s arm with her heavily injured body, so as to not let the assassin escape, and smiled sweetly with blood trickling from the corner of her lips. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Julia:「You can’t just be so cold to disturb a woman’s stomach and then tryyyyyyyy and scurry away.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「
      Gh
      ….」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke shuddered at her pale smile. And, that delay proved to be fatal. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The greatshield was still hurtling towards Stride without any signs of stopping. He was a man that had declared himself as unable to fight. Naturally, that meant he had no way to stop that blow――
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「
      Tch!
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound of steel against steel clashing against each other overlapped with his 
      tch
      . 
    

    
      
    

    
      Giving off a dull 
      thunk
      , Grimm’s greatshield struck the rooftop’s floor and rolled away. But the figure of the man collapsing from being hit by the greatshield was nowhere to be seen. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And that was because Stride had brushed the greatshield away with a crimson sword he had drawn from the sky. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「Is̴ ̴tha̵t t̵he̸...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Julia:「Is that the Yang Sword『Vollachia』that’s handed down in the Vollachian Empire…?」
    

    
      
    

    
      As she coughed up blood, Roswaal’s words swept away Grimm’s doubts. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――It was a beautiful treasured sword that looked as if it could burn the hearts of anyone who lay their eyes on it to cinders.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crimson blade gave off the appearance that locked within its steel were undulating flames. The jewels encrusted on the sword shone with nothing but the brightest radiance. Were you to pin a treasured sword that carried the supremest value, it would be no doubt that sword itself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, their surprise at the Yang Sword didn’t stop just at its beauty. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「
      Nngh
      …! Damned thing...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Immediately afterwards, Stride gave a howl of what seemed like annoyance and his face contorted in pain. His left hand―― his thin arm that was holding the Yang Sword suddenly burst into bright red flames. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Feeling the heat and pain, Stride reflexively let go of his Yang Sword. And just like that, the treasured sword was sucked back up into the sky, before it even dropped onto the rooftop’s floor, and then vanished from sight.
    

    
      
    

    
      It had disappeared just as quickly as it had appeared, however, the flames on Stride hadn’t.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「My Lord, your arm!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「I know!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke moved his hand to his waist and threw a Kunai down at Stride’s feet. Stride picked it up, and without any trace of hesitation severed his own burning arm at the elbow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The arm fell down onto the rooftop, still continuing to burn, until finally charring and completely turning into ashes. Even so, Stride had managed to prevent the flames from consuming him further. He let out a long sigh.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Never would my venerable self have dreamed that I would have lost an arm. And on top of that…」 
    

    
      
    

    
      While letting his smouldered left sleeve flutter in the wind, Stride stepped down on the remains of his own charred left arm. He picked up his curse-rings that had been engulfed by the flames with his arm from among the remains. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The gemstones on those curse-rings that he’d worn on his five fingers were beginning to fall apart. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Meaning that――  
    

    
      
    

    
      ???: 「――You won’t be doing as you please anymore, you bastard」
    

    
      
    

    
      A sharp, cold, dignified voice resounded from the rooftop. The one who had shouted that was the female knight―― Carol. She was kneeling down on one knee, holding the fallen Roswaal in her arms.
    

    
      
    

    
      She turned her crystal clear sword aura towards Stride as she called out to Roswaal in her arms.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol: 「Mathers-sama, Mathers-sama! Please, please hang on」
    

    
      
    

    
      During this moment of offense and defense, Shasuke had extracted his arm from Roswaal’s belly and returned back to Stride’s side. There was a river of blood which Roswaal had shed around where she’d collapsed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol unfastened her cloak, and wrapped it tightly around her wound as a makeshift tourniquet. However, the cloak absorbed far too much of her blood and became incredibly heavy. Her blood wouldn’t let up. ――Roswaal’s life wouldn’t stop flowing out from her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Mathers-sama, pleaseplease open your eyes…!」 
    

    
      
    

    
      Julia:「...You called me… Julia… I didn’t mishear you, right?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal suddenly opened her eyelids fraily, and her lips stirred, her tone of voice felt just like  she was teasing. Hearing those words, Carol gave a small gulp. Then she shook her head whilst holding back tears. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「If I call you that... please, would you tease me, like you always used to?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Julia:「Ah, that would be nice, indeed. Yes, that would be nice.」
    

    
      
    

    
      With a smile on her deathly pale face, Roswaal nodded several times. And then, with a trace of awfully faint emotion lodged in her heterochromatic eyes that were reflecting Carol in them, she said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Julia:「At my home, there is a butler called Clind. Tell them that I’m entrusting Karl to him.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「N, No! No, you can’t. Please, Mathers...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Julia:「――Julia」
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal placed her finger on Carol’s lips as if shushing her tearful voice. Carol gazed in surprise at her touch, and then, hoping against hope to cling onto her,
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Julia, please….」
    

    
      
    

    
      A single tear trickled down her cheek. Seeing that, Roswaal―― No, Julia let out a long sigh as she looked on at her with affection. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Julia:「...Find happiness with Grimm-kun」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Julia?」
    

    
      
    

    
      At the very end, her final words were that of a prayer. Her weight inside from between her arms grew heavier. However, something had left her instead. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Julia, Julia… Julia, JULIA, JULIA!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Julia’s head tilted forward, and the strength from her body left her. And her strength wasn’t the only thing that had left her. A far more important, the most important thing had left her. That was that she’d never again,
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Juli…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「She died?  ――Halfway through」
    

    
      
    

    
      He said that in an awfully parched voice. It was, however, a voice that was devoid of both scorn and sarcasm.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride, who had lost his left arm, was gazing at Julia dead in Carol’s arms. His expression was cold, the feelings dwelling within his eyes were unfathomable, not a single soul would have been able to guess what was going on in his mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      But, in a part of those complicated emotions, surely it felt like he was glimpsing at her with envy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「――Don’t you fuck about」
    

    
      
    

    
      In the face of that envy, Carol’s anger had reached its limits.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was natural. Of course it was natural.
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d just lost someone here right now. He’d snatched away someone who was most dear to her. And for that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Even death would be a mercy for you, Stride Vollachia」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Forsooth. Even my venerable self cannot bear to think that the end awaiting me is in a place like any other」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol had no intention of listening to his bullshit. She gritted her teeth, strongly.
    

    
      
    

    
      She laid down Roswaal’s limp body, and crossed her arms on top of her chest. She then wiped away the blood that had trickled down the crook of her lips, and straightened her fringe up. After she finished doing this, Carol slowly stood up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She stood next to her sweetheart who had picked his greatshield back up, with her Knight Sword in hand. Leaving her friend behind, she looked ahead at the enemy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「My Lord, please forgive me for removing my bonds」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「The curse ring which binds you has burnt to cinders. Why are you still here? Seeing the chance, shouldn’t it have been you and your unworthy younger brother’s dearest wish to lop off my venerable head off?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「Raizo is my older brother. We always intended to follow you My Lord, even without the curse rings.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「
      Hmph
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Snorting as if he were making light of it, Stride raised his right hand. The five gems of his remaining curse rings glittered bewitchingly there, and both Carol and Grimm remained vigilant for his next move. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「
      Hah
      , don’t be frightened, scared little mice. Even the curse rings are not omnipotent. At this moment in time here, they cannot bind your minds and bodies. My venerable self does not have enough entrails remaining to pay their price.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Entrails, to pay their price…?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Each ring causes everlasting damage to a part of your body. That’s how they work. Even without them, I’m forcing myself to keep moving this corpse-like body. I have nothing left to offer.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Receiving those words along with the radiance of those gems, Carol intuitively understood what he meant. And it horrified her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride had worn ten rings on both of his hands. If he had to pay a price for each one of them, then the one standing in front of her was in their truest meaning a being whose body was like that of a corpse.
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d kept up a ritual that brought him closer to his own death; this man had made it here as he unscrupulously kept piling up his villainy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Where on earth had his tenacity and source of insatiable malice come from?
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「I’ve heard that the Empire’s Imperial Family can be quite… ruthless. Does you becoming like this have something to do with the issue of succession?」 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「You mean from when I was served poison by my father, the emperor? I suppose that 
      was 
      the start of me becoming like a corpse」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「――
      tch
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「
      Hah
      . Don’t go thinking that such a trifling thing was the origin of who I am. What my venerable self detests is not my father, the emperor. And of course, it’s not my half-siblings who battled for the line of succession either. What my venerable self detests is… the construction.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Clenching his right hand where the gems were, Stride continued, a fervour filling his voice. The man had brought down scorn for everything about the world, always with cold indifference, yet now he continued to speak with a fervour filling his voice.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「This world is the cruel Observers’ miniature garden. Fixed events, fate that has already been decided, where tragedy and comedy are a matter of course. It’s no more than a puppet show that’s just been produced and garnished to make it look as if it were real.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Such wild delusions… they’re nonsense! What meaning is there to this situation when you say that!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「It’s quite simple, 
      man
       and woman of minor 
      role
      s. The Observers have cast their roles into their miniature garden... Namely, the Divine Protections. And so, the Observers’ pieces become various different pawns. My venerable self as well. And my venerable self’s wife, the Shinobi twins, and even the『Eight Arms.』What the Observers expect of us is tantamount to nothing more than us playing these nameless minor roles, which we do so like bumbling idiots, in an environment where everything is already decided.」
    

    
      
    

    
      And then with a lurid smile, Stride put his right arm into the depths of his bosom pocket.
    

    
      
    

    
      And slowly, he took something out from it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「That’s a」 
    

    
      
    

    
      Seeing what it was, Carol gazed in astonishment, and Grimm too was lost for words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A black spine, along with a cover that bore no title. There were hardly any opportunities to see the real thing, but just its existence was something that was well known by many people living in this world. It was a symbol of absolute evil. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a book that was owned by just those who were chosen. Or perhaps, those selected ought not to be referred to as『chosen』but rather as『cursed』――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「My venerable self  is not going to finish with a minor role. No, actually, on the contrary. I don’t mind even a minor role. Scratches can be made upon the surface of the board regardless of whether a minor role is curtailed by the script. The stage can be broken. I shalt teach them that.」   
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Stride Vollachia, YOU BASTARD!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「It’s not like I believe in that foolish Witch or anything, but emulating that psychotic criminal who handed this over to me, I shalt say this.」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: This is a very interesting line, the term used here is 狂える咎人 where 咎人 is this elusive criminal that’s been mentioned a couple of times already. It seems they handed them the Gospel, initially I’d thought it referred to Petelgeuse, but now I am not sure, Stride refers to Petelgeuse pretty clearly in a few dialogues time using the word 狂人 (lunatic). As you can see, the terms are sorta similar, but Petelgeuse in Arc 3 claims the seat of Pride has been empty for centuries. I think the best option 
      for who this
       criminal is Pandora. Based on this dialogue, I don’t think Sphinx could be it anymore.)
    

    
      
    

    
      Held against his chest, was that evil 
      book
      ――
      『The
       
      Gospel.』
      Stride continued to give a wicked smile, and said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Witch Cult Sin Archbishop, representing『Pride』, Stride Vollachia」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「The Witch Cult…!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Unfortunately though they’re just a sham that came by Authority and influence. There’s no way I’m going to revere the tyrant of the world,
      『The
       Witch of Envy
      』like
       that lunatic does. Though perhaps, if you were to look at that too from the perspective of that which acted as the destroyer of the world, then I guess they’re on the same side as my venerable self」
    

    
      
    

    
      Confusion sweeped over Carol’s chest as she received Stride’s cynical words. The entity he had referred to was the name of the most abhorrent group in this word. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Knowing now that Stride was associated with that group of utmost evil was―― 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「C̴aro̸l̵」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「...
      ghk
      , Grimm, I’m so sorry. I’ve made you suffer so much」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      「
      I̵’s̵ f̴in̴e̴.̶ ̶Besi̴des,̶ you̴ sh̷o̵u̵l̶d̵n̷’̴t̴ ̴d̷w̷e̸l̶l̶ ̵on ̷it t̵o̶o̴ mu̴c̸h̴.」  
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Huh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shaking his head, Grimm solemnly stiffened his gentle features. And then, he jerked his chin towards their friend who had collapsed right behind them,  
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「W̴e̶ ̷g̴o̴t̴ta̴ ̴wip̴e ̶the̷ flo̸o̶r w̶i̸t̷h̴ thi̷s̷ ̸g̴u̵y̶.̵ We̸̷ ha̷ve̵ ̶an̷o̷t̵h̵e̶r ̶re̴a̵s̶o̵n w̵hy̷」 

        
Carol:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Receiving Grimm’s candid encouragement, Carol widened her eyes. Then she looked behind at the collapsed Julia, setting her eyes on her pale face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A heat started to fill her body. She kept those emotions in check by gritting her teeth together; and then nodded. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Yeah, you’re right. I am Carol Remendis. I am a daughter of the Remendis family, which has for generations served as 
      the『sheaths
      』of
       the Astrea family. But now, just this one time.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Holding out her Knight Sword in front of her, Carol firmly squeezed her eyes shut. Every single day flashed by behind her eyes, from the time they’d met until the end. Time and time again she’d annoyed her. Time and time again she had angered her. Time and time again they’d smiled and laughed together. Time and time again, she had thought of her with fondness.  
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why, just this one time, in just this moment, she wasn’t a daughter of the Remendis Family, but rather――
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「....As Carol, as Julia’s friend, I will cut you down, bastard. Repent for everything you did to Theresia-sama and Julia, the most important people in my life, and DIE.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Saying those words as a vow, Carol pointed her sword at Stride. Seeing that, Stride’s smile deepened. His look couldn’t help but betray delight. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Excellent, commoner, well said. And, what about you, her partner with a minor role, have you nothing to say?」 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「N̴̚o̴͝.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「Oh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      A short, immediate answer. To Stride, who had raised his eyebrow at that reply, Grimm said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「Y̵o̵u̷’̵re̵… jus̵’ s̷̳͘o̷͂m̷̍ẻ̴ ̶̷̈́m̷adman̴ pas̷si̴n̶g ̴b̷y.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「――That’s the best solution.」
    

    
      
    

    
      One could never hope to understand Stride who had smiled at those words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That is what Carol and Grimm concluded. Their sword and shield sprung into action simultaneously.
    

    
      
    

    
      But, just before the battle commenced, something stirred.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――
      ROOOOOOOOOOAR!!
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      The breath of the black dragon that had been freed from the shackles of the curse-rings raced down towards the four people standing on the rooftop in one fell swoop.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 4
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「
      *Puff*
      ...
      *Pant*
      ...」
    

    
      
    

    
      She continued to run for dear life despite being out of breath, as fast as she could so that they wouldn’t catch up with her and grab her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The ground beneath her was muddy, so there was a good chance that she’d stumble and fall if she didn’t take care. Yet if she paid too much attention to that, then there’d be no avoiding the clutches of the dead who were chasing her right now. She was up the creek without a paddle.
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d never thought her stamina would fail her this much. Though it was natural when she calmed down and thought about it. What had she ever done to improve her own fitness? 
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d been living happily, feeling at peace, ever since she’d cast her sword aside; never had she seriously devoted herself to the sword. And with her having to hold her swollen womb on top of that, why on earth had she thought she could run away? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Regardless of that, she 
      had 
      to run away. She couldn’t let herself be caught. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In her head she knew that this wasn’t real, but at the same time her soul understood that there was no way that what happened here wouldn’t not have some kind of effect on reality. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I’ve got to escape… No」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia shook her head and tried to shake off all the complaints that were crowding her mind. 
    

    
      
    

    
      What would running away do? What would keeping on running away do? It mustn’t be like that. Theresia, having been roped up here in the depths of her sin along with her unborn child, had a purpose.
    

    
      
    

    
      That purpose was for her to defeat Melinda’s Evil Eye, the Evil Eye Tribe girl who’d brought forth this darkness――
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「She told me… that she was the key for protecting the city. If that’s the case then surely it’ll help Wilhelm if I can get rid of her Evil Eye…」
    

    
      If Melinda was their key, then it certainly had something to do with her Evil Eye. Thus now that she’d dropped under the influence of the Evil Eye herself, it was a matter of whether she could interfere with it somehow.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Even the least bit of change could possibly help Wilhelm. That was Theresia’s battle. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…I’m really such a weak woman without my sword」
    

    
      
    

    
      She gazed down at her hands and felt discouraged when she couldn’t feel her『Divine Protection of the Sword Saint.』At the same time, she was disappointed in her own arrogance at trying to rely on the power she’d shunned so much.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Taking a ragged gasp of air, Theresia looked back behind her at where she’d ran away from. The swarm of the dead were reflected in her blue eyes. They were still chasing her after having just missed out on grabbing her at the Stone Tower. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The
       many individuals she’d killed in 
      the『Demi-Human
       
      War』were
       drawing near to her, wanting to make Theresia one of their own. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia looked at the faces of the dead, their faces were streaked with bloody tears; she listened to their cries and then closed her eyes. It made her aware that her earlier discouragement was more cruel than arrogant. 
    

    
      
    

    
      If I still had 
      my『Divine
       Protection of the Sword 
      Saint』
      , would I have killed them again? Would I have killed them all over again and procured their lives?   
    

    
      
    

    
      Could this be the sin that this place was trying to teach her?
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――Ah!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia’s feet faltered in her escape from the dead as she remained engrossed in her own thoughts. The dead stretched out their arms towards her. She couldn’t dodge them and one of them managed to grab her arm. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia’s bones instantly started to creak, caught in his vice-like grip, making her shriek.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「AGHHHHHH! WHAAAAA!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia swung her arm around with all her might, biting down her pain. However, the strength of the deadman was strong enough that she couldn’t shake him off. And more of them arrived, grabbing her arms, legs, shoulders, trying to pull her down. She couldn’t fight against such strength. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The moment she thought she was about to fall, she felt her baby stirring in her womb. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Even if I’m pulled down and torn to pieces, please let my child, just my child be safe. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Wilhelm...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wasn’t here.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Carol...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wasn’t here.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Someone, anyone...」
    

    
      
    

    
      No one was here. ――Theresia was all alone. 
    

    
      
    

    
      All alone in this place. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――Help me father」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Why yes, of course」
    

    
      
    

    
      A hug that was so gentle as to want to make her cry came in response to her weak cry for help. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Immediately after Theresia spluttered out a faint「
      Huh
      」a foray of silver blurs came racing forth, cutting down the dead who’d taken hold of her by her limbs. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Those behind that were all men, each with a Knight Sword in hand. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They held their beloved swords steady in their hands and positioned themselves in front of Theresia,
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「No matter where we are, dad always has to show off」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「
      You know
      , we were worried about Theresia too」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Huh!? Are y’all going to be knocking me down here as well!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      The man who’d hugged Theresia reacted in indignation to what the men had grumbled at him. Theresia shook her head in refusal both at his response, and at the touch of him on her arms. 
    

    
      Because there’s no way. There’s no way this can be happening.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Our lil’ sis took on too many burdens. Well, that’s probably ‘cause she regrets having had to kill so many people as the『Sword Saint.』But, even we don’t think that as her own sin」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Either way, it’s thanks to her personality being like this that we can be here as well」
    

    
      
    

    
      She knew who those two who were talking were. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Their smiling faces were gentle-looking, and they were lazily holding their swords over their shoulder――
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Big brother Casilles and Carlan...」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「I’m here too of course Theresia」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「You’re here as well, big brother Thames...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Her youngest brother Casilles and her second eldest brother Carlan. And finally, her eldest brother Thames, whose unassuming looks took after their father, was there flexing his muscles. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia’s breath caught in its tracks due to the appearance of her three brothers considering that she’d never expected to see them again. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Long ago, in the midst of the『Demi-Human War』, the three of them had taken Theresia’s place when she had refused to fight――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「This is a miracle of love. Don’t you think so, Theresia?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「What are you saying Father?」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Eeh? What’s up with that reaction? I thought you’d be glad!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      He said this, looking taken aback. He was sporting aristocratic-looking facial hair that didn’t quite match his faint-hearted personality―― But that about him was charming too, being her beloved father, Bertol Astrea.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol had rushed to Theresia’s side along with her supposedly dead brothers. Along with her awfully out of place relief, that meant one other thing. 
    

    
      
    

    
      When Stride had attacked the mansion, Bertol had stood in front of Theresia to protect her from the possessed Carol’s blade. Her father was still――
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Father, I...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「You mustn’t blame yourself, Theresia. Carol too. There’s no reason why either of you are to be blamed」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「But, 
      but, 
      there’s so so
       much I wanted to talk to you about Father… 
      *hgu*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「I also have tons of stuff I regret I won’t be able to do of course. I won’t be able to hold my first grandchild, and I’d wanted to be there for Carol’s wedding. I was planning on making this year’s wedding anniversary with Tishua something spectacular, and I even wanted to slowly get to the point where I’d have tried drinking with Wilhelm-kun, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia couldn’t hold back her tears as she listened to all of Bertol’s main regrets.  
    

    
      
    

    
      I really wanted that. I really wanted to give him that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Yet, he’d never get that chance. He would forever “live” with those regrets――
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「But, you know Theresia, I’m okay with that」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Huh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「You can’t live without having 
      some 
      regrets. You can’t achieve everything you want. I lived happily, and so I died happily. The wants of a happy man know no bounds. I would have other desires if I’d fulfilled my current regrets. They’d keep coming and coming with no end」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol proudly puffed out his chest and continued his words,
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「That’s why Theresia, I… We love you. That’s why you, and your child, and their child will take over what we couldn’t do. We’re okay with that.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Father....」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「So, let us dig deep to give you that. Hey, you guys」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol lifted his head up and said that while keeping a certain air of gallantry about him. His three sons heard him, and looked back at him,
    

    
      
    

    
      Casilles:「I mean, we’ve already started while you were talking」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carlan:「It’s not like the dead are gonna wait quietly for y’all to finish speaking!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Thames:「You really suck with the sword dad, so even when you’re saying to 
      “dig deep” 
      it’s just us who will be」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「Eeeeh!? You’re really saying that!? You know, if you guys are gonna be like that, I’m not gonna bring in our reinforcement!」
    

    
      
    

    
      He received a scathing judgement from his sons, even as they were busy cutting down the advancing dead whilst they talked. Theresia however, who was still being embraced by Bertol, cocked her head in confusion and said「A reinforcement?」 
    

    
      
    

    
      What kind of reinforcement could he be thinking about that’d save her more than she’d already been in a situation like this?
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――That would be me, Theresia. Though you may not be very happy about it」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Oh」
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone who’d newly arrived there answered her question. He was a tall man with long hair, with a somewhat pleasant face to him. He’d rushed in and cut down a clump of the dead in one fell swoop. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She knew how sharp that sword was, and how strong he was with the sword. Because, the man was――
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Uncle Fribal!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Fribal:「The previous『Sword Saint』, hastened here after biting down his shame」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: Tappei incorrectly serialises his name as “Redrick van Astrea”, having forgotten he already called him Fribal in EX 2. From what I’ve read, he apparently Tweeted an apology about this mis-serialisation. As a result, I will be using Fribal instead.)
    

    
      
    

    
      The man, Fribal van Astrea, gave her a wry smile―― He was Bertol’s younger brother and he’d been the『Sword Saint』before Theresia. She’d gotten 
      the『Divine
       Protection of the Sword 
      Saint』from
       him. That’s why she’d often resented him for having burdened her with that horrible fate.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Fribal:「I didn’t come to atone for that though. You’ve always, from the very beginning, bore a duty that couldn’t be avoided as a member of the Astrea Family」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…Yes Uncle, I know. Back then, I wasn’t able to fulfill my responsibilities」
    

    
      
    

    
      Fribal:「Indeed so. You may have avoided your responsibilities, but lives were lost as a result of that. Maybe you could call that as being your sin. Nevertheless...」
    

    
      
    

    
      More of the dead drew nearer behind him, even as they talked, but Fribal took care of them with a sharp blow from his sword, not even bothering to look back at them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Pain surged through Theresia’s heart, even as she thought 
      “But I just couldn’t help it.” 
      She was in pain because all of the dead here had materialised due to her 
      sin
      s. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Fribal:「Nevertheless, you needn’t agonise over it. Theresia, even if this was the world that your guilty conscience produced, they aren’t the 
      actual
       people you killed. They’re no more than an extension of the puppet show」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「But Uncle」
    

    
      
    

    
      Fribal:「Let me finish what I have to say Theresia. I get that you want to believe this as being your sin, I get that feeling. But, if it’s like this, then what does that make me, Thames and the others, and even my big bro’ who came here?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia kept her silence when she heard Fribal’s question and plunged into thought. Bertol’s face had turned sour right next to her, but he didn’t notice it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      What was it that her uncle wanted to tell her?
       
      She thought hard about it. After all, she’d never properly talked to her uncle like this when he was alive. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Fribal:「You see, this place isn’t the depths of your sinfulness. This place takes the form of the things that the people who are entranced want to believe. ――It must have surely been made by a kind person」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「A kind...person...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Fribal:「You mustn’t drown in your sin here, Theresia. I’m not going to let you die in a place like this. There’s not a single thing you can make up for with death, so, you must live」
    

    
      
    

    
      Fribal said this, then stepped forward and swung his sword to protect Theresia and Bertol. Thames and the other brothers stood by his side, once again forming a defensive line.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「There’s so much I want to say, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol trailed his words off there and looked at the Astrea men as if he were looking at something dazzling. Envy was in his gaze, for not having been blessed in any talent for the sword. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, that envy quickly passed and he looked back towards Theresia with only affection in his blue eyes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「What Fribal said is correct. You must 
      live, Theresia
      . You needn’t burden yourself with such sin. Like, how should I say it, daddy was really surprised to see that you’d been driving yourself into such a corner. 」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I never meant for it to get as bad as this though...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Her recognising it too was probably something sweet, now that he’d spelled it out to her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「I’m not saying to forget your sins, but stop living 
      for 
      them. You don’t have to live in order to atone for them. Even if your heart still aches… you must return the favour」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「The favour…?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「Don’t live in order to atone for your sins, but rather to return the favour. Then you can live happily, and die happily. I’m positive that’s the ideal kind of life for my daughter」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia’s eyes swung wide open as Bertol beamed at her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Could she be allowed such a way of living being from the lineage of 
      the『Sword
       Saint?
      』Could
       she be allowed to live such a gentle life being someone from the Astrea Family, a family who’d been compelled to live out their lives as the swords of the Kingdom?
    

    
      
    

    
      But Bertol Astrea was laughing, him having managed precisely that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Father」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「What’s up?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Just like, I wanted you to name my child」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「…Is that so. Right, right」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol’s expression grew more relaxed at Theresia’s coaxing. Then he scratched his hair, which was the same shade of red as Theresia’s, and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Bertol:「Then I’m gonna go and try rack my brains for one」
    

    
      Theresia:「…Mhm. That’s a promise, father」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia made this promise with him, knowing full well that there’d be no chance he could keep it. Then, still holding her father’s arm, Theresia looked up towards the Astrea men. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Big brother Thames, big brother Carlan, Casilles, uncle Fribal」
    

    
      
    

    
      The men turned to look at her when she called their names out. All of them were in a state where they couldn’t really afford to do that, but they put on a show of courage, so as to not look weak in front of her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      When she paused to think about it, she finally realised that she’d been protected all this time. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I love all of you」
    

    
      
    

    
      Thames, Carlan, Casilles, Fribal:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Did I manage to give them a proper smile? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Did I manage to be the Theresia Astrea they knew before I had the “Van” added to my name?
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      Can I think of the smiles that everyone showed me at the end as the answer?
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 5 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――A sound like cracking glass signalled its collapse. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――
      Hh, ah
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia crouched down and clutched her chest in agony, unable to breathe for a moment. She raggedly gasped for air over and over again. The air was full of dust, and the room stunk of blood―― 
      She’d made it back
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――
      GHAAAAAA
      !? My Evil Eye has been defeated!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone let out a piercing yell as soon as Theresia’s senses returned to her, that person being the user of the Evil Eye, Melinda. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She dragged her long robe (which was long enough to brush against the floor) along to the window of the Spire. She looked out of the window in complete panic. Then she screamed, tearing at her ashen coloured hair.
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「
      A-A-AGHHHH
      , IT WAS BROKEN, IT’S BEEN… BROOOOOOOKEN!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Melinda…?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「MY SPELL WAS BROKEN…. THE TOWNSPEOPLE ARE BACK TO NORMAL… MY LORD HUSBAND’S DESIRES, HIS WISHES!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda yelled her head off in a complete frenzy. Then she looked back at the crouching Theresia, and with her eyes that she’d been squeezing tightly shut now wide open, she ran over to her with hatred in her Evil Eyes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She grabbed Theresia by the hair and forced her up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「OW!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「HOW DARE YOU DO THIS. MY LORD HUSBAND LEFT THIS TO ME, HE ENTRUSTED IT TO ME. I WAS FINALLY APPRECIATED. M-M-M-MY IDEAL DREAM… HOW!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――. My family ended up sending me back because I’m not really bearing anything like sin」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「――
      TCH! 
      ALWAYS SO ARROGANT! Y-Y-Y-Y-YOU....」
    

    
      
    

    
      Biting her lips in anger, Melinda tried to push Theresia down. However, just before she did, she caught sight of Theresia’s swollen womb and that made her suddenly stop. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d been saying this even before she’d tried to use her Evil Eye power. Then, her uncle was right. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「You care about my baby. ──Let’s stop this here」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「I c...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「You can’t do that? Well, you shouldn’t be. I don’t have my sword or my Divine Protections right now. I’m just a woman, a mother… Regardless of if you have someone you love as well」
    

    
      
    

    
      She could neither understand nor pardon the sort of nature Stride, Melinda’s loved one, had. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Even so, that wasn’t why she’d denied Melinda who loved that evil man.
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「I ca…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda closed her eyes again and turned her face away from Theresia’s gaze, as if she were avoiding it on purpose. Theresia didn’t look away despite that and kept urging her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda’s hands were trembling all over, as if she were struggling to bear her gaze. A few brief moments passed with her in that state before she continued speaking,
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「I…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda tried to blurt something out, as if she’d made up her mind. Seeing a glimmer of hope there, Theresia nodded her head with a「Yeah.」However――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「
      Oh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda’s face tensed up and she pushed Theresia away by force. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia fell backwards, offering no resistance to her unexpected push. But she didn’t have the time to check why she’d actually done that.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The red hot fiery breath of the Black Dragon billowed towards the spire’s rooftop, towards the room Theresia and Melinda were in.
    

    
      
    

    
      Act Eight
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 1
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The
       Shinobi were Shura that were birthed as a result 
      of『Modifications
      』
      akin to the tortures of hell. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In the beginning, their names were taken away. Then their family, their possessions, their past, their future, and everything they had before becoming a Shinobi was taken away. Only after being bleached like this, were they readied as a Shinobi prototype.
    

    
      
    

    
      Only after that, was the true essence of the atrocities that took the 
      name『Body
       Modification
      』were
       carved into their mind and body.  
    

    
      
    

    
      They were trained, drugged, magicked and subject to all kinds of heresy from everywhere and every time―― One in a hundred of them would manage to escape suicide, one in a hundred from those would manage to keep their human form, and from those, one in a hundred would manage to not die from insanity. Finally, one from those hundred would be completed as a Shinobi. 
    

    
      
    

    
      After mastering the arts of 
      taijutsu 
      as well as the Shinobi techniques, these inhuman Shura called 
      Shinobi 
      were born. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Thus it was nothing short of a miracle that both brothers, Raizo and Shasuke, the Shura Brothers, were completed successfully―― It had been the first time since the village had been founded that a set of twins had been completed as Shinobi. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The『Twin
       
      Shura』
      , who were one in body and soul, were venerated as the pride of the Shinobi Village. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      I guess that must be why. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A Shinobi only becomes a fully-fledged one when it loses its self. The『Twin Shura』, who had been hailed as the greatest masterpiece of the village, swore a vow of retribution for their fellow villagers after their village had been burnt to the ground. And thus they ended up siding with the『Destruction Wish.』
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi Village had grown too powerful. Its burning had been an instigation from some of the Empire’s Nobility who feared that they would mount an insurrection. They struck when 
      the『Twin
       
      Shura』were
       absent and engulfed the village in flames, reducing their fellow villagers to ashes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The pale faced, half-dead looking man spoke to the Shura Brothers, standing on their pile of ashes. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      We 
      shalt
       tarnish the script of this cruel world and trample down its fine stage. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They still had no idea why they’d followed those words. But, they had no regrets. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They exacted their revenge for their fellow villagers and burnt down the mansions of the Nobles. 
      The『Twin
       
      Shura』had
       bowed their heads at the man’s ambition.
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why, even now, they were――.
    

    
      
    

    
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「My Lord!」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi yelled out, then tore open the black costume he was wearing, exposing his shiny pale skin. A phosphorescent light brimmed out from the mottled pattern that rose up across his entire body, and he began to run faster. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In an instant, the Shinobi――Shasuke’s body fiercely leapt up to the sky, having grabbed the man next to him.
    

    
      
    

    
      「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      A moment later, a wave of heat billowed through the Spire rooftop behind them, that they’d previously been standing on. It was the red-hot fiery breath the Black Dragon had unleashed. A being that went beyond what humans could fathom, now spreading its black wings up over the city. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Its fiery breath glowed a pale green, and as it melted the stones of the Spire as it spread out, contrary to its beauty.
    

    
      
    

    
      It would easily burn you to cinders if it scored a direct hit; merely the hot air that came from its wake was plenty enough to burn one’s internal organs to cinders just by breathing it in. Naturally that meant the other people on the rooftop had no way to survive its onslaught――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――Hey, dumbass, where do you think you’re running off to!」
    

    
      
    

    
      A split second later, Shasuke heard a quiet voice that was full of anger coming towards him. He twisted himself around in midair. He couldn’t manage to dodge and was hit full force by a sword slash. His left shoulder burst open, making him peel his eyes wide open. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The golden haired Swordswoman―― Carol, had jumped up after Shasuke and caught up with him. She was someone who was pretty clean with the sword, but he’d never thought she’d amount to more than that. And yet, she’d kicked her way up over to him, as if she were using the very sky as her footholds, and had slashed at him whilst he’d been unable to move.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Kicking up in mid-air is my domain, it looks like you’ve made a misjudgement」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「――
      tch
      , But what happened to your beloved if you’re here?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Very few people would have been able to escape from the rooftop that had been scorched by the dragon’s fiery breath. Shasuke and Carol, who had abilities that let them run up the sky, had been exceptions. But there’d been one more man. 
    

    
      
    

    
      An ordinary man who just had a greatshield with him, there was no way that he would have survived――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――That’s what it’s all about, an ordinary man」
    

    
      
    

    
      Within his arms, Stride wasn’t paying any heed to the blade bearing down on them, and was instead looking in the complete opposite direction as he spoke with a fervour in his voice. Shasuke followed his Master’s gaze to see what had caught his attention. It looked to be the rooftop that was smothered in the lingering heat.
    

    
      
    

    
      He could see a glistening greatshield there. ――As well as the ordinary man who’d 
      tided
       through the flames, protecting the body of the dead woman.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「I am the『Sheath』, Grimm is the『Shield』――And we shall remain companions next to our『Sword』」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「
      Gh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke caught her flashing blow with his Kunai and jolted back, managing to gain a foothold on something. That something was the Black Dragon’s back. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon:「*
      GRAAAAAAAUGH*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Considering that the Dragon was way over ten metres tall, the weight of such puny humans was nothing to it. Its roars resounded, now having gained its freedom from the rings’ curses. And as they resounded, a fantastical swords dance began to unfold between the Shinobi and the Swordswoman, making use of the transcendental creature’s back, wings and arms to conduct it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon twisted its body around in mid-air; its claws and tail lashed out relentlessly all around them. A gale blew up that would mark certain death were it to sweep over them. Shasuke gritted his teeth, faced with this moment of battle.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He was holding his Master with his injured left arm, and crossing blades with the first-rate Swordswoman using only his right arm. He was wielding the power he’d honed as a Shura of the extremes on the back of a Dragon, a being of legend, as if this were some kind of jape. 
    

    
       
    

    
      I can’t believe this. Is this really happening?
    

    
      
    

    
      It should have been his destiny to rot in the darkness, to be shunted away and lurk in the underside of legend, in the shadows of the world and history. Yet such a grand stage had come to the Shinobi.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「
      Khaa!
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi bared his teeth and let out a gasp of air―― No, he’d laughed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It had been
       a very long time since Shasuke, who should have lost 
      his self
       and thrown away his emotions, had laughed. The last time had been when he’d been a child, before he’d become『Shasuke.』
    

    
      
    

    
      He gave a full-toothed grin and finally he realised why he’d sided with Stride. ――It was just because it felt fantastic. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He found everything delightful about the man who cursed destiny and was trying to upend the world, from the gratification he got from him, to the way he sneered at them being constrained by their limited way of life as that of a Shinobi. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why――, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「――
      Yes
      , indeed, it has been truly delighting!」
    

    
      
    

    
      He thrust his Kunai forward at god-like speeds, trying to stab it through the 
      Swordswoman’s pale
       throat. However, the Shinobi’s godspeed skill didn’t come close to the likes of a blow from the『Sword Demon』
    

    
      
    

    
      Therefore it was swept aside by the skill of the Shieldsman who’d been keeping an eye on them from nearby.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「C̵̚Ǎ̵̩R̴̒O̶͂L!」
    

    
      
    

    
      The man had jumped onto the Black Dragon’s back and risked his life just for that one blow. He shouted her name out, and in response, the woman rushed forwards without a shred of hesitation and swung her longsword up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Looking at that from the corner of his eyes, Shasuke released the clasp on the magic sigil that adorned his entire body and burned through his Od to turn his body into steel. There’d be no reason why the blade couldn’t bounce back off him had it been a half-baked one.
    

    
      
    

    
      However, the Shinobi knew that he was as good as a piece of paper in front of that blade of crystalline purity. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Shinobi:「Big brother, I hope you managed to fulfill your part」
    

    
      
    

    
      Her sword slash came at him diagonally and cut into him from his right shoulder all the way down to his left hip, severing his body in two with a single stroke. Having received such a fatal blow, Shasuke spat out blood and smiled the best smile of his life.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      Though,
       
      I hope you too big bro were able to smile in your last moments.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「Pardon me for leaving, My Lord」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi fell from the Dragon’s back, covered in blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Likely they were going to be the only Shinobi, or such, who’d died in a place as spectacular as this one. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The『Twin
       
      Shura』fulfilled
       
      their『Destruction
       
      Wish』
      , accompanied by such a sense of satisfaction, and thus perished in Picoutatte.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 2
    

    
      
    

    
      Shasuke:「Pardon me for leaving, My Lord」
    

    
      
    

    
      Saying this, the Shinobi collapsed with his blood and viscera splurging out. The pale blue shiny pattern on his body had lost its light, and he was definitely dead. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Shinobi’s remains slid down the Black Dragon’s scales and fell to the ground below. Barely paying any attention to that, Carol wiped her bloodstained Knight Sword clean and once again readied herself for combat. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In front of her, that evil man in black was clinging to the Dragon’s back as it stormed about like the wind; the man had now lost the Shinobi that had served as his faithful guard―― It was Stride Vollachia, the man who’d named himself as a Sin Archbishop. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「You’re all out of options, you demon. Your Black Dragon’s escaped from your clutches, and your plot has all come to nothing」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「So you’re the sort who runs her mouth silly as soon as she sees that the tide has turned. But I shalt forgive you. Changing the way the 
      vibrato 
      ought to be in the accompaniment is likewise the karma of a minor role like yourself.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride’s left arm had been reduced to ashes, he’d offered his entrails as payment for his curse-rings, and now he was on the verge of death, having just lost his last ally. Despite all of this, his attitude hadn’t changed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol realised that within herself, she was gazing at him awfully calmly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The man’s words should have really gotten to her; they should have tormented her as if she’d just been given all of the world’s anguish, anger and sorrow. But all that Stride was right now was pitiful. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Did you resort to this kind of violence as revenge for being unable to attain ordinary happiness?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「――
      Eh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride looked like he’d been taken by surprise for a moment, having heard Carol’s composed voice. He then turned his face down, still staring at the serious-looking Carol. 
    

    
      
    

    
      His shoulders shook and a gurgling sound came from within his throat. He was laughing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「
      Ghghahahahaha! 
      Are 
      you for serious
      , 
      hahaha! 
      What boorish words… Could it be that you’re pitying my venerable self? How foolish can you get, to find yourself in my venerable presence, me, the guy who’s at the core of all that which has happened, and only be able to understand it like that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「That’s right, I’m a fool. It’s because I’m a fool that I was tricked by scum like you, lost the one I was meant to protect and let my friend die. I hate myself for being made an idiot of all this time」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol looked down at her bloodstained hands in response to Stride’s words that were marked with a sneer. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol had let her precious friend die and laid these hands on her benefactor that she was meant to protect. She’d made countless mistakes. Come to think of it, hadn’t she always been making mistakes ever since she’d met Theresia for the first time?  
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite that, such a Carol, such a foolish Carol was――
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「I̷ ̷l̶o̷v̵e̵ ̶y̶o̶u̵」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Mhm, I love you too. Julia loved me too. Bertol also cared a great deal about me. ――And Theresia-sama loves me as well」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol gave a nod at Grimm’s affirmation, who now stood right next to her, and then a gentle grin appeared on her face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride’s expression stiffened when he heard those words, and the scornful glint vanished from his eyes. A heated fury akin to that of the Black Dragon’s fiery breath replaced it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But that tempestuous emotion vanished from him in the blink of an eye. He slowly stood up.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Gale-like winds were still blowing past the Black Dragon’s back. He sucked at fighting, and it was unlikely that he was going to last more than a few seconds without his left arm. As if to prove that point, Stride immediately lost his footing and slowly started to topple over. ――He was thrown off from the Dragon’s back, into mid-air. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Not after coming this far――
      hgh
      !」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol brought her longsword down and flew towards him with a single jump, as if she were saying she wasn’t going to let him suicide. She would catch up to Stride’s falling body and cut him down with a single blow.
    

    
      
    

    
      At least, she believed that that would be a good way to mourn for Julia―― However, her sword didn’t reach him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「N̷͔̈O̸̓!」
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d been held back from behind the moment she’d jumped, making it so she’d stayed fixed in place. The one who’d held her back by her slender waist had been Grimm, having flung himself at her with a look of alarm on his face. His normally gentle look had been replaced with one of urgency, similar to that of a drawn blade; he jumped backwards with all his might still holding onto Carol. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A split second later, the Black Dragon’s enormous tail crashed down where they’d just been standing a moment ago. Its tail was covered in rocky scales; had it scored a direct hit, it would have easily ground them down into chunks of flesh. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They’d managed to escape their demise, however, it had come at the cost of that scumbag Stride dropping down right beneath her eyes――,
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon:「
      *KRAAAAAAUGH*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The Black Dragon, with its three heads still scrapping amongst each other, followed Stride down, setting their sights on him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride:「…Come」
    

    
      Carol could see Stride in the distance facing the looming Dragon, moving his lips to say that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In his final moments, that man had escaped from Carol’s blade and surrendered his life to the fangs of the Black Dragon that he’d summoned―― Yet, just before that came to pass.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「STRIDE-SAMA!」
    

    
      
    

    
      A woman jumped out of the ruined, burnt Spire window. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The woman was completely burnt all over, to the point that it was a miracle that she was still alive. The woman―― Melinda clung to her husband’s body in mid-air as he moved to meet the Dragon. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dragon’s maws did not hesitate and swallowed up the embracing married couple.
    

    
      
    

    
      
        [image: ]
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      Part 3
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dragon’s fiery breath engulfed the Spire rooftop, and a part of its intensity reached the inside of the Spire as well. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      The green flames billowed in from the open window and burned through the remains of the wretched sacrifices that had been piled up in a corner of the room. Then with no signs of stopping, the flames surged towards the two women as well―― Theresia and Melinda.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――No, that wasn’t quite right. The green flames were crashing down on 
      only one of th
      em.
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda had pushed Theresia away and shut the iron door that led to the staircase with her body. Melinda was left alone inside of the flame-stricken room with the scorching heat mercilessly burning her back. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「
      GHAAAAAAAAAAAAA
      ――!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Her screams of agony echoed through from behind the iron door. Theresia, protecting her womb, rushed over to the door and tried to open it. However the iron door had partially lost its shape from being melted and didn’t budge an inch under Theresia’s slender arms.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Damn this… MELINDA! MELINDA! OPEN THE DOOR!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia banged on the scorching iron door and called out to her inside. Even from where she was, a tremendous amount of heat was coming through it. There was no way that anyone could survive being subject to this without some way to protect against it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「WHY, Why did you...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「――The… child. In your womb… No... sin」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――
      hk
      , MELINDA!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda’s struggling voice coming from beyond the iron door made Theresia’s head jerk up. The deformed iron door still remained tightly shut, keeping the two women separated from each other.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Melinda, listen to me! I’m sure… I’m sure that we’ll get you treated right away, so I just need to find somewhere I can get through to you」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda:「I… my Evil Eye for my Lord Husband… I’m… my Lord Husband’s… unworthy wife… my Lord Husband’s...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…Melinda?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Melinda’s voice was delirious. Theresia instantly knew what that meant. She had been in many battlefields during the heights of the Civil War in her role as 
      the『Sword
       Saint.』She’d heard that kind of voice many times in the fronts of battle where life and death were intertwined.  
    

    
      
    

    
      ――This was the voice of a human being who’d been gripped by death and was about to lose their life. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The flames that had surged into the room had burnt Melinda’s body so badly that death was an inevitability for her. What’s more was that she’d protected Theresia from meeting that end.
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d done it instinctively, most probably unconsciously, just as an act from her own conscience, to protect Theresia and her unborn child.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia gritted her teeth and then clenched her fist. She needed to get back into this room by any means possible. Even if she couldn’t save Melinda, she couldn’t let her die alone. 
    

    
      
    

    
      No one should ever die alone.
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia climbed up the staircase whilst holding the weight of her swollen belly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Considering that the Black Dragon had unleashed its fiery breath at the Spire, what had happened above had also been gnawing at her mind. She was worried about whether Carol was alright, since she would have been on the rooftop. With those thoughts likewise plaguing her mind, Theresia rushed over to the door that led to the rooftop. The iron door had been warped out of shape as she’d expected, but she just managed to squeeze her body through since the door had been left ajar.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Then, on the smouldering rooftop, she lay her eyes on the corpse of a beautiful woman who’d been laid to rest with her eyes closed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Roswaal-san...」
    

    
      
    

    
      She instantly knew that the beautiful woman was Roswaal, being that they’d interacted with each other quite a few times. She also immediately understood that her pale sleeping face was one that would never wake up again.
    

    
      
    

    
      A painful pang went through her heart. Both Wilhelm and Carol would mourn her death since she’d been an irreplaceable friend for them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――
      tch
      , the Black Dragon!」
    

    
      
    

    
      However, she couldn’t run over to her corpse and lose herself in grief. As soon as she focused her attention, she could see the figure of the Black Dragon flapping its wings around the sky near the rooftop. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Seen at a distance, the Dragon had several figures on its back. And soon enough, one of those figures (the one wearing black clothes) slipped off of the Dragon’s back and fell down, down, down――,
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「STRIDE-SAMA!」
    

    
      
    

    
      A shrill voice echoed through the sky a moment later, and an ashen haired woman jumped out from the tower window. A gentle woman who’d been brutally burnt by the flames, with her whole body covered in burns wherever she looked―― Melinda.
    

    
      
    

    
      She jumped down to Stride, who was falling from the sky, and wrapped her arms around his slender body into a tight embrace. Theresia could see that her eyes, the eyes she’d long shunned as Evil Eyes, were full of happiness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      As they fell, Stride’s right hand and Melinda’s left clasped each other from the front. The two of them, just in that moment, were nestled up close to each other, truly like a married couple who loved each other――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Their two bodies were swallowed up by the maws of the swooping Black Dragon. Their three heads sunk their fangs into the two bodies, as if scrapping for them, and mercilessly began to tear them apart. Even though all of the Black Dragon’s scrapping heads shared the same stomach, its vicious hunting still turned the married couple into chunks of flesh as if they had some meaning to rending their fangs amongst their flesh and blood.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Ah...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia thumped down to her knees where she’d been standing. The strength had gone out from her, and her feet were refusing to move. Had she sunk to her knees out of discouragement or relief? Her heart hadn’t been able to really take in Melinda’s final moments. 
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to speak some more with her.
    

    
      
    

    
      Would that have let me understand, even if but a fragment, the happiness her Evil Eyes had filled with in her final moments?
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Theresia-sama…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone suddenly called her name out, making her lift her head up. There she saw Carol’s figure. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d knelt down and gently placed her hand against Theresia’s cheek. Theresia placed her own hand on top of her’s; 
      “It’s definitely warm”
      , she thought, that meant that she was herself again. She started to shed tears. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Carol… Are you okay?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「I am, all thanks to Grimm… and Julia」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Julia...」
    

    
      
    

    
      The name was unfamiliar to her, but the look in Carol’s eyes told her all she needed to know. There’d been a profound sadness, and affection, in her eyes when she’d spoken out the name Julia. Roswaal J Mathers―― The woman Carol had called Julia was probably to thank for bringing her and Carol back together again like this. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「The̵r̸e̸s̵ia̴-sa̷m̸a̶...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I’m sorry for everything I’ve put you through as well Grimm-kun… Where’s Wilhelm?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――S̴ti̷ll̶ fig̷ht̷in̷g̶ in th̸e̴ ̶c̵i̶t̶y」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia closed her eyes after she heard Grimm’s response, who’d moved over to be beside Carol.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s fighting. Of course he would be. Wilhelm’s always fighting. He’s always swinging his sword about, fighting to protect something. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――That’s why my dear is still fighting even now. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「The head honcho of the Stride faction’s dead, but, as for his Black Dragon...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「I hope the Dragon he 
      summoned is going
       to go back to where it came without a hitch...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Legend has it that 
      the『Divine
       
      Dragon』Volcanica
       was a deeply benevolent being as well as a rational entity of sagacity. However, even though the Kingdom of Lugnica took the name of the Dragon Kingdom, no one had ever recorded anything about encountering a Dragon other than Volcanica. ――The Black Dragon could be a history re-defining being. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Earth Dragons acted friendly around people, Water Dragons acted gruff around people, whilst Winged Dragons were hardly ever fond of people.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, how was this Dragon, which you could call their progenitor, going to act in this situation…?
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「――
      tch! 
      THE DRAGON!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol yelled and then pointed up at the sky. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon had finished chewing up the body of that evil man and his wife, and had now unfurled its wings and soared up high above the city sky. They hoped it’d continue to flap its wings like this and head over yonder to the Great Waterfall. But, such a fleeting hope it was――,
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon:「
      *KRAAAAAAUUUUGH*!!
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Its three heads all turned in different directions, and they quickly vanished from sight due to the fiery breath they had unleashed as they bickered amongst themselves. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Their fiery breaths of destruction bore down on the city and surged through the streets, lighting them up in flames. Deserted buildings burst up in flames, spreading the flames about even more. Anguished shrieks started to echo throughout the city. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「THE CITY…! 
      Gh, 
      the Dragon’s still enraged!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「T̷h̵e̵i̴r ̷vo̶ic̴es̴.…Th̷e̷y'v̴e ̵a̶l̷l̵ g̶o̶tte̷n̵ t̵h̶e̴i̶r̴ s̴e̵n̶ses̴ ̷b̴ac̷k̷...?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol and Grimm each gave their reactions to the damage the three heads of the Black Dragon had brought about. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol to the Dragon’s wrath, Grimm to the anguished shrieks that came from the city, and Theresia, who’d reacted to neither of those things, had swung her eyes wide open. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――Wilhelm」
    

    
      
    

    
      High up in the sky, a silver gleam swooped up to 
      the『Three-Headed』Dragon
       that had perched itself in the skies with its wings unfurled.  
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:
      「
      HYYAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
      ――!」
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The『Sword Demon』, Wilhelm van Astrea’s sword pierced into its black wings. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon:「
      *KRAAAAAAAAAAAAAGH*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon let out a roar of pain at that unexpected blow which had come from this diminutive being who shouldn’t even have been able to reach it up in the sky. Wilhelm’s sword shallowly tore 
      through the
       Dragon’s wing, yet definitely inducing damage to it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「That man is so...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol muttered that with disbelief in her eyes, having just witnessed Wilhelm leap up to where the Black Dragon was. Next to her, Grimm’s eyes crinkled up―― A trace of vexation flitted through them before he then turned to look at Theresia.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「P̵l̵eas̴e̴ ̷es̶c̷ap̶e ̴wi̶th̵ C̶a̷ro̵l̷, T̷he̴r̷e̵si̴a̶-s̴a̴m̵a̵」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Grimm-kun?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「It’s ou̸r ̷d̴u̶ty̸̸ t̵o̷ p̵r̴o̵t̷e̴c̵t̵ ̷th̵e̷ c̶i̷t̵y. C̷ar̵ol̴'̷s̵ d̷u̸ty̵ i̷s̶ t̷o p̴r̷o̶te̴c̷t y̶o̷u, T̶h̵e̷r̶e̵s̵i̴a-̵sam̸a. A̷n̷d̸ y̷ou̷r̴ d̴u̷t̵y̴ T̷h̵e̶re̴si̵a̵-̵s̵a̵m̵a̸ i̶s...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm’s gaze shifted to Theresia’s belly. Theresia realised that she’d been unconsciously keeping her hands over her belly ever since she’d looked over at the Black Dragon. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d been gently stroking her belly in instinct, so as to reassure her unborn child. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Grimm, I...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「G̶o̵ wit̷h ̴Th̷e̵r̷esia-̴sam̶a a̴n̷d ̴Mat̵he̷rs̶-̴sam̵a」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「But I…
      ah
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol’s eyes had swayed with hesitation after she’d received Grimm’s instructions. Shouldn’t she, who had the strength left to fight, stay here and help out; it was that kind of hesitation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Grimm pulled Carol close to him and silenced that with a kiss. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm’s lips overlapped with Carol’s sweet, soft ones, her body stiffened in surprise. Then, once Grimm slowly pulled away from the kiss, Carol’s face grew bright red as she stammered out a「Wh-Wha-Wha…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「I̴’m l̴eav̵i̴n̴g̶ t̷h̷e life̶ ̶of th̶e̶ ̴pe̴rs̷o̷n̶ ̵I ̶l̴o̵v̵e̵ ̴to̷ y̷o̷u̷ 」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「――All… Alright.  Grimm, you too, please…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol placed her hand on Grimm’s chest, her hesitation melted away by his lips, and placed within these words of supplication. Grimm gave her a resolute nod and then turned his attention to Theresia.
    

    
      
    

    
      His look was one of resolve and determination; Theresia had no intention of stopping him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「I̴ c̴an̵'̴t let̷ hi̵m fig̵h̷t alo̵n̵e̸」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――You may go, Grimm Fauzen. Knight of the『Shield.』The『Sword Saint』Theresia van Astrea sees your resolve」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「Th̷an̴k ̶y̷ou̷」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm received Theresia’s blessing and gave her a firm nod with an imposing look now adorning his face. Then he turned his back to Theresia and Carol and looked up at the evening sky where 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon』and
       Black Dragon were fighting. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――
      H̴̑Y̵͑A̵̮͐Â̶Ȃ̷̯A̸A̷͓̍A̵̢̎A̵̫͘A̶À̴̱A̵A̷̕!!
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      He shouldered his greatshield and let out a heroic shout. Then he jumped from the Spire rooftop to the building next to it. He jumped again, making his way down to the ground in a single bound. When he touched earth, he kicked off from the ground so to make his way down below where his 
      camarade de guerre 
      was. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol saw Grimm off and then gently picked Roswaal’s corpse up. She turned her head around and looked at Theresia with an expression that she’d cleared of sorrow and unease.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia likewise gave her a resolute nod in return seeing that look.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Theresia-sama, we too need to…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Yeah. ――Let us do what needs to be done. So that we do not bring shame to the people we love」
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 4 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Rewinding back a bit from when 
      the『Sword
       Demon』commenced his attack on the Black Dragon in the sky. 
    

    
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――Her Evil Eye… has come undone?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm parried the deadly blows that came from his cleavers, and with his own blow of silver, nicked a scratch across his opponent’s massive body. The blue-skinned, 
      bare-chested『Eight
       
      Arms』took
       half a step backwards before Wilhelm heard him mutter that in his solemn tone. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm grasped what he’d meant by that from the corner of his eyes, causing him to powerfully gnash his teeth together. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      He could see the citizens of Picoutatte from the edge of his sight, confused by what they’d just been doing, utterly bewildered. They’d been made into a mob thanks to the power of the Evil Eye and had been bearing down on the Zergev Corps. They’d been freed from their spell now and gotten their senses back. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Commander! Everyone’s come back to their senses!」
    

    
      
    

    
      As soon as his deputy commander, Conwood, shouted that, all the other group members also raised their swords and cried out cheers of joy. They then called out to the confused citizens and hurriedly started to take the necessary steps to usher them away from the battlefield.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「Have at it, Wilhelm! Leave the surroundings to me!」
    

    
      
    

    
      An imposing smile appeared across the『Eight Arms』Kurgan’s face as soon as he heard what Conwood had said.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「Bravo, what a fine soldier. Your soldier is really well trained.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Actually my Deputy Commander’s the most unreliable of the bunch. He really needs to get his act together」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「A fine jape. Even so, if the Evil Eye girl’s control of them has come undone with this, then that means...」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dragon’s roars poured down from the sky midway through Kurgan’s words. The three-headed Black Dragon that had settled in the heavens above had started to writhe and buck, as if something was clinging to its body. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There’s a few people on its back, fighting on top of a place like that. They’ve gotta be real idiots. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Guess I’ve got no choice but to help out those idiots, so you’d better just give up and die」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「My apologies, but I must do the same thing as well. It’s not just 
      your 
      strong suit」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan swung his drawn blades after they exchanged these rebuttals, thus recommencing their sword fight with a flick of his cleavers. Wilhelm kicked off from the ground, from the walls, and used the city in any way he could to lay down his attack. Kurgan countered that by swinging the four cleavers in his eight arms in a similar fashion that a storm would rage. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s actions were like an adventurer who’d daringly challenged a tornado of death. He’d end up snatched away if the swirling torrents of wind snagged even a shred of his clothing, and duly turned into mincemeat.  
    

    
      
    

    
      On other hand, the ability 
      the『Eight
       
      Arms』possessed
       in continuously dodging through his sword slashes without getting any serious wounds on his huge body was likewise of a supreme quality.
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why he didn’t get it, no matter how many times he thought about it. 
      Why, why was this man siding with Stride?
    

    
      
    

    
      Could it be because of the fighting spirit that blazes through his body in battle with the strong? That’s too shallow, if that’s the reason why. I’m not going to say that I understand his personality just from locking swords with him, but there’s definitely something it’s telling me. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The way 
      the『Eight
       
      Arms』treats
       his sword isn’t like some kind of half-assed swordsman. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Having said that, it doesn’t seem likely that he’s being manipulated by those rings either」
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no hesitation or indecision in Kurgan’s sword-art like in those who’d been following orders against their will. And in the first place, there was something about the way Stride and Kurgan interacted that was far from the ceremonial fanfare of a master-servant relationship.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The way he spoke candidly about Stride’s attitude, the way he offered him advice, the way he was helping him out like this. Maybe the way he interacted with Stride was because――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――You two are like 
      parent
       and 
      child
      ?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「Yes, though not by blood」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm launched a flurry of attacks at him that whirled around like a spinning top. Kurgan met that high-speed attack, scattering sparks everywhere as he gave his mutter of assent. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan and Stride’s relationship was that of a parent and child who weren’t related by blood―― In other words, he was his foster parent. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I’m sorry but a bastard like you has no real talent for raising children」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「I do not disagree with you either. I hope you do not make the same mistakes I made, though alas, you may not end up seeing the face of your unborn child」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Whatever you say」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s flurry of slashes grew in intensity as he said this. Kurgan brought his cleavers down and continued to parry his blows, his eyes widening a bit in response; the fact of the matter was, a rust had grown in his『Demon Cleavers.』
    

    
      
    

    
      That was a sign that Wilhelm’s ongoing cascade of sword slashes were all aiming for the same place, with little deviation―― And a split second later, the monstrous skill of the『Sword Demon’s』blade finally shattered one of the『Eight Arms’』cleavers. 
    

    
      Eight arms and four cleavers, with this, the tide of battle he’d been contending shifted in one go. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm brought his Holy Sword down and stepped forward to defeat him with a single blow――
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「――『Demon Cleavers』」
    

    
      
    

    
      Suddenly, a chill of the likes he’d never experienced before rose up across his entire body. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In front of him, Kurgan swung his eight arms out in different directions, and his three『Demon 
      Cleavers』came
       bearing towards him with three separate trajectories. His empty hand had grabbed a hold of Wilhelm’s sword blade and made use of it as a pivot. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan’s grip strength was pitted against Wilhelm’s strength to shake him off; and when Kurgan released it, destruction came bearing down on him from three different sides. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「Let’s see if you’re able to dodge this,『Sword Demon』」
    

    
      
    

    
      If he pulled through this, he would win, but if he didn’t, he would be defeated―― Struck by that challenge, 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon』clenched
       his teeth.
    

    
      
    

    
      And let out a roar. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      *RHHHHHAAAAAAA!!*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Death approached him at the same time from three sides. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 5
    

    
      ――
      Let’s recount an aside to the story.
    

    
      The succession to the throne as Emperor of The Sacred Vollachia Empire is determined by quite harsh means. 
    

    
      The Emperor of the Vollachia Empire marries a great number of wives, and begets them with a great number of children in various places in the Empire. And then, the children who obtained the rights to inheritance compete to kill each other. The last one remaining then succeeds the Emperor.
    

    
      『The Empire’s people must be strong』
      ―― 
      That was the way of the Vollachian Empire. The Emperor led the way in showing the Empire’s Citizenry the way to live by. Thus, the Vollachian Emperor only came to be after they eradicated their own brothers and sisters. 
    

    
       
      ――
      Stride Vollachia was likewise one of these children dragged into this inheritance conflict. 
    

    
      The sequence of events that led Kurgan to taking charge of a still young Stride weren’t anything too complicated.
    

    
      Ever since birth, Stride had been weak and 
      frail of body
       leading his family to conclude that him succeeding the Emperor was impossible. They quickly proposed to offer the renunciation of his inheritance rights to another family, and Stride ended up being exchanged for a suitable recompense. 
    

    
      On the surface, the messenger that brought Stride along had said that he hoped that the child would grow up to be strong in mind and body under the『Eight 
      Arms』
      But, it was obvious that in truth he was meant to be unable to endure Kurgan’s harsh training, and in the process lose his life.  
    

    
      Bearing the name of
      『Eight
       
      Arms』
      , Kurgan had been granted an elevated position as the Empire’s unparalleled hero. Still, even he had lost his aspirations in these times of langour, and he’d just accepted that role to pass the time. Or perhaps, it may have even been that he had a grudge towards that blood relative of the Vollachian Emperor, who’d put him in this position. 
    

    
      But, whatever the case may be, those thoughts didn’t hold any sort of meaning. 
    

    
      ――
      Kurgan’s heart throbbed in excitement at the bottomless darkness lodged in the eyes of the child he’d agreed to take in, 
      Stride
      . 
    

    
      His idle days had come to an end. His heart had throbbed as a premonition of the times that were to come, the times where he would again smell the choking scent of blood. 
    

    
      In fact, Stride grew to adulthood under Kurgan, and as a young man, in accordance with his duty as a successor, took care of the siblings he shared blood with one by one using various schemes, bringing himself ever nearer to the throne. 
    

    
      However, in contrast to his outstanding resourcefulness, Stride had an issue with the 
      Emperor succession
      . Ever since he had once succumbed to a high fever, he had lost the ability to make children. 
    

    
      No matter how qualified he was to be the Emperor, he couldn’t devote himself to one of the greatest duties, the prosperity of the Empire. Being infertile, Stride was unfit for the seat of Emperor.
    

    
      That was probably why the Former Emperor had tried to poison his own son, Stride, in an attempt to rob him of his life. 
    

    
      For three days and three nights, Stride kept coughing up blood. For seven days and seven nights, he sported a terrible fever and verged between the boundary of life and death. Finally, after three months, having drifted between the vast oceans of reality and dreams, the poison left his body――
    

    
      Stride:「――Listen, Kurgan. My venerable self saw the truth in the midst of my delirium. My venerable self saw the way the Observers are, seated in the heavens above, looking down upon us with scorn, toying with us as if we were mere pieces upon a board.」
    

    
      Stride was more thin and ragged than ever, he’d ended up like a walking corpse. However, the longing lodged in his eyes was no longer set on his once desired throne, thus Kurgan revised his own path.
    

    
      Kurgan:「No matter how foolish the path trodden is, Stride is my son. I shan’t follow the empire that orders death, and not life, upon mine son.」
    

    
      Even if no one else would, just he would love his lonely, foolish son, who wasn’t able to even love anyone.
    

    
      When his final moments came, this man was probably going to be scorched by the flames of loathing and fury, his remains were probably going to be made a mockery of by just about everyone, and they’d likely cruelly deny his quintessence. 
    

    
      He deserved that. He deserves that. I am not going to not stop that.
    

    
      If that was the path he was going to take to the journey to the end, then they would walk along that path together. 
    

    
      Along with the demons of vengeance, 
      the『Twin
       
      Shura』
      , who’d had their hometown burnt to the ground. Along with 
      the『Ashen
       
      Bride』who
       cursed her blood after being shunned for her Evil Eye. And along with the now fallen hero, 
      the『Eight
       
      Arms』
      , together they would see where 
      the『Destruction
       
      Wish』arrived
       at. 
    

    
      ――That was his own kind of love he could give to his foolish son, a Father, who they’d even called the War God.  
    

    
      
    

    
      
        [image: ]
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      Part 6
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Faced with『Death
      』that
       had been unleashed at him from three sides at once, 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon’s』answer
       was decidedly simple. 
    

    
      
    

    
      If death unavoidable was coming for him, then he only had one yearning as a swordsman―― To use his silvery steel to thrust death faster at him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      His sword sublimated to a might that went from super-speed to hyper-speed, to hyper-speed to the speed of god, until finally transcending the very concept of steel.
    

    
      
    

    
      Upwards, leftwards, rightwards―― He had no way of knowing what sort of feeling must have gone through 
      the『Eight
       
      Arms’』heart
       the moment that he’d parried all three of his critical attacks head on.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm himself couldn’t comprehend in the very moment how stunning of a feat that it was he’d accomplished. Perhaps his sword technique had rivalled the time when he’d defeated the『Sword Saint』Theresia at the ceremony to mark the end of the Civil War; in other words, the Absolute Sword that had reached the very pinnacle――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「――There was once a man who thoroughly mastered the sword」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「That man’s sword was beautiful, wild, serene, fierce and immensely strong」
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a dream that many swordsmen in the world longed for.
    

    
      
    

    
      If the longing for the uttermost sword power 
      was envy
       for 
      the『Sword
       
      Saint』
      , then the longing for the uttermost sword technique was called――
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「――You’ve placed your foot down on the steps of the『Heavenly 
      Sword
      』?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…Cut the bullshit out. The hell would I know about the『Heavenly Sword』」
    

    
      
    

    
      He spun his Holy 
      Sword『Astrea
      』around
       in his hand and placed it back in its sheath. He then turned around, and before his eyes stood Kurgan bearing deep wounds from chest to abdomen. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He was bleeding heavily from his eight arms, and his three cleavers had rolled down to his feet. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「Magnificent」
    

    
      
    

    
      Blood spurted out from Kurgan’s lips straight after he said that. His massive body crumbled to its knees and fell forward with a loud 
      thud
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Seeing that, Wilhelm breathed a heavy sigh of relief. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Finally. He was one hell of a tough bastard...」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――Wilhelm!」
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn’t feel anything like the triumphant afterglows of victory at the close of his spar to the death with this man. Nevertheless, Conwood, with his face burning red, had run over to him as he staved off the exhaustion that was weighing his body down.
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「You did it! You pulled through against Vollachia’s『Eight Arms』, you’re truly...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Is this really the time to be saying this? The battle still isn’t over yet… What about the citizens?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「R-right… I’m getting the people who are uninjured, or only have minor injuries to help out with taking the wounded out. Though we focused on being on the defensive, there’s still been a lot of victims」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…I’m also worried as hell about Grimm and Roswaal who were whisked away. But above all...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm looked up at the sky. There’d been a change in the Black Dragon, which had before been circling around the Spire. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The three-headed Black Dragon was greedily devouring something, as if it were scrapping for it. It finished its ravenous meal and then started to fly up to the heavens. Everything would have worked out perfectly if it continued to fly up and vanished into the great beyond, but that was never going to happen.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon released three rays of heat in three different directions from its heads, burning the city. The city was overrun by its white light and the shrieks and cries of everyone who’d come back to their senses started to resound throughout.
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「The Dragon…!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Seems like it can’t stomach being summoned by that jerk… It’ll only be a matter of time before the country is in ruin unless we stop it」
    

    
      
    

    
      Standing in front of Conwood, whose face had turned pale, Wilhelm slowly pointed his feet towards where the Black Dragon was. Conwood cried out when he saw what he was about to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「Wa-wait, Wilhelm! Are you seriously going to fight it… a Dragon?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Are you trying to tell me that slaying Dragons in the Dragon Kingdom is a bad idea?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「That’s not what I meant! But like you’re fighting a thing like 
      that
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood couldn’t tell him 
      “You can’t.
      ” Wilhelm had turned around to look at him and his blue eyes hadn’t let him say these words.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Conwood, get the citizens as well as our troops out of here. The messenger we sent should eventually bring us reinforcements. I‘m gonna slay that lizard asshole using the full strength of the Kingdom」
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm wasn’t speaking about what he could or could not do. Since he’d said he was going to slay it, he actually would. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Thus, Conwood took a few moments to catch his breath and then nodded,
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood:「…Don’t you dare die without even seeing your kid’s face, Wilhelm」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I’ll have you look for my wife as well. You don’t look like the sort of guy who can fight whilst looking for a girl」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm left only those words behind before he sprinted off. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He kicked off from the desolate street, ran up the wall of a building that had been burnt by the flames, climbed over its burnt rooftop and swung his Holy Sword at the Black Dragon perched in the twilight sky. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      HYYAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
      ――!」
    

    
      
    

    
      At the wings of the Black Dragon, which had never considered that such a puny being would have put up a fight against it. The silver beam of 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon』pierced
       into its eerily beautiful wings as if it were being sucked in. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 7
    

    
      
    

    
      ――He ran, first at a steady pace, then at a hurried pace, and finally at full sprint. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm Fauzen desperately kept on running straight through the city that had turned into a battlefield.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Rays of heat had aimlessly ripped through the city. The city had been burnt by the white beams of light that had come fired from different directions, enveloping it in bright red flame. It had turned into a hell, where even taking a breath would scorch his lungs. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The setting sun in the sky, along with the flicker of the dazzling flames on the ground, were each trying to scorch the world in red.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Cries of anger filled the sky, sorrowed screams swept through the ground, all the while as Grimm ran towards the sounds of echoing steel. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「’i̷l̷h̷e̵l̶m̵...!」
    

    
      
    

    
      The battle that was going on overhead had long transcended what humans could fathom. 
    

    
      
    

    
      How do you take on a Dragon that has wings, is several times larger than yourself, has scales stronger than steel, and is a being that has marked its status as a creature of myth. How do you even get the guts to try and fight something like that?
    

    
      
    

    
      How could such a puny human being take on such a mighty creature alone? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Who would be able to stop themselves from cowering in fear and dropping their swords? Who would be able to stop themselves from shrinking back with tears in their eyes?
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Nevertheless Grimm pressed on. He couldn’t fight alone in a place like this.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「…H̴͚̀a̷n̵͋ǵ̴ ̵ó̷n̸」
    

    
      
    

    
      I’m on my way. Setting out, right this second. Without fail, I’ll reach you.
    

    
      
    

    
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      I won’t let you fight alone. Ever.
    

    
      
    

    
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      HYAAAAAAAAA
      ――
      !
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      He swung his Holy Sword out and parried away, with all the strength he could muster, the Dragon’s Claws that had come scything towards him. Both of his shoulders creaked as he received the impact, some of his muscles ruptured, and it felt like he’d chipped some of his molars from clenching them so hard. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Fragile. I’m shoddier than ever. My sword was too shoddy right now.   
    

    
      
    

    
      I need to recall my finale with Kurgan. The moment where I avoided that guy’s blow of certain death, and 
      get
       as close to it as I 
      can
      . Or
      ―― 
      get close to the levels that my sword technique was at when I snatched Theresia away from the Sword God. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon:「
      *KRAAAAAAAAUGH*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dragon let out a thunderous roar, the sheer strength of its vibration buffeted Wilhelm who’d placed his feet on the tower. He barely dodged its tail, which had come swinging down straight at him, and he braced himself through the aftershock that blew up part of the tower rooftop, before then running back up its tail onto its back again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      *GYHAAAAAAAAA*
      ――
      !!
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      He stabbed his sword into the tip of its tail and ran through, blood spurting out from it as if it were chasing him. It looked like even Dragons bled red. After all, it was a living creature, he could probably kill it if he pierced its heart. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「’Cause otherwise it’d be one huge pain in the ass to kill it by cutting off its heads!」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon:「
      *KRAAAAAAAAUGH*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      One of its three heads bared its fangs at Wilhelm when he’d let out his angry shout on its back. If it lay its teeth on him, it’d crunch him up into tiny pieces, thus if he stopped moving, his life would be immediately forfeit. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm brought his sword towards its looming fangs, flicked them away and lunged again towards its next movement. ――One of its other heads aimed for him from a different angle so to prevent his strike. Smelling the feeling of death rushing towards him from behind, he braced his arms with strength. Yet, his aim was still at the Dragon’s head in front of him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The attack coming at him from behind didn’t bother him. Because――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――GRIMM!!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「
      H̷G̵Y̴A̶AA̴A̵A̴A̷
      ――
      !!
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Responding to his war buddy’s call, Grimm clambered onto the Dragon’s back and caught its fangs with his greatshield. Yet, it wasn’t the sort of enemy that could be opposed by the physical strength of man. When he received its blow, one of his knees crumpled at the impact and broke with a shrill 
      crunch
      .
       He bit down his screams.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「W̶I̵L̶H̵E̵L̵M̶ !!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Responding to his war buddy’s call, Wilhelm spun around on the Dragon’s back and jabbed his Holy Sword through its fangs. He slid it through towards its face and sliced up and down, tearing through its maw. Some of the Dragon’s fangs were torn away by the sheer force and fresh blood spurted out, caking Wilhelm in even more. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon「
      *GRAAAAAAAAUUUUUUGH*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Writhing
       about in the agony of having one of its faces torn through, the Black Dragon corkscrewed around in the sky. Both Wilhelm and Grimm were bucked off into mid-air from being swung about by its momentum.  
    

    
      
    

    
      There was nothing Grimm could do being crumpled over clutching his knee, unable to stand properly. Wilhelm kicked off against a wall, forced his way over to him and grabbed him by the arm, both of them just barely managing to tumble down onto the top of a different building. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「
      Ghaa! 
      Shit… What a goddamn reckless idiot you are…!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「
      A̸h̴a̷h̶a̵
      ...As̵ ̴if 
      ̷y̵ou̶ 
      c̷a̵n̷ t̵a̶l̷k」
    

    
      
    

    
      The corners of Wilhelm’s mouth couldn’t help but curve up into a smile after Grimm had chewed him out in his grazed voice. Then he looked up overhead, at the Black Dragon roaring in anger. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm narrowed his blue eyes and 
      tch
      ’ed. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What a stubborn son of a bitch」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――?」
    

    
      
    

    
      A trace of confusion flitted across Grimm’s pained expression when he heard what Wilhelm had muttered. Wilhelm breathed out a short sigh in response, and thrust his beloved sword up towards the Black Dragon in the sky,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Look at the way it fights, it’s goddamn awful. Do Dragons really fight like that? The way they’re going about it is like an amateur who hasn’t got a clue how to」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「T̶h̷e̶n̴…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It’s no Dragon. ――It’s that bastard Stride」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm grew speechless at Wilhelm’s declaration. His reaction was a natural one. Even Wilhelm hadn’t said it as a statement with clear basis, yet, Grimm’s intuition was screaming at him, telling him it was like that.     
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride’s manner of evil had been to bind other’s souls with his curse-rings and make them into his puppets. So, in the last of the last, that man had gotten his hands on the biggest, baddest puppet of the lot. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「In the worst case we can stop it if we kill its puppetmaster, Stride, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「…T̵h̶at’s̴ ̴im̴p̴os̴si̴b̸le... ̷H̷e̵’̷s ̷d̵e̷ad」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――. That’s what I thought」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm gritted his teeth in response. In exchange for his own life, Stride had taken away the means to stop the Black Dragon from the Kingdom. 
      Then did this mean that even at the very end, the situation was still in the palms of that man’s hands? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm turned around. Grimm had collapsed onto his back, his right knee was in a sorry state; it was going to be impossible for him to continue fighting. It was going to take time before the reinforcements arrived, and Bordeaux being fighting fit was also way off. Roswaal was probably going to have a tough time fighting too if they didn’t show up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no way she would prioritise her own safety in a situation like this. That was the kind of woman she was. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      How much am I going to be able to do alone? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「…W̵i̶l̵h̴e̶l̴m̷」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm spoke up from his side. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm once again looked at him and then gulped. 
      That look on his face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「Y̷o̵u̴ ̶a̴r̷e̵ ̶n̵o̴t̵ a̴l̶o̷n̷e̷」
    

    
      
    

    
      An answer came, through his words which were full of belief and conviction. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Voices began to rise up from everywhere around the burning city. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm lifted his head up at the sound of those voices, and his eyes swung wide open. From everywhere around the City of Picoutatte, people were raising their voices, lifting their swords up and glaring at the Black Dragon in the aether. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They’d had their hearts broken by the Black Dragon’s baying, they’d had their streets scorched by its fiery breath, and they’d sunk to their knees; nothing but that, and yet, like Wilhelm who’d been fighting alone, they raised their voices as one.
    

    
      
    

    
      And, standing next to the standard-bearer, Conwood, with the Zergev Corps who were leading this rousing cry was――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――Theresia」
    

    
      
    

    
      There, propped up by Carol right beside her, was Theresia’s figure with her red hair swaying in the searing breeze.
    

    
      
    

    
      His pregnant wife stood there majestically at the head of the most valiant men in the Kingdom, her chest held out proudly. Their hearts were deeply stirred by her voice, and their shattered souls roused once more. Now, the people on the streets rose up. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――Wilhelm」
    

    
      
    

    
      Standing at their head, Theresia’s lips stirred as she gazed at the frozen in place Wilhelm. Only Wilhelm knew right away that she’d called out to him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      She wasn’t carrying a sword, and had remained a Mother, yet she was still inspiring everyone as the『Sword Saint.』
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      Man, what an amazing wife I’ve got.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon:「
      *KRUUUUUUUARGH*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Not a single person had given in. Not a single person had yielded. Not a single person had turned their gaze to the ground. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Their will was made directly known to the Black Dragon in the sky; it forgot its pain and trembled in anger. Then, its three heads began to build up its fiery breath again, preparing itself to release a horrific amount of heat to the ground. ――But in an instant, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING TO MY WOMAN」
    

    
      
    

    
      For one of its heads, he stabbed his Holy Sword through the bottom of its maw, stopping it from releasing its fiery breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      For another of its heads, he slammed the greatshield down its maw, making it so that its scorching heat exploded within its throat. 
    

    
      
    

    
      For the final head, he grabbed its maw that had been cut up, and twisted it around so that it released its fiery breath at its own wings. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon:「
      *GRAAAAAAAAAAAAAAGH*
      」
    

    
      There was an explosion mid-air, and the Black Dragon let out a roar as it fell down to the top of the tower. 
      The『Sword
       
      Demon』began
       to fall down to the ground at the same time as that, with half of his body covered in flames.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm continued to drop head-first down to earth, having greatly wounded the Black Dragon. At this rate, he was going to fall to his death. Yet, below him was――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――You have no idea how many times you’d have died without me around. You absolute dumbass」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was caught by a pair of thick, muscular arms. He managed to force his eyes open amidst his pain, and he could see a man there giving him a resolute grin―― Bordeaux.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm gave him a wry smile in return.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You’re the one who almost died, just how goddamn tough are ya!?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「…As a matter of fact, I was woken up by a voice that I’ve dearly missed in my dreams」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「“This is no time to be sleeping, Young Lord”, he told me. Like whoa, I was lucky to wake up」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm closed his eyes in response to what he’d said. A voice that he could no longer hear, the symbol of the regrets he had carried, manifested by his entrancement by the Evil Eye. He didn’t think that the product of his delusion could have affected reality.
    

    
      
    

    
      But if it weren’t for that sort of miracle, he wouldn’t have been alive here today, that’s for sure.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「You hung in there admirably. This battle is your victory」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Don’t be so hasty, you dolt. It’s not like the Dragon is dead yet」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm clambered out of Bordeaux’s arms, and said that as he panted for breath. However Bordeaux shook his head at what he’d said.
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Nope, wrong. The battle has ended. ――His Majesty has stirred」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「...His Majesty, Gionis?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Hearing those unexpected words, Wilhelm furrowed his brows in doubt.
    

    
      The King Of Lugnica, Gionis Lugnica ――He was a good natured person, on that point there was no need to talk about the innate goodness of his character, but Wilhelm couldn’t see how he was going to be the deciding factor in this battle. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It’s not like he'd be grabbing a sword and rushing over to the battlefield to try and fight the Dragon himself――
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      And right at that moment, Wilhelm’s breath caught. The reason why had been 
      surprise
      , and the cause behind his surprise had been his own actions. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had kneeled down, without him even realising that he’d done so, and bowed his head.
    

    
      
    

    
      Looking around, Bordeaux who had been standing next to him was acting the same way. And other than him, he knew in his bones that everyone else was acting the same way. ――The city had plunged into silence. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The people's voices who’d risen so bravely to quell the roars of the Black Dragon had disappeared. Everyone had ceased to speak, and bowed their heads down to that『Being』
    

    
      
    

    
      Because――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:『――In accordance with the covenant of antiquity, for the descendants of the Lion King, I hath hastened to thee with mine wings at thy service』
    

    
      
    

    
      Because of the arrival of the blue Divine Dragon who truly ruled the heavens above, with the blood red setting sun at its back.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Faced with its overwhelming presence, its sense of awe that made every instinct in you want to prostrate yourself in front of them, its tone of voice that made it impossible for you to even think about going against it, and the shock it brought, as if it were whispering directly to your soul, every single soul in the city kneeled.
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: Since Volcanica doesn’t really have a gender, I will be using “it” as his pronoun, even if it may look a bit unnatural in the prose. If you see a “him” to refer to it then it’s by accident. The same has applied for the Black Dragon Valgren throughout the translation.) 
    

    
      
    

    
      Thoughts were dyed in white, voices froze in surprise, and the senses in their bodies stopped working.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even so, a name, a name everyone in the Kingdom knew, fear towards The Absolute, floated to everyone’s minds.
    

    
      
    

    
      The noble being who had made the covenant with the Dragon Kingdom of Lugnica, truly a being that was a true Dragon――
    

    
      
    

    
      Volcanica:
      『I
      , am
       Volcanica. I hath hearkened to the appeal of the blood of mine old friend, and so manifested here』
    

    
      
    

    
      The『Divine
       
      Dragon』Volcanica
       had descended down with its wings at their service, because of that, the situation was already decided.
    

    
      
    

    
      「
      *CRASH BANG THUD CRASH*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      On the battlefield where everyone remained kneeling out of reverence, sounds of destruction crushed the world ruled by tranquility into savagery. Those sounds were from the three-headed Black Dragon raising its enormous body from the top of the Spire and rending down its stone tower completely. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Even the Black Dragon was awestruck. It feared the unfightable being. How come it looked so small now?  
    

    
      
    

    
      Compared to the Divine Dragon that had descended down to them, the Black Dragon’s being was so frail and small to the point that it looked pitiful.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon:「
      *KRAAAAAAAUGH*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      It was as clear as day to anyone that there was a massive gulf in strength between them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There was no way that the Black Dragon’s instincts couldn’t understand it’s hopeless position. Yet the Black Dragon didn’t give in, a will to fight was lodged in all of its eyes on its three heads, and it unfurled its wings at the Divine Dragon.
    

    
      
    

    
      It let out a roar. A roar that resounded throughout Picoutatte’s blood red sky. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Had it been an illusion of Wilhelm’s, or had its cry been filled with jubilation? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Volcanica:
      『Valgren
      , 
      thou art
       a pitiful child. Hath thou fallen into wickedness, burnt by thine excess hatred?』
    

    
      
    

    
      Volcanica’s voice was full of only pity that stirred their hearts. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Volcanica was a Dragon in the true sense of the word, with pale blue glittering scales across his entire body and a massive body that was several times larger than Valgren, the Black Dragon that Volcanica had called by that name. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He had intelligent eyes, a beyond-human intellect that allowed him to comprehend their speech and vast amounts of Mana cladding his entire body―― The sky twisted and turned, the flames on the ground were cleansed, and the world which should have burned began to heal.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――No, it didn’t just stop just at that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「There’s no way…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm realised that every single wound he’d sustained on the battlefield had been cured. Bordeaux next to him, and Grimm on the top of the building, peeled their eyes wide open seeing his healed wounds. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It seemed that the Divine Dragon’s grace had rained down on the city. Everyone who had been wounded, or had been on the brink between life and death had been healed. They looked up at the heavens at the miracle that had arisen.
    

    
      
    

    
      This was a miracle that the Dragon had brought them, the Dragon that they had said had abandoned the covenant. Everyone had been convinced that the Dragon would never have come to them in the Kingdom’s predicament――
    

    
      
    

    
      Volcanica:
      『It
       
      shalt
       be better for thee to be at rest. Thou hath been twisted into what thou art now, mine brethren.』
    

    
      
    

    
      Valgren:「
      *KRAAAAAUGH*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon replied with a grating roar hearing Volcanica’s voice which was full of mercy. The Black Dragon Valgren, whose heads had been gravely wounded by the attacks of the『Sword Demon』, looked up to the heavens with all of its heads and took a deep breath, preparing itself to let loose its fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      Staring at it with sorrowful eyes, the Divine Dragon once again flapped its wings, and descended to the same height as the Black Dragon―― Would the Black Dragon even have noticed that it had done so out of consideration, to make sure that its own breath wouldn’t scorch the earth? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Valgren:「
      *KRAAAAAAAAARGH*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Either way, no one knew the answer to that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon let out a roar, and let loose three beams of white light from each of its mouths. The rays of heat coalesced and became one, firing straight towards Volcanica.
    

    
      
    

    
      In front of them, Volcanica’s maw opened, and――
    

    
      
    

    
      Volcanica:『――』
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The Divine Dragon filled the sky with a blue light and dispersed it without paying any heed to mounting a defence against the looming white light.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The breath of the Divine Dragon went straight forward, and swallowed the body of the Black Dragon up, without causing any damage to anything else en route to it. It hadn't been a cruel death, rather, the Black Dragon had been transformed into dust with a power that felt appropriate to be『Purification』
    

    
      
    

    
      The Black Dragon’s existence, which had been trapped in madness, and forced to do other’s bidding against its will, was annihilated by the breath of the Divine Dragon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      The immensely divine light cleared up, and the next moment, the Black Dragon’s figure was nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Dragon’s overwhelming strength, along with the vow it had abided by in accordance with the Covenant, had wiped out the threat that had assailed the city of Picoutatte.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stride Vollachia was dead. All those who had supported him had fallen. And finally, the Black Dragon he’d summoned had also been destroyed by the Divine Dragon’s assistance.   
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「...We won」
    

    
      
    

    
      He heard someone say that in a hoarse voice. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Starting with that voice, people looked at each other to make sure that both their, and their companion’s lives were still there. Then shouts, shouts of exultation, started to fill the streets.
    

    
      
    

    
      「
      *Cheers*
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Picking himself up, Wilhelm likewise looked at Bordeaux next to him, and Bordeaux returned his gaze. Rushing down from the building he was on, Grimm, whose broken leg had been healed, emerged onto the ground as well. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And, making their way over to Wilhelm and the others was――
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――Wilhelm!」
    

    
      
    

    
      A high-pitched voice rang out, making him turn around. Jogging through the street directly towards him was a lovely woman with long swaying red hair, with an anxious look on her face.
    

    
      
    

    
      She wanted to make sure her husband was okay as quickly as possible. With eyes that conceived such intention, Theresia made her way over to Wilhelm―― But her feet had gotten caught on something and she was about to fall over.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm rushed over to her and kept her up, giving her a firm embrace. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Wilh...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm didn’t need to say anything. All he did was press his lips against hers. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She was here, she was definitely warm, both of them were safe, and the battle was over. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn’t need anything more right now.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Here, the『Subjugation of the Evil Dragon』came to a close, and Stride Vollachia’s nightmare ended. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――And so, the tale of 
      the『Sword
       Demon Battle 
      Ballad』only
       has the final act remaining. 
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Curtain’s Close
    

    
      Part 1
    

    
      
    

    
      ――It was raining on the day the funeral was held.
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「I bet she would have been the type to say 
      “This is the right weather for a funeral”
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Conwood, who really didn’t suit his formal dress of a Knight, looked up at the sky as he said that.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm nodded and said「Yeah for sure」in reply to his joking words. Though it hadn’t just been him who’d replied like that, everyone else who’d heard him had also raised their voices in agreement and accord.
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d been the kind of woman who’d liked to say things that could get on people’s nerves. After knowing her for so long, everyone had had at least one experience of getting fed up with her attitude. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why the men in attendance could easily share what they felt about her. Even the white bouquet of flowers Conwood had offered gave off an impression like it didn’t suit this gruff man.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――More than ten days had passed since the『Subjugation of the Evil Dragon』had taken place in the Commercial City of Picouatte.
    

    
      
    

    
      The shocking truth of the Black Dragon’s appearance had shook the nation to the core and made everyone aware of the immense power of the Dragon. Nevertheless, the repair-works of the heavily damaged city had slowly begun, and everyone’s minds gradually turned back to their daily life.
    

    
      
    

    
      People couldn’t stop moving on ahead, regardless of what happened. 
    

    
      
    

    
      They would have to move on forward with the passage of time, holding their grief and fear.
    

    
      
    

    
      Therefore, the national funeral to commemorate the victims of the incident, held at the King’s decree, was likewise accepted by everyone as a necessary rite to keep moving on. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The evil clutches of 
      the『Destruction
       
      Wish』Stride
       Vollachia had spread all throughout the Kingdom, though most notably with the turmoil caused by the Black Dragon he’d summoned in Picoutatte. They’d initially presumed that the number of casualties in the city caused by the Dragon’s onslaught were going to be massive. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, a later investigation revealed that the number had been less than a third of what they’d expected, a miraculous figure according to everyone involved - at least compared to the scale of the incident. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind that miracle was the immeasurable grace of 
      the『Divine
       
      Dragon』who’d
       been instrumental at getting the situation back under control. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The『Divine
       
      Dragon』Volcanica
       had appeared to save the Kingdom from ruin in accordance with the covenant. It had defeated the crazed Black Dragon, the『Three-Headed』Valgren, and brought those on the battlefield the miracle of healing. Its immense power had even saved the lives of those who’d been on the brink of death.   
    

    
      
    

    
      As a result, the lives of many of those who’d been in the city had been saved by its 
      miracle
      . This was one of the reasons why the number of casualties had been far fewer than originally predicted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course, there were still casualties despite that. 
      The『Divine
       
      Dragon’s』miracle
       had brought them healing, but it couldn’t bring back the lives that had been lost. ――Even the Dragon couldn’t undo death.
    

    
      
    

    
      Those who’d lost their close ones exercised their rights to grieve their death and curse their absurd fate. Their profound sadness could be seen clearly pretty much everywhere across the state funeral. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Losing a loved one was always an excruciating feeling, like that of being cut apart in a place where blades couldn’t reach. That pain made no distinction between adults and children, bringing everyone to their knees equally. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That reason alone made the attitude of the person standing in front of Wilhelm worthy of deep admiration. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――You must be Wilhelm-sama. My Mother has told me a lot about you」
    

    
      
    

    
      A young child who wasn’t even ten years old yet said this to him, giving him a deep bow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He had shoulder-length indigo hair, a well-proportioned face that gave an inkling towards his future good looks, and he was wearing formalwear over his slender, prepubescent body. He was gazing straight at Wilhelm with his eyes of blue and yellow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It felt to Wilhelm like it'd be the greatest sort of insult to his benefactor if he didn’t meet that gaze properly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Therefore Wilhelm corrected his posture and received the boy with the courtesy of a Knight of the Kingdom. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I am a Knight of the Kingdom, Wilhelm van Astrea. Your Honoured Mother helped me out so much. I am incredibly indebted to her. That’s why...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm trailed his words off there and then closed his eyes once again. He gritted his teeth, trying to bite down the waves of emotion swirling around his chest. He opened his eyes again and once again looked at the boy’s face.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked for his war-buddy’s―― Roswaal J Mathers’ features in his childish face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      So that he could tell her son his condolences―― for the friend he’d lost in the battle.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I won’t ever get the chance again to tell this to your Honoured Mother, but thank you. Truly, you’ve done so much for me. I want to repay that favour. If you ever find yourself in any kind of trouble, please let me know」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm kneeled down as he said this. He removed his beloved sword from his sheath and laid it down at his own feet. Then――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――I will without fail, help you out」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm turned towards the young boy, Karl Mathers, and vowed this, giving him a Knight’s most respectful bow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A great number of people were crowded in the place they were holding the national funeral at, they’d been in the middle of their various conversations. Naturally Wilhelm’s respectful bow 
      had grabbed
       their 
      attention
      . But perhaps the biggest factor why it had grabbed their attention was the solemn atmosphere drawn out between them rather than the specialness of the act. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm’s respectful bow had been beautiful, as crystalline as a ceremonial sword itself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn’t care about the gazes from those around him. All that mattered to him was his comportment towards the boy in front of him.
    

    
      
    

    
      He wouldn’t forget the debt of gratitude he owed him. His vow as a Knight was absolute. Therefore, no matter how many trials and tribulations would come, he’d always make sure to fulfill his vow. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl kept his silence faced with Wilhelm’s respectful bow. But his expression showed neither surprise or bewilderment. All that was there was a solemn emotion. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Eventually that emotion silently melted away, and,
    

    
      Karl:「…Am I hearing this right, the exalted『Sword Demon』can speak to people in a manner like this; I’m sure Mom would’ve been surprised by that as well」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm lifted his head up hearing his somewhat joking tone of voice, and he gasped.  
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d been surprised by the expression that had appeared on the boy’s face. His lips had loosened into a forlorn frown, as if he were looking at someone he loved. The look on his face really did look a lot like his mother’s.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl:「I bet Mom would get in a huff and stamp her feet in frustration if I told her that. Because from what I’ve heard, Mom seems to have really been attached to you, Wilhelm-sama」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…I’m kinda scared to ask you what sort of stories she’s been telling you」
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl:「Don’t worry. I’m not going to tell anyone else」
    

    
      
    

    
      The boy placed a finger against his lips and looked at Wilhelm from only his blue eye. Wilhelm let out a sigh, then he slowly got up and brushed off his knees. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He could really sense the influence Roswaal had had on Karl from the reply he’d given him right now. He felt like she was definitely breathing inside of him, yet despite the joy it brought him, his head grew heavy.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Karl-Dono… Wait, no, won’t you take on the family name when you succeed as the new head?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl:「Yeah, I will eventually. But not right now. I’m lacking in just about everything currently, so only after I make up for this lack will I be able to call myself Roswaal. Until then, please call me Karl as you’ve been doing」
    

    
      
    

    
      The name Roswaal, head of House Mathers, had been passed down for generations. It wasn’t an unusual custom for old houses to do this, but it didn’t sit well with Wilhelm that inheriting it didn’t discriminate between male or female. That was the sort of thing he’d thought when he’d first heard about the name from Roswaal.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Your honoured Mother’s original name was Julia, wasn’t it? I first found out about it from her epitaph」
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl:「It’s an unspoken agreement for us to hide our former names after we change them. Though you know, sometimes you might be able to tell a spouse, or a very close friend about it」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I getcha」
    

    
      Wilhelm gave a quick nod of his head. He’d known her for five years. He couldn’t for one second say that they’d had the sort of friendship where they always got on with each other, but in those years, she’d never once mentioned her real name. She’d probably never thought about revealing it to him. Even so, that didn’t exactly mean that it was proof that their friendship had been a shallow one. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Because foremostly――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It’s too late for such a girly name like Julia right now. Your honoured Mother will always be Roswaal for me」
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl:「I’m sure Mom felt that way too, which must be why she didn’t tell you」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm agreed with what Karl had answered with. He felt in awe at the same time. Was he really talking to a child who wasn’t even ten years old yet? He was speaking for what his Mother had felt without so much as a trace of hesitation.   
    

    
      
    

    
      It was exactly as if he was speaking word for word for Roswaal herself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl:「I’ll definitely keep in mind what you said before. Someday, somewhere, I may borrow the help you offered me, Wilhelm-sama. And when that happens...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I will come to you, whatever the problem may be. ――A Knight’s vow is true」
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl:「…Mom sure was blessed. To be adored this strongly by people」
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl looked down, an awfully grown-up look adorned his face as he muttered that. But his expression changed in the blink of an eye, and the boy corrected his posture and said,「Then」
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl:「I hope you’ll take the chance to get in touch again after things at home settle down. My Butler keeps looking towards me, like he’s telling me that it’s time to go greet the others」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Your Butler...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind Karl, who’d given him a wry smile, was the figure of a young man in his Butler’s uniform loitering near them. Wilhelm gave him a drawn out, elegant bow as soon as he spotted him.
    

    
      
    

    
      That figure was Clind’s, the Butler Roswaal had introduced him to a while ago. His placid, good-looking face betrayed no emotion, and Wilhelm couldn’t read how he’d reacted at heart to his Mistress’ death.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Nevertheless, he knew from his attitude that he would still carry out his duty to serve the Mathers Family. 
    

    
      Karl:「Right now I’m still dependent on Clind, but one day I’ll bear the responsibilities for my house. Thus, I hope you’ll continue to keep in touch with us Mathers」
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl bowed his head as he said so, and then started to walk over to Clind. Staring at his small figure, Wilhelm’s breath caught for a moment and his lips quivered in hesitation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      But he quickly ridded himself of that hesitation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Karl Mathers-dono」
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl stopped in his tracks, and then turned around. Wilhelm continued his words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Thank you. Both you, and your Honoured Mother, thank you. ――I’m much obliged. For everything you’ve done」
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm spoke to him, not with humbled words, or with the decorum of a Knight. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Though they looked like words that had been rehashed from before, it wasn’t like that. They were words that he’d conveyed downright honestly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl’s eyes had widened in surprise for a moment when he’d received them――
    

    
      
    

    
      Karl:「――Take care that you don’t get hurt, so that you live a long life」
    

    
      
    

    
      This time he turned around and took his leave, after having left him those awfully mature words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 2
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Karl-sama sure does have a strange vibe to him」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol had seen that their conversation had ended and came over to him to say that.
    

    
      
    

    
      She wasn’t wearing her usual striking formal garb of a Knight. She was wearing a black dress with a white flower on her chest, one that was typically worn by women at funerals. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm felt that although she was the kind of woman who’d stubbornly put her femininity on the backburner, it was a good change of pace. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Roswaal’s death had likely played a big part in regards to her change of mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even Wilhelm could tell that they’d been very close friends. 
    

    
      Carol:「Wilhelm?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol stared at Wilhelm, who’d sunk in silence thinking about that, with a puzzled look in her eyes. He shook his head at her gaze, and said「Ah no,」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It’s nothing… You’re right, he’s a bit strange. I doubt I could have conducted myself that well when I was around his age. He’s rather elegant.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Yeah. Mathers-sama has educated him well. An education worthy of respect」
    

    
      
    

    
      She stared off in the distance, to where Karl was walking away, and her eyes teared up slightly. Pretending he hadn’t seen that emotion, Wilhelm started to speak again with a「Hey,」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Were you able to talk to him about Roswaal?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「――. I told him 
      “Your Mother died to protect me.”
       I’d been prepared for him to curse at me and hate me, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol paused for a moment, and her lips loosened into an awfully sad smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Karl-sama didn’t blame me. On the contrary, he placed his hand on my shoulder as I looked down in shame and told me, 
      “Mom would be delighted from the bottom of her heart that you’re safe”
      ... It’s gonna make burst into tears」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「...Then what’s there to smile about」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol had been dragged into Stride’s schemes and went through indescribable suffering. Amongst that, she’d lost her close friend and had been forced to wield her sword against her patron’s family.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The wounds consuming her, in her heart, were surely deeper than Wilhelm could ever imagine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even so, she wasn’t going to be crippled by them. She had Wilhelm’s wife, who really cared for her with how long they’d known each other for, as well as――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Right, you’ve got someone else to go and shed 
      tears to
      . You can go to Grimm… to your husband」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Grimm will give me all the comfort I need after. Right now, I just wanted to talk to you… Sir」
    

    
      
    

    
      She shook away the tears that had started to well up in her eyes , then the type of smile she had on her face changed. It had been a forlorn one, but now it had changed into a warm one. Seeing that, Wilhelm gave a deep sigh. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He placed his hand on his forehead. It’d really been something he’d never heard her say before. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「The heck is up with you calling me Sir. What kind of a joke is this?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「It’s not like I want to either, but you need to be aware of it… With the death of Bertol-sama, the position of head of the Astrea House has passed to its successor. Theresia-sama’s brothers are all deceased」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So the mantle’s passed to me, since I’m Theresia’s spouse? Are you for real...」
    

    
      
    

    
      He cocked his head in puzzlement at Carol’s words before looking up at the sky from outside of the building they were in.
    

    
      
    

    
      Was the drizzle pouring down onto the ground from the wisps of 
      cloud the
       sky’s tears  expressing its condolences for the victims, or was it someone mourning their deaths, even up there? It’s not like he was going to get an answer to that from the rainy sky. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――The Kingdom of Lugnica’s national funeral 
      somberly
       continued. As if to affirm the boundaries between the dead and the living. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 3
    

    
      
    

    
      The room had been arranged a little too 
      precautiously
       to be called a guest room. 
    

    
      
    

    
      In buildings, an architect’s sense of aesthetic tends to be present throughout its overall design philosophy. The larger and more expensive the building was, the more pronounced it was. The mansions which noble families and the like lived in were prime examples of that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why this one room was something that clashed heavily with the architect’s sense of aesthetic , and contradicted their original design philosophy. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Its beautiful stone walls were reinforced with crude iron bars, all of its paintings and ornaments that had been meticulously arranged were unsparingly removed, the necessary furnishings were all bolted to the walls or the floor, and to top it all off, men with a grim air to them were standing guard outside. The tense feeling drifting in the air was a mark of their professionalism, you could easily call this an iron-walled stronghold, definitely worthy of the words 
      “High-Security” 
      and 
      “High-Alert”
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「But, when things are lacking, things are lacking, even with all these arrangements. Hmm, ‘tis such a pity that I’m so bereft of power.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov sat himself down on a sofa in this iron-walled guest room, looking rather imposing. He’d been acclaimed as a wise man, involved as a key figure of the Kingdom since a young age. But, at the end of the day, he was a Civil Servant who had no talent with the sword. If his opponent were to resort to violence, he’d have his life snatched away without being able to put up much of a fight.    
    

    
      
    

    
      His private guard waiting outside the room were probably anxious, fearing that, but――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「――I’d say all of these precautions are unnecessary. Don’t you think so?」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「You’re asking that to 
      me
      ? ... Don’t push your luck, boy」
    

    
      
    

    
      The person sitting in front of Miklotov replied to his casual tone with displeasure. He was a man with a large build, like, his body was, without exaggeration, huge. He was sitting directly on the floor rather than a sofa.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Even so, the reason why their eyes had locked without him needing to look down was because his opponent was from the Giant tribe. ――He was the sort of person he couldn’t reveal the existence of. 
    

    
      
    

    
      His stocky limbs and torso were all thick enough to match, and his deep voice rumbled like a quake. The clear sense of hostility in his voice though seemed to be far more of a threat than a quake.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Despite being faced with such strong malice, Miklotov kept the composed look on his face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was only natural. There was no need for him to worry himself sick keeping his guards up when he didn’t need to. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「Even if you harm me, you wouldn’t be able to do anything after. 
      You’re 
      the one who can’t act recklessly」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Giant:「Quit 
      with the sarcasm
      . It’s the result of my recklessness that led me here. No?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「If we rephrase it to say that depending on your last resort as a result of a stalemate is to be reckless, then no I don’t think so. You had a plan B, you had something else up your sleeve… And this time around, we were saved by it」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov cast his gaze down and let a modicum of gratitude trickle into his words. His opponent frowned in annoyance as soon as he sensed that and let out an awfully loud 
      tch
      .
    

    
      His unfriendly attitude caused Miklotov to smile wryly. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:
      「I’d doubted
       His Majesty Gionis’ thinking, like I always do, back when he entrusted me with you.」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Giant:「That’s pretty reasonable I reckon. That geezer’s touched in the head. But he convinced me as well. If that blundering fool’s head is like that, then it stands to reason that his limbs are also moving on their own」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「…Be it for better or worse, His Majesty is a fine, upstanding gentleman」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov pictured his liege’s good-natured smiling face and then slowly shook his head. Then he turned back to face the Giant again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「But it still surprises me, even now. You should have hated the Kingdom, along with us humans. So why did you help us out?」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Giant:「There’s no past tense here, I hate you. I still hate all you cunts. Never have I let the fire in my heart that makes me want to exterminate every single one of you go out.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov held his tongue, having been struck by his words of clear hatred. 
    

    
      
    

    
      His flames of loathing were like burning lava, yet bitingly cold. However, that cold anger of his quickly vanished from his eyes.  
    

    
      
    

    
      The Giant:「But I don’t like the way they were going about it. There was no distinguishing people with what they did, even my brethren would have died. That’s not remotely what I want. ――That’s the only reason why I helped you out」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov「Hmmm… I see, I get you」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov sensed that their discussion was coming to an end, and so replied in a dismissive tone. That, and it wouldn’t be a good idea to prolong his stay and further incur his displeasure. That was it for today.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「Oh, that’s right, I almost forgot」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov, who’d gotten himself off of his backside, called out to the Giant before he left the room. The Giant glanced towards him with indifference in his eyes. Miklotov nodded at him, and said, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov「I’m not saying this to win you over, but do you have any discomforts? I’d like to accommodate you as much as possible, as thanks for what you did」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Giant:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes, which had been full of indifference, were now wide open in response to his words. Miklotov knew that he’d been stunned for a moment. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, a split second later――,
    

    
      
    

    
      The Giant:「――
      Gh, hah, haha, 
      hahahaa
      ! 
      Did you say discomforts!? He said discomforts, to 
      me
      !」
    

    
      
    

    
      The man opened his mouth and let out a booming laugh. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He then held up his arms―― showing him the thick chains that kept him bound to the floor, clattering them about. 
    

    
      
    

    
      The Giant:「If it’s discomfort we’re talking about, I’ve been feeling it ever since I was born. My heart has never, not even once, known what it’s like to be free. It makes me laugh that you’re asking about whether I, of all people, is in discomfort.」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: The use of discomfort has a double meaning with lack of freedom in Japanese, which is what he’s referring to here with this dialogue.) 
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Giant:「Take a good look at me now, Kingdom of Lugnica. I haven’t thrown anything away yet. Someday, when these chains are snapped to pieces, you will realise.  ――You will realise just who it is who ought to be truly chained」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov was scorched by his emotional outburst as well as the look of fury in his eyes. He regretted that he’d said something so careless. At the same time, it felt like he was underestimating the flames of anger that were constantly simmering in the depths of this man’s heart.   
    

    
      
    

    
      There was nothing Miklotov could do to extinguish the blaze that was hidden inside him. Perhaps no one would be able to manage that. With that in mind, he spoke,
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「Did you say the same things to His Majesty Gionis as well?」
    

    
      
    

    
      The Giant:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn’t reply to his question. Nevertheless, he took his silence as an answer. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Would there ever come a day where he would be able to talk to this man without chains or guards? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Or would there be no resolution between them other than death and blood? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Would an answer ever emerge someday whilst he was subject to his hatred, his curses and his flames of anger? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov:「…Hmmm. What a thankless role this is, even though I asked for it」
    

    
      
    

    
      Miklotov muttered this to himself just before he left the room and then let out a brief sigh.
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: I’m sure everyone knows who the Giant is, but in case you didn’t figure it out, it’s Valga Cromwell, Rom. This ties back to Act 4 where King Gionis and Miklotov mentioned him indirectly, as being the guy helping them with the Magic Circles the Stride camp was using. These are pretty big implications, because it shows that Rom and the Alliance were preparing to use them as a last resort. Meaning that Rom probably helped with the design of the circles, and this further reinforces the strange connection he, Sphinx and Stride may have had during the Civil War.)
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 4
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「――I never imagined that I would be the only one that would be left to live in dishonour」
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a sense of humiliation and chagrin, just as he’d alluded to, in 
      the『Eight
       
      Arms』Kurgan’s
       reminiscence as he stepped down from the Dragon Carriage. It felt to Wilhelm like there’d also been some sense of relief mixed in with it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan had been the sole survivor from Stride’s faction, who’d been responsible for giving rise to the『Subjugation of the Evil Dragon』
    

    
      
    

    
      For a warrior who had been touted as the Empire’s Strongest, and had been fated to breathe his last on the battlefield, losing out on his place of death must have been indescribably regretting. That was made even worse by the fact that he’d been defeated in a duel with his archnemesis and left in a position to wait for his death. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had slipped through his eight arms and deeply wounded his chest with his sword. Kurgan’s fate should have run out then. However――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「The Divine Dragon’s miracle healed everyone’s wounds in the city. You included」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「Quite so」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan solemnly affirmed Wilhelm’s words.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan had been the only member of the Stride faction who’d had his life saved by the Divine Dragon’s miracle. He’d bore the full blame for the chaos that had happened in the city and was to receive his punishment in his native Empire of Vollachia.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan’s eight arms and two legs were bound in fetters, and he was being brought to a frontier station on the border by Dragon Carriage. Wilhelm, who was accompanying him on this transfer, had a lot of mixed feelings about it.
    

    
      
    

    
      The road there was quite long, but the two of them hadn’t exchanged a single word on the way. The feelings they needed to exchange had already been done plentily so by their swords. It was something both of them felt the same about. 
    

    
      
    

    
      By some fatality, the opportunity that had come around should have been, from the start, taken away forevermore by the cycle of life and death. Though you could think of it as a disgrace, or an untruth――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It feels absurd even to get so stubborn about it, no?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Thoughts in that vein allowed Wilhelm to reply to Kurgan’s reminiscing.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan turned his back to the border and looked over in the direction of the Kingdom, as if he’d sympathised with what Wilhelm was thinking. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「Merely I, the warrior, remain; my son, his wife and those Shinobi twins perish. Impermanence at its finest」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: 
      
        https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Impermanence
      
      )
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Yet you don’t seem perturbed」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan wasn’t cursing the absurdity of his fate. On the contrary, his eyes were calm, as if he’d just had an evil spirit exorcised from him and was quietly accepting his end. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was almost like he was saying that even their defeat had been what they’d wanted. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Don’t tell me you’re saying you were going to cut lose to fight another day」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「I care not about victory or defeat with Stride. In terms of that, it was always one defeat after the other. However, in his final moments, my son fulfilled his long cherished desire. That makes me content」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「His long cherished desire…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「He called a Dragon. Not an Evil Dragon, but a real one. ――By twisting the fabric of reality」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had no idea what kind of aspiration that man had been granted. Most likely Kurgan didn’t know either. No one could know what was going on in that man’s mind.
    

    
      
    

    
      That man had trampled over the world at his will and died fulfilling his insane wish in the end.
    

    
      
    

    
      He lived, and then he died. Yet such a man had people who had tried to love him, even if they didn’t understand him.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan:「――Fare ye well,『Sword Demon』」
    

    
      
    

    
      This time, they didn’t exchange any more words between them. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Kurgan didn’t show a single sign of resistance until they handed him over to the Empire’s envoy. That had probably been where Kurgan drew the line as a warrior, or perhaps as a parent. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What’s going to happen to him back in the Empire?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm asked Bordeaux, who was standing next to him, as they saw off the Dragon Carriage leaving the frontier station driving off to the Empire. Bordeaux, who’d been charge of the transfer, folded his burly arms, and then spoke,
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「The Empire owes us a great deal for this. Their member of royalty who fled his country kicked up a stir with the intention of overthrowing another country. Our relations deteriorating seems like an inevitability.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…It would be like that if they acknowledged Stride’s existence, I guess」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Yeah」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux gave him a bitter nod and Wilhelm 
      tch
      ’ed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Empire had strongly denied any connection with the Stride faction from the very beginning. Stride being a member of the Vollachian royalty came only from his own claim. They needn’t even bother to touch on the credibility that the crazy 
      washout
      ’s words held. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It might have been a different story if Stride’s corpse had remained, but his body had been swallowed by the Black Dragon and the Dragon itself had been reduced to dust. It was impossible to prove his claim. 
    

    
      It was likely that even in his home country of Vollachia, all of the evidence showing that he really existed would have been buried. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「But then, wouldn’t that put Kurgan’s life in jeopardy if he’s gonna testify against them?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「I get your concern, but that’s not going to happen. They don’t convict their powerful heroes. Their doctrine of blood and iron where the strong are revered will save Kurgan’s life. Though I’m not sure if I can call that a blessing」
    

    
      
    

    
      The fact remained that Kurgan had cooperated with an unknown mastermind, even if they didn’t admit that the main culprit had been affiliated with the Empire. Thus Kurgan had been transferred to the Empire, and would receive the blame. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Their apologies and reparations to the Kingdom were probably going to be reported officially as being Kurgan’s fault. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So this is what politics is like」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Just a part of it. These are things which both you and me aren’t very good at, since you can’t solve ‘em by smacking them」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux said that with a wry smile on his face after Wilhelm spat those words out. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was as he said. Both Wilhelm and Bordeaux sucked at settling things when they couldn’t use their swords. Even so, Bordeaux, unlike Wilhelm, had to affront that battlefield which was full of that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「This will be the last time I’ll hold my ax」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「I’m getting a bit too slow to stand on the frontlines. I reckon it’s about time now.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux announced that he was going to hang up his boots, as if corroborating what Wilhelm had been thinking.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Bordeaux had been a man of battle as well. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm knew that the days he’d spent wielding his ax and training with it were not few at all, as well as how 
      anguishing
       his decision to hang up his boots was.  
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「In the last battle I was able to fight with you, Grimm, the corps members… and Pivot. My life was spared, and I even got to look up at the majestic figure of the Divine Dragon. The show ends here for me」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So you’re going to hang up your boots and devote yourself fully to the world of politics? Are you really gonna be able to manage that?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「I hope you’ll give it your all in the Zergev Corps in exchange. I expect great things from you, my junior」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「When you refer to me like that
      ,
       does that have something to do with looking after the Gildark family?」
    

    
      
    

    
      (TL Note: Gildark is incorrectly serialised as Gildarts here. This is the second gaffe Tappei made in this work, therefore I will be correcting it in translation)
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm tilted his head in confusion when he said that in response to Bordeaux who looked like he was in contemplation. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Unsurprisingly, a substantial number of the citizens of Picoutatte had fallen victim in『The Subjugation of the Evil Dragon.』The group that was most affected after them were the members of the Subjugation Force who’d been dispatched to defeat Stride. 
    

    
      
    

    
      From the names he knew of these victims, there was 
      Roswaal’s
      , as well as――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Razak Gildark, though I didn’t really know him that well」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「He was a fine individual. He was in charge of training the new recruits back during the Civil War… You may have skipped his bootcamp, but Grimm and stuff should’ve been looked after by him」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I imagined you’d say something like that」
    

    
      
    

    
      Razak, one of the Great Knights of the Kingdom, had joined the Subjugation Force to keep his Kingdom safe. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d been one of the people who’d lost their lives in the battle, protecting the civilians that had been turned into a mob.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I heard that he died protecting a child」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Yeah. It was the son of the Hoffman Family who’d happened to be visiting Picoutatte. I was devastated to learn of Razak-dono’s death, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「But?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux trailed off his words, and then smiled at Wilhelm’s question, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「He was bold enough to say 
      “I want to tread in Razak-dono’s footsteps.”
       I’m looking forward to seeing Rickert’s future as well」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Aren’t you taking too much onto yourself considering that the heir to the Gildark family still hasn’t come of age yet?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「What, I’ve put my ax aside, so both of my hands are free. So grabbing onto the future should be a piece of cake, right?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「That way of putting it is really unlike you」
    

    
      
    

    
      He snorted, and then Wilhelm smiled too. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm looked up at the sky absentmindedly; he felt as if he’d seen those clouds drifting about in the azure before. The drifting wisps flew away in the breeze and slowly changed shape. That, for some reason, tugged at his heartstrings.
    

    
      
    

    
      Things were moving, change was always happening, time never stood still. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「Wilhelm」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Bordeaux:「You be sure to stay true to who you are at your core」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm couldn’t laugh off Bordeaux’s oddly sentimental words.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nevertheless, he just silently vowed that he would try to keep those words in mind, and sink them into his heart should he ever need them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 5
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:『I’m going to tie the knot with Carol』
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm awkwardly handed him a scrap of paper he’d written on after a while of drinking together.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were in their usual bar, and night had just started to fall. The bar was full of people talking, and the smell of booze hung in the air, making it the ideal place to lose yourself in idle chatter. 
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…What’s the right thing to say here? It’s about time? Or congratulations?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:『Both would be like you』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I see. Yeah, I guess so. Then it’s about time, and congratulations」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm gave his blessings to Grimm’s written confession, who’d placed his glass of liquor down onto the table and smiled. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He was going to tie the knot, 
      in short, he was going to make his marriage proposal. It was no secret that they both really loved each other and had been dating for a while. So much so, that those around them had been eagerly waiting for when it was going to be.
    

    
      
    

    
      Their difference in social status―― what with Carol being a noble, and Grimm from common stock had been related to their delay. Though it was chiefly only the two of them who saw that as a problem; everyone else who knew them didn’t really think it was a big deal. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So I guess this means you’ve gotten past that problem of social status with the merit you were given?」
    

    
      
    

    
      None other than Grimm had been granted the highest merit from the people of the Subjugation Force in what had happened recently. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d fought the mastermind Stride, rescued the 
      captured『Sword
       
      Saint』and
       even helped out in the battle against the rampaging Black Dragon. It was safe to say that he’d played an active role pretty much everywhere.
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course, everyone who knew Grimm knew that he didn’t want to take credit for it, but regardless of that, there had to be some sort of reward for all the great deeds he’d done. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Hence, Grimm had quietly been given the honour of being a Great Knight, thus giving him the same qualifications as a noble, though only during his own generation. That meant that his status difference with Carol had vanished. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Thus, now that the impediment had been removed from the two lovers, the rest was history.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:『Mathers-sama left some dying words for Carol you see』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      『She
       said that she wanted her to find happiness with me. What an odd person she was』
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d used a rather straight to the point expression to refer to her, but Wilhelm couldn’t deny it either. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Roswaal had been an odd woman. She’d stepped off the stage of the lives of Wilhelm, Grimm and many others without that impression of her changing. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d jaunted off, without even being able to say goodbye. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「After all, she was a woman who always liked to pull the wool over people’s eyes」
    

    
      
    

    
      The corners of Wilhelm’s lips crinkled up into a small smile. Grimm gave a laugh, as if he were saying『Yeah
      』and
       then nodded.   
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「When’s the wedding going to be?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      『Not
       too long from now. I’m going to talk to Carol about it』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You’re going to invite me, right?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:『It shocks me that you even considered the possibility of not being invited』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhem and Grimm continued to drink more liquor as they chatted. Lately they’d been drinking more bad liquor than good. He could say, in that sense, that tonight’s liquor was especially rich in flavour. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Nevertheless, Wilhelm knew that Grimm hadn’t finished what he wanted to say yet.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm tapped his fingers against the table with a 
      rap-rap-rap
      . It was the easiest gesture for him, due to his lack of voice, to grab the attention of people near him. Wilhelm looked up at that sound and their gazes intersected.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm realised that the time had come from the serious look on his face.
    

    
      
    

    
      He let out a sigh, breaking the silence that had momentarily hung over them,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You’re quitting?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:『I’m quitting the Knights Order』
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm unfolded the piece of paper he’d prepared in response to Wilhelm’s question. What he’d written there would have been weird to broach the subject, but suitable as a reply. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm cast his gaze down slightly, and scribbled down a continuation to what he’d said on the piece of paper.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      『I’m
       going to marry Carol and retire from the Knights Order. That’s what I’ve decided』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「…But why?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      『I
       want to stay by Carol’s side, being together with her is what I live for. I realised that clearly with what happened recently』
    

    
      
    

    
      His writing was frenzied and his sentences seemed to leap off the page at him. Wilhelm closed his eyes in reflection, faced with his seemingly forward-leaning attitude.
    

    
      
    

    
      Come to think of it, he’d always been betraying his impressions of him ever since they’d met. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He was ordinary in appearance and of no remarkable origin. The reason why he’d left his hometown and gone to the Royal Capital to become a soldier in the Royal Forces had been a banal one. He was definitely just an ordinary man. 
    

    
      
    

    
      However, he’d miraculously survived his first battle by sticking with Wilhelm after he’d defied his superior’s orders; he’d stayed alive in the Zergev Corps, one of the toughest squadrons in the Royal Forces; and before he even knew it, he’d become his indispensable close friend. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A man who didn’t fit the mould, a man you couldn’t fit in it. That’s why his decision to retire from the Order was indeed like him, having  been granted enough merit to be recognised as a Knight and having taken his wife as a just reward for that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Besides, this was his 
      pièce de résistance 
      since it was for the sake of staying by the side of the woman he loved.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You’re such a big idiot」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:『I don’t want you to tell me that』
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm thrust out a scrap of paper with his response at the same time Wilhelm spoke, as if he’d predicted he’d say that. Wilhelm reacted in embarrassment, causing a broad smile to break out on Grimm’s face. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      『The
       Remendis Family will be succeeded by Carol’s brother. So she’s going to be Carol Fauzen. We’re going to live together and keep on supporting each other』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「...I see」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm had no objections to Grimm’s plans. He’d cast aside such crass thoughts as soon as Grimm had told him he was going to quit and told him the reason why.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was abandoning everything for the woman he loved. Grimm was definitely a big idiot. Wilhelm also knew of another big idiot like that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why he had nothing more he could say.
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      『I’m
       leaving the Zergev Corps. Conwood is best suited to replace me』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Well, I suppose he’s a worrier too. He’ll definitely keep an eye on me so that I don’t end up in an early grave」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      『That’s
       your role as 
      commander you
       know. Also, the Zergev Corps are about to change in essence too』
    

    
      
    

    
      Implied in Grimm’s writing was something real they’d been offered the chance of a few days ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone from the Zergev Corps, along with its Commander Wilhelm, had gotten a certain offer from the Kingdom, after they’d taken into account their toils in the recent events, as well as in the『Demi-Human War』――
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      『Is
       it not an honour to have the squad admitted into the Royal Guards and be asked to be its commander?』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You, the guy who’s about to give up his place as deputy-commander from that honourable role, is saying this to me?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm clicked his tongue as he said this to the slick-looking Grimm. Their admission into the Royal Guards had been as a result of the Zergev Corps’ peerless service. The Royal Guards were responsible for protecting the most important positions in the Kingdom. With all due respect, positions within it couldn’t be granted to Knights of middling calibre. This was because its roles were decreed by the King himself.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It’s all because the Astrea Mansion, along with Lord McMahon’s Mansion, were attacked by Stride’s group. Ironically what happened now hasn’t made it as necessary for us to keep a close eye on the workings of the Empire, at least for a while. All the other nations should know by now that our covenant with the『Divine Dragon』is still alive and kicking」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      『Our
       military will start to shift back towards its peace-time state. So the most important duty of the Royal Guards, as guards for the Royal Castle and His Majesty, has been assigned to the Zergev Corps, strongest in the Kingdom. 』
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Though, I can’t help but imagine this as maybe being one of His Majesty Gionis’ whims」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm could count the amount of times he’d exchanged words with King Gionis on one hand. Yet he knew just how optimistic Gionis’ personality was, despite knowing him for so little.
    

    
      
    

    
      However Gionis had taken the Black Dragon’s appearance seriously and even had shown his determination to step forward and make use of the covenant despite all the naysayers. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm too had realised that there’d been no shortage of people who’d offered their swords to him and vowed him loyalty. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I’m going to accept the invitation to the Royal Guards. Though, I don't know about being its commander in chief」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      『Don’t
       worry. I know you’ll do just fine』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Well when you put it so simply… Wait, no」
    

    
      
    

    
      He reflexively hesitated to finish his response. He paused to think for a moment, then gave a quick nod,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――If it’s you saying it, then I reckon it may be so」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm was amazed that he’d replied so openly. What irked him was that there were no traces of surprise on Grimm’s face, just proud relief. 
    

    
      
    

    
      From his attitude, it was as if he knew more about Wilhelm than Wilhelm himself. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Quit laughing at me. ――You can’t even draw out your sword, damn coward」
    

    
      
    

    
      He blurted those words out before he could stop himself. A tinge of surprise streaked across Grimm’s face when he heard him say that. ――Not the bad sort of surprise, but the good sort. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It looked like he remembered. That was when they’d first met――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:『I will muster my courage and lift up my shield』
    

    
      
    

    
      Once upon a time, Grimm, who couldn’t figure out the meaning behind why they fought, hadn’t been able to answer his question. Wilhelm had been disappointed in him acting like that, and had cursed him as a coward. 
    

    
      More than seven years had passed since then, and now, finally, he’d given him an answer. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Meaning that their relationship had been completed thanks to this. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What are you going to do after you quit? Are you going to take over the family business, or something?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:
      『My
       lil’ bro took over that. Besides, it troubles me to hear you speak about it like its someone else’s problem, eh, Sir』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「...HEY」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm ran his eyes over his text then raised his voice when he reached the final sentence. He’d heard himself being referred to by that way only recently from Carol. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Don’t tell me…」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:『Your Mother-in-law, Tishua-sama, has already given her consent』
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「But I’m supposed to be in charge of the family right now...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:『Good luck with that, Sir』
    

    
      
    

    
      Pressed by his cheerful tone, Wilhelm curled his lips open and took a swig of his liquor. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I would have felt better if you’d said I didn’t have to see your face around here anymore」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Grimm gave him a literal silent laugh, in reply to his sore-loser like words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 6
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「I’m marrying Grimm」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia, who’d been passing her time idly sitting on her rocking chair, couldn’t help but burst into laughter.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not because she was surprised, but because she found her adorable. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol had come to her with a serious look on her face saying she had something important to tell her. And with her face still flushed, it had taken her a long, long time of trying to find the words to blurt out just that much of a confession.
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Th-Theresia-sama? What are you laughing for?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Well Carol, it’s because the face you’re making looks like you’re about to propose a duel. Just when I was wondering what you were going to say with that, you say this… You are sososo cuuute」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Please quit teasing me...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol pinched the hem of her dress tightly with her head hung down sadly. Each of her gestures looked adorable, definitely because she was no longer hiding her love for him. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol used to be stubborn and never showed her feelings, but now that Grimm had been knighted and their difference in status had vanished, her stubbornness looked like it had dissolved with it.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Though, that mustn’t be the only reason why she’d become so honest with herself at heart. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Theresia-sama?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol suddenly called out Theresia’s name with a surprised look to her face. Theresia lifted her head up in response and tried to reply to her, but couldn’t. Both her cheeks and eyelids were trembling.
    

    
      
    

    
      Reason being that tears were flowing. They ran down her cheeks, down her chin, leaving behind a trail that dripped down onto her clothes. She finally realised there that she was crying. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Are you not feeling well? I’ll call for a doctor right away...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「It’s, it’s not like that. Don’t worry, I’m fine. It’s just that I...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「It’s just that you?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「It’s just that I’m so glad you’ve finally taken a decision that makes you happy」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia forced her trembling lips to move and somehow managed to put the thoughts she was feeling in her heart into words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia truly cared about Carol. Because she was someone who sucked at finding happiness, or, if she were pressed to say more about it, then she was someone who always kept putting off finding her own happiness. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why Theresia was intimately glad that Carol was going to marry the person who made her happy, and had actually found a person who looked like he wanted to do so.   
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Without even realising that Carol had felt the exact same way about her. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「…Pardon me, Theresia-sama」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol said those brief words and gently brought Theresia’s head nearer to her with her outstretched arms. She then splayed her red hair out against her chest and wrapped her arms around her in a warm embrace. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia could feel her comforting warmth and hear her heartbeat right there. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Are you going to become Carol Fauzen? Or is he going to be Grimm Remendis?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Fauzen, I’m going to take Grimm’s family name. House Remendis will be succeeded by my little brother, so my parents say that they don’t mind me abandoning my family name」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…You’re going to quit the lineage of 
      the『Sheaths
      』and
       leave me alone?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「You’re going to make me angry, Theresia-sama, even if it’s you who’s saying that」
    

    
      
    

    
      She definitely wasn’t going to abandon her. 
      Theresia stuck her tongue out and apologised to her for her insecure remark. 
    

    
      
    

    
      We’ve always been together like this, so I want us to stay together in the future as well. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Then for this as well
      ――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Are you truly okay with Grimm-kun? Like, is he the one who makes you the happiest of all?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Theresia-sama」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I just want you to be the happiest in the world Carol. That’s why I want you to be with the person that makes you the most happy. Does Grimm-kun fit the bill? Is he your destined person? Is he Wilhelm?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Theresia-sama, you’re confusing me. It would be wrong of me to say that the expression you used is insulting, so I won’t say that, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol soothingly patted Theresia’s back with a complex look adorning her face. Snuggling her cheeks against her in response to her gentle action, Theresia tightly wrapped her arms around Carol’s body. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She hugged her, tighter and tighter. Her baby shifted around in protest in her swollen womb. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Your Mom’s in the middle of an important conversation right now. You need to stay quiet」
    

    
      
    

    
      She said this in a strict voice, and as a result, her baby went quiet. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Nice, good child… Hey Carol?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「I’m, I’m sorry… Just, I already knew this, but I’m confident that I can say you’ll make a great Mother, Theresia-sama」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol gave her a firm nod, having barely suppressed her urge to laugh. Then she gently stroked Theresia who was still held in her arms, and said, 
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Yes, I won’t regret it. I’m going to be the happiest person in the world. Grimm is my destined person. No, to put it more aptly, he’s the person I chose」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…Good, in that case, you can trust that far more than stuff like destiny」
    

    
      
    

    
      She gave her a smile back in response before her lips formed into a pout. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「But this isn’t faaair Carol. I can’t say anything back when you put it like that. I’m going to end up not believe anything you say now」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「Yeah. You can count me among the people who’ve beaten 
      the『Sword
       
      Saint』
      with this.」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Mhm, shall do. Yeah, I’m the weakest and most 
      pitiable『Sword
       
      Saint』in
       all history, who just keeps on losing. So from now on, you’ll have to keep on beating me, won’t you」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「You can count on me. ――I’ll always be at your side, Theresia-sama」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol kneeled down as she said this. Then, as she glanced up at her, Theresia gave her a mischievous smile. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「On that subject, if me and Grimm-kun were in danger, which one of us would you choose first?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「The man I love can get out of sticky situations on his own. So naturally I chose you Theresia-sama」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I really like that part of you Carol」
    

    
      
    

    
      Carol:「P-please quit teasing me...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia figuratively stuck her tongue out at Carol, whose face was flushed in embarrassment. 
    

    
      
    

    
      It was extremely unlikely that she’d grant that one wish. She knew that her habit wasn’t a good one, and that Carol was bothered by it, but she couldn’t stop herself.
    

    
      
    

    
      After all, Carol’s embarrassed face was just as cute as her smiling one. That’s why Theresia would definitely get along with anyone who knew that fact. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Standing right now in front of Carol who was embarrassed like this, the smile on Theresia’s face was like that of a flower in full bloom. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia wanted to express her thanks, her heartfelt gratitude...
    

    
      
    

    
      ...To everyone who’d helped out in keeping these peaceful times ongoing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 7
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Thus dawns the final act on the long-running『Sword Demon Battle Ballad』
    

    
      
    

    
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Carol and Grimm-kun look really happy, don’t they?」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Mhm, yeah」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「I was kinda unhappy that he ended up taking Carol away from me, but… yeah. You’ve got to put your hands up when she’s been made 
      this
       happy」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Mhm, yeah」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「…Wilhelm, aren’t you lonely too now that Grimm-kun’s been taken away by Carol?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Mhm, yeah」
    

    
      
    

    
      ???:「Ugh! You’re not listening to a word I’m saying!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia burst out in anger at Wilhelm who kept 
      mhmhm’
      ing back at her. She puffed out her cheeks and glared at Wilhelm who was right beside her―― No, so near her that he was practically on top of her. However he paid no attention to her, still with his ear on her belly, listening for their baby.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Be quiet Theresia. I can’t hear our child」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I want you to listen to your adorable, cherished, precious, lovely wife properly」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Later」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Dismissed just like that! You’re so awful!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia moaned about her husband’s dismissive attitude, but it wasn’t like she could afford to run away while holding her stomach. Wilhelm had a look about him that indicated he was approaching the situation seriously, so it wasn’t like he was messing about either. That made her glad. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So much has happened you know. I’m worried about you and our unborn child」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「You’re such a worrier. We’re fine, we were given a thorough check-up by Garritch Sensei on Miklotov-sama’s recommendation」
    

    
      
    

    
      Though the name of that familiar healer cropped up, Wilhelm’s worries weren’t allayed. He wasn’t showing his anxiety on his face, but unluckily for him Theresia was able to read what he was thinking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm wasn’t as unfeeling or uncaring as he thought he was, so he couldn’t fool her. Though, she was likely aware that it was the bias of love that made her find that part of him cute as well.  
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…So, now that you made your wife shut up, were you able to talk with the baby?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「No, not at all. I can’t hear them at all. They don’t seem dead」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Don’t say something so frightening! They’re alive! See, they’re moving about now!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「What are… Oh, you’re right」
    

    
      
    

    
      Her baby shifted around in her womb a bunch, as if objecting to what Wilhelm had said along with their mother. She took Wilhelm’s hand and placed it on her 
      belly so as to
       show him. 
    

    
      Time passed slowly between them with their hands held like that somehow.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was a peaceful, uneventful period of time. It had been getting difficult lately to spend time like this due to them having to deal with the aftermath of the『Subjugation of the Evil Dragon』
    

    
      
    

    
      Because of that, Theresia herself reckoned she’d treat herself more than usual. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You’re overthinking things. I want to stay with you as well」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…No fair. I didn’t even say anything right now about that」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I can tell even if you don’t say anything」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Am I that easy to read?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I don’t know if you are. I just figured it out I guess because you’re my woman」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「
      Grrrrr
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Having been told that so clearly without facade, Theresia plunged into silence. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He really didn’t hesitate to cut in at crucial moments. Just how many times had she been made a fool of by what he said, just how many times had she been brushed off? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I bet in the future you’re just gonna keep on doing this...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――? What are you talking about?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I’m talking about you, you meany… Anyways, we’re going to stay together today, right?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia looked up at Wilhelm from her rocking chair. Wilhelm faltered for a moment receiving her gaze, but he nodded straight after and said「Yeah」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I’ve finally sorted out all the stuff I needed to do… Though, I’m sure I’m going to get busy pretty soon」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Ugh, the Royal Guards, right? Like I’m glad they recognised you, but...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It’s complicated for me」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm folded his arms and then cocked his head. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Complicated, why?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You get fewer chances to go out from the Royal Capital when you’re part of the Royal Guard. So few that I’m gonna get even less chances to swing my sword about. Even so, thanks to that, I can stay at your side」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「So it’s complicated. I think my feeling of gratitude is the stronger one though」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia was flabbergasted that Wilhelm had seriously placed her and his sword on a set of (metaphorical) scales, what’s more with a complex look on his face. Though at the same time, she thought hard about it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Should she be honoured or angered that within him he’d taken her as an object to be compared with his Sword? Which one should she feel as the wife of 
      the『Sword
       
      Demon』
      ? 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「There’s nothing I can do about it, so I’m going to have to slowly tip them towards me」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Anyways, we can stay together for a few days. Leave everything to me, including meals and baths」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…Ignoring the meals for a second, I’m not letting you help me with my baths」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「I was just looking out for you, you know」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I-I don’t need your extra concerns. I’m pregnant, I’m a pregnant woman 」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「You know that doesn’t make you any differe...」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Ah! Ah! Enough! Yes, enough with this! This ends here! End of story! Yes, give me a hug, a really tight one, and that’s it for today!」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia waved her 
      hands about frantically
       and told him what she wanted without holding back. Wilhelm shrugged his shoulders in response while obediently giving her a tight hug. 
    

    
      
    

    
      She felt the loving touch of his strong arms. It was different to the one he’d given her when they’d reunited back in that city and he’d pulled her into him with all his strength. Still no matter how many times it was, she ended up falling in love over and over again with this new Wilhelm.  
    

    
      
    

    
      So much had happened, there’d been so many goodbyes, including Wilhelm and Carol’s dear friend and her own cherished father. Even so, would they forgive her for relishing in her happiness like this? 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――
      You needn’t even worry about that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia felt as if she could hear her father, Bertol saying that. Indeed, she was sure that he’d have probably said that. 
    

    
      
    

    
      That’s why, suddenly, those words came blurting out from her mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「…I really wish my father had managed to name our child」
    

    
      
    

    
      That had been what Theresia had desired at the end, in that world where crime and punishment congregated, in that world where she was reunited with the family she thought she’d never seen again.
    

    
      
    

    
      Even though Bertol had replied to her, saying that he wanted to rack his brains and decide after giving it some thought. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「...Theresia, there’s something I haven’t told you yet」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Huh?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm overheard Theresia’s murmur, and while still holding her, whispered that gently into her ear. Then he removed his arm from around her and put it in his pocket. 
    

    
      
    

    
      And――.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――It’s something your honoured Mother gave me. She said she wanted me to pass it on when the chance came」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――」
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled out a crumpled letter and presented it to her. Theresia took it looking confused. Part of the paper was torn, and it had even been folded over a bunch of times. The dark stuff on its edges were probably bloodstains. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia opened the letter with trembling fingers and what she saw written there was――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――
      Oh
      」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm「It seems like your honoured Father had been giving it quite a lot of thought」
    

    
      Theresia let out a short quivering gasp in response to Wilhelm’s words. 
    

    
      
    

    
      There was a long, long list of names written on the letter she’d opened―― More than she could even count. Many of them had traces of being marked, considered, rejected or signs of excitement around them.  
    

    
      
    

    
      ――But only one amongst them, just one, the last one remaining, had a circle around it. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――Heinkel」
    

    
      
    

    
      She put it into words. She let it roll off her tongue and voiced out the name.
    

    
      
    

    
      Heinkel, that name ever so gently tugged at Theresia’s heartstrings. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「It seems like he only came up with boys' names. I guess you could call it being dead set on that…. That sort of stuff too was rather like of your honoured Father」
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「Yeah, definitely, for sure. It was really, definitely, absolutely like my Father...」
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d never asked him to do so directly. Despite that, he must have rushed off to do it on his own, and racked his mind day and night, really struggling to think up a name. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「He kept our promise」
    

    
      
    

    
      She’d thought that the promise she’d made with her father after he’d died, a promise that he shouldn’t have been able to keep, wouldn’t have been fulfilled. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Even so, Bertol had kept his promise. He’d kept his final promise to his beloved daughter. 
    

    
      
    

    
      He’d been someone who could do that. He’d been someone who’d done that. That’s why he――,
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「――Heinkel, Heinkel, Heinkel」
    

    
      
    

    
      She repeated that name over and over again, so that it would reach her unborn child.
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「Heinkel Astrea」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm likewise spoke the name out to his child, as if he understood what Theresia was trying to do.
    

    
      
    

    
      They’d just laughed a moment ago thinking about what would happen if her baby wasn’t a boy.
    

    
      
    

    
      But that didn’t matter, the two of them called out their child’s name.
    

    
      
    

    
      ――Heinkel will be your name. A name that your brave, wonderful grandfather thought up for you. A name that will be called out with love many many times from the moment you’re born. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「It’s been tough for you even before you were born, and I’m sure that it’ll be tough for you after, but me and Wilhelm will be here for you. After all, your Mommy and Daddy love you」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「And it looks like Grimm and Carol will be sticking with us for a while too. So ya know, that means you definitely won’t be bored when you come out」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm continued from where Theresia had left off. Hearing those words, she slowly looked at her beloved husband with her blue eyes and gave him a lovely smile, similar to that of a blooming flower. 
    

    
      
    

    
      Theresia:「I love you Wilhelm… What about you?」
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm gazed back at his beloved wife, and said,
    

    
      
    

    
      Wilhelm:「――You know that」
    

    
      
    

    
      As adorable as it was that this part of him didn’t change, she really wished he would say it back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Part 8
    

    
      
    

    
      ――And thus this tale too comes to an end. 
    

    
      
    

    
      A tale about a man and a woman who were toyed with by the evil of 
      the『Destruction
       
      Wish』and
       their love that was first tested and then responded.
    

    
      
    

    
      There’d been many farewells, and the balance between what had been lost and what had been gained was out of equilibrium. But no one should be able to quantify the value of happiness and unhappiness in others.  
    

    
      
    

    
      For now, you ought only listen to the ballad of the battlefield. 
    

    
      
    

    
      What did the demon of the sword who was ablaze with love desire at the end of it? What did this lumbering demon who could only speak through the battlefield desire at the end of it? 
    

    
      
    

    
      ――May the tomorrow he dreamed of be there at the end of the『Sword Demon Battle Ballad』 
    

    
      
    

    
      《The Sword Demon Battle Ballad FIN》
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