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      When I first met him, he was in an underground holding cell beneath a royal knight garrison. He was a bundle of rags caked in blood and dirt, chained and curled up on the hard stone floor. His limbs were disturbingly long and spindly, his eyes were clouded and hollow, and a pair of twisted wings sprouted from his back.

      He was a devil-touched—born as a child of man, but cursed with the physical traits of a demon. A squadron of royal knights on a demon-hunting mission had found him and taken him into custody. To be more precise, they’d caught him in the middle of eating demons. And so, the ball had landed in the Church’s court.

      From the shackle marks on his ankles and the brand on the back of his neck, he was clearly a slave. Ordinarily, the knights would be required to return him to his owner. But according to him, his master was already dead—killed by the demons he’d been eating.

      “So you were trying to avenge him, then?” I asked.

      I was a priest fresh out of seminary, and I’d been sent to save this man.

      As their name suggested, devil-touched weren’t particularly well-liked by the Church. But in recent years, thanks to saber-rattling from other countries employing them as mercenaries, the winds were starting to shift within the Church as well. That was why I’d been tasked with investigating devil-touched like him.

      “Don’t worry. I’m a servant of the Gods. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      I was so young back then—young and full of hope for humanity’s future.

      “Could you tell me your name? I believe our meeting here is the work of the Gods, and I want to be sure to treasure it.”

      “I...have no name... Call me Slaven, if you want.”

      The chained-up man had lost all will to live. To him, the future held nothing but despair.

      According to what records I could find, he’d grown devil-like wings as a young boy, and his mother had sold him off. If they’d placed him in the Church’s care, we might have been able to remove those wings and give him a new life as a regular human. But instead, he’d been bought by a traveling showman. He’d been too “creepy” to earn the man much money, though, so he’d been sold off again to a slave trader. From there, he’d lived a life no different from cattle. Devil-touched were sturdier and stronger than ordinary humans, and from what I’d heard, they were often treated as little more than oxen that could understand orders. But I was convinced that they represented humankind’s true potential.

      “It’s all right. I promise you, I’m going to free you from those chains.”

      “What’s...your name...?”

      “Rialias Salamanrius, future archbishop,” I said with a grin.

      That was how he and I first met.

      ***

      The capital was burning.

      The slave had been slated for execution, and that night, I’d decided to set him free. It hadn’t been a rash decision or an emotional impulse; I’d been looking at the bigger picture, thinking about the future of the Church and of humanity as a whole. I’d consulted with a scholar, a graduate of the Royal Academy, and we’d agreed that this was what we needed to do. I’d believed, without a shred of doubt in my heart, that the Gods had ordained our meeting. That man should have been humanity’s hope, our future itself... But the reality was far crueler.

      The city walls blazed, and people panicked and fled. Standing there amid the parched air, I looked up at the figure floating high above us, cackling and crying out with mad delight as he plunged the world into hell.

      Once, he’d been abandoned by humankind; he’d lived a life of torment at human hands. And now, he’d awoken whatever evil lay within him, becoming no less than a devil himself as he took his vengeance upon our world.

      It’s all my fault. I misjudged you.

      “I’m going to stop you, Slaven...”

      That was the least I could do to atone for my sins. I would do whatever it took, deceive anyone—even the Gods themselves.

      That was the naive vow I swore, back in my younger days.

      Chapter 1

      “Ugh... I already want to go home...”

      It was obvious at a single glance that we were losing this battle, and badly.

      We were riding through a vast forest, on the western edge of the mountain range that cut across the center of the continent. The closer our horses got, the louder the screams and roars echoed between the trees. As I started to hear the men’s dying cries and the shouts of joy amid the clamor, my spirits sank at the thought that we were about to step into the middle of it all.

      “It’s all right. I’ll protect you, Alicia!”

      Riding just ahead of me, Cion gripped her horse’s reins tightly. She had an unusually serious look in her eyes; she’d clearly been locked in and ready to go for the kill well before we’d arrived. So her next move didn’t exactly take me by surprise, but still—!

      “Cion?! Slow down! We need to stick together!” I shouted after her as she jumped off her horse and danced into the middle of the chaotic free-for-all between the mercenaries and the demons.

      We were hopelessly outnumbered. The demons were physically stronger than us to begin with, and the forest surrounding us was hampering our vision. As the mercenaries had fled Arshelm, they’d played perfectly into the demons’ hands. Now, they were on the brink of total annihilation.

      “But Alicia! At this rate—”

      “I know!”

      Next to me, a mercenary stood with his back unguarded. As a demon lunged for his neck from behind, I kicked him out of the way and held up my bible as a shield to block the encroaching talons.

      We were losing this battle.

      A few moments ago, I’d caught a glimpse of a certain innkeeper leading the mercenaries, but I couldn’t get close enough to talk to him. I scanned my surroundings as best as I could, but it wasn’t much use. Beneath the dense tree cover, the beast-like forms of the demons blended in with the thick foliage, and I couldn’t spot the person I was looking for...

      “Gods dammit... Why do I—?!”

      A blow from a minotaur sent a heavyset man flying straight into a tree trunk. As he coughed up blood, I started healing him with an orison and sent down a thunderbolt to blind the monster.

      In my peripheral vision, I could see Cion moving behind me to fend off incoming attackers. With her guarding my back, I reached out to grab the arm of a mercenary and pull him away before a demon could split him in two. I’d extended his life just a little longer, at least. I jumped up to kick the horned demon in the jaw.

      If you’re gonna drop dead, do it somewhere I don’t have to think about it, dammit!

      Amid the whirling chaos of the battlefield, for a brief moment—just the tiniest instant—I ground my teeth in frustration as I recalled the soft smile of the “witch” who’d sent me out here. I kicked away another minotaur charging at me; I wasn’t striking to kill, so I just used his own momentum against him. But my anger gave my kick a little extra force, and his huge body went flying, knocking into several other demons along the way.

      That’s friendly fire. Not my fault.

      “If you don’t want to die, stand down! I need to speak with your commander!” I shouted out into the brief stillness.

      I glared out at my surroundings... But it was no good. The battlefield was overflowing with screams and cries; nobody was listening to me.

      “Why do I always get stuck with the worst jobs?!”

      As I griped to myself, a group of monkey-like demons leaped at me from the trees. I dodged them, grabbed a tail as it slipped past me, swung it around, threw it, healed more mercenaries, shielded, kicked, parried—

      “Aargh—! Dammit!!!”

      I felt like my head was about to blow a gasket. Entrusting my back to Cion, I took a brief pause to catch my breath and get my thoughts settled.

      How had things ended up like this? Well, that was obvious. It had all started when my boss, High Cardinal Salamanrius, had disappeared.

      ***

      “Glasses is missing. And he took my cat with him.”

      When we returned from the Holy City, I was greeted by my boss’s office half in ruins. He’d clearly been attacked by someone, and the words “rest is up to you” had been hastily scrawled out on top of the desk.

      For the time being, I reached out to the one other Church leader who might be willing to listen to me. I contacted the Horny Slut—or rather, the Holy Saint—and she agreed that until we found Glasses’s body, he’d be treated as “missing” rather than dead.

      Regardless, we were still in the wake of the recent cardinal assassinations; none of the Church higher-ups would want to publicly announce that yet another one of the Seven High Cardinals had been killed. And so, the disappearance of High Cardinal Salamanrius was swept under the rug, and the Slut—I mean, the Blind-Eyed Saint, Nevissa Vernalia—became my boss for the interim.

      That was what they told me, anyway. I wasn’t especially concerned about it, though. There was no way Glasses would drop dead that easily, so I was just worried about my cat, Atalanta.

      In the meantime, I decided to focus on cleaning up the trashed office... Then, around a week later, the saint showed up in-person at Glasses’s cathedral.

      “Arshelm fell last night. The Demon Lord’s former army attacked the city.”

      I froze up, holding a sliced-up book in my hand. “Excuse me?”

      That sure woke me up.

      “There are reports of a separate invasion force in the northeast as well... In any case, we should go somewhere we can sit down and discuss this. The situation is worsening by the hour, but a hasty response won’t improve matters.”

      I was supposed to be the one hosting her, but I was rushed into a meeting room next door to the ruined office. The saint told her attendant, Sister Loria, to go and prepare her guest quarters. That left three of us in the room: the saint, her devil-touched bodyguard, and me.

      What was the dog-eared guard’s name, again...?

      “It’s Schnoë.”

      “Right, thank you.” I gave a perfunctory bow in response.

      If she’d sent Loria out of the room, I had to assume we were about to discuss some shady business. I’d made the right call sending Cion on an errand as well.

      “So, what’s going on?” I asked as the saint sat down. “Is this connected to Glasses going missing?”

      The saint had Schnoë unroll a map of the continent on the table; she must’ve already brought him up to speed on the situation.

      “We only just received word, but we believe the invasion began at the same time as the attack on High Cardinal Salamanrius.”

      “Who’s behind it?”

      “That’s still unclear. What we do know is that another large-scale invasion force has already arrived on the other side of the central mountains, in the Damoxas Plains to the northeast. According to our scouts, there are several hundred demons at Arshelm, and even more at Damoxas.”

      She held out a sheaf of documents—reports from scouts, presumably. My brow furrowed as I stared at them. This wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment invasion; the demons had some sort of objective here. I had to imagine Glasses’s disappearance was related somehow.

      “Royal knights have already been deployed to Damoxas, and I’ve received word that holy knights are on their way from Eldias as well. However, reinforcements for the Arshelm front have been delayed.”

      The eastern front was wide-open plains, but the western front was all mountains and forests; there were too many obstacles. Cavalry would be more effective in the east. That was why there were large numbers of mercenaries stationed in Arshelm, carrying out guerrilla attacks against the demons...

      “Have the mercenaries been wiped out?” I asked the question that had risen to the top of my mind.

      “Not quite yet,” the saint said calmly. “The attack primarily targeted the city’s cathedral. That allowed the mercenaries to construct several defensive lines; they’ve been repeatedly falling back and buying time for the citizens to evacuate.”

      They were holding out against enemies way above their pay grade, trusting that help would come.

      “It’s only a matter of time until they’re annihilated completely,” she continued.

      Sitting there staring at a map, I had no way of knowing the full extent of the slaughter. But from the markings and annotations here and there, it was clear that many lives had been lost.

      “I’m told that Inquisitor Karm is accompanying the royal knights. I’ll be sending out some of my own people to join them via a separate route. So I’d like you to go to the mercenaries’ aid, Alicia.”

      My interim boss remained cool and composed as she spoke.

      This woman was a Horny Slut, a Holy Saint, a figure of reverence within the Church, and the savior of the weak. But, all of that was just her public-facing position. Underneath it all, not only was she a Horny Slut—she was also a demon.

      “They’re your people, aren’t they?” I asked slowly. “Can’t you get them to stop somehow?”

      If the Demon Lord had wanted peace with humanity, then maybe...

      “I don’t imagine so. I am an exile from their lands, and in any case, the present crisis is humanity’s own doing. If we ask them to simply lay down their arms without any reprisal against the side that struck first, can they be expected to listen?”

      She was right—all of this had started with the Hero. Cion had killed the Demon Lord, and the Church had gotten nervous about her growing fame and tried to assassinate her. Veiss, her master, had tried to put a stop to that plan by going after the Seven High Cardinals, leaving half of their seats empty. And unfortunately, all of the cardinals the champion had killed had been from the extremist faction. The people who’d taken a strong anti-demon stance were gone, and to make matters worse, a certain self-proclaimed “Deathwatcher” had gone around wreaking havoc within the Church. Thanks to her, our security had ended up in tatters; that had given the demons an opening to invade.

      I’d wanted those damn cardinals to disappear, but when they actually had, it had just caused more trouble. The fact of the matter was, demons had infiltrated the Church. Maybe we’d actually needed a few of those torture-obsessed perverts for rooting out spies.

      I still absolutely hated their guts, though.

      “In any case—” the saint said, trying to bring the conversation back on track.

      “So, what exactly do you plan on asking Cion to do?” I cut in ahead of her. She hadn’t come out here just to make small talk. “You’re not going to tell her to go take out the invading commander or something, are you, Your Sagacity?”

      Schnoë tensed up just a little at the murder in my voice, but obviously he wasn’t stupid enough to actually reach for his sword.

      Good boy. Stay.

      “I do not believe that any future lies in the taking of lives,” the saint said, surprisingly earnest and straightforward. As she stared at me with her blindfolded eyes, she smiled for the first time that day. “Please rest assured—with my reputation and your assistance, there is still room for negotiation.”

      This already sounded way too fishy, but I didn’t have the means or the connections to try anything else. I’d just need to use this woman as best as I could. The last couple of months had been full of painful reminders that our world was neither kind enough to be saved by a single bride, nor small enough to be saved by a single Hero.

      “All right,” I finally said. “I’ll assist you.”

      With a little reluctance, I placed my clenched fist in her outstretched hand.

      “But, if you try anything funny, this time I’ll destroy you for real.”

      I wasn’t making a threat; I was stating a fact. If the time came, I fully intended to carry out my duties as an inquisitor. But unfortunately...

      “Oh? Oh my... That certainly set my loins aflutter...”

      My words only backfired against this pervert.

      “Excuse me,” I began pointedly.

      “Oh, please don’t worry! It’s quite all right! I can keep my cloisters separate from my oysters!”

      I didn’t know what she was talking about, and I didn’t particularly want to. I cleared my throat. “I’m trusting you here, okay?”

      “Of course!”

      Schnoë looked almost comedic as he anxiously glanced back and forth between the two of us.

      ***

      And so, I’d gotten stuck with the absolute shittiest job in the history of shitty jobs.

      “Alicia!”

      “I know!”

      I’d already started casting as I shouted back to Cion. With my bible in my hand, I manipulated the surrounding plants, making them tangle around the demons to obstruct their movements—but the demons instantly tore them to shreds. I swore under my breath as the scent of soil and grass flew through the air. These improvised defensive maneuvers were just wearing me down; we were staring annihilation in the face.

      Right now, we couldn’t communicate with the mercenaries. We needed to make contact with the guy leading them, if nothing else. But by the time we’d arrived here, the battlefield was already in absolute chaos. It felt like this was their final stand. We needed to get them to retreat for now, but the demons were pushing the offensive too hard for them to get away.

      “Alicia, just let me—”

      As Cion made to head back out into the battle, I reached out a hand to grab her wrist, then hesitated.

      Right now, I didn’t have a lot of options. I could send Cion out as a decoy to draw the demons’ attention, and take that opening to pull out the mercenaries. Or I could fire off every spell and orison I could think of that might create enough of a smoke screen while the mercenaries retreated. Or Cion and I could go all out, kill all the demons, and end the fight... That last one was obviously out of the question, but I didn’t want to choose either of the other two if I could avoid it.

      If I sent Cion out as a decoy, there was a real risk she’d get left behind. The demons didn’t know who she was, but if they found out that she was the Hero who’d killed the Demon Lord, she was dead for sure. And even as incredible as she was, I couldn’t imagine she’d be able to escape if they got her surrounded all on her own.

      On top of that, we were up north. There were far fewer worshippers up here compared to the south, and this far from any settlements, the aether in the air was pretty thin. If I used up all my mana and exhausted all the aether in the vicinity to create a smoke screen, then I wouldn’t be able to heal the mercenaries even if we made it out. That’d leave us unable to construct a line of defense and negotiate an armistice with the demons. After all, a truce couldn’t hold unless the two sides were on an equal footing.

      “But that said... If we just get wiped out here, then there’s no point to any of this...”

      In front of me, a mercenary was about to fall to his knees; I pulled him over backward and fired off a thunderbolt to drive away the bird-headed demon attacking him.

      I glanced Cion.

      “Signal the boss!” she shouted.

      I didn’t need to explain everything to the mercenaries. Demon-slaying was their job to begin with. When it came to demons, they had way more knowledge and more combat experience than I did. Trusting that these men who lived their lives on the battlefield would understand my message, I began casting—

      “Wha—?”

      Suddenly, a shock wave spread out from a completely unexpected direction. It felt almost like an explosion. Thick tree trunks went flying through the air, and demons’ flesh and blood came splattering down.

      “Reinforcements!” someone shouted.

      “Now! Push them back!” A man with a nasty face hefted his axe. The mercenaries weren’t about to let this chance slip away from them.

      No, that’s not it. This feels like...

      “It’s not reinforcements,” Cion said. “They’re alone. Someone’s attacking from behind, all on their own.”

      I squinted through the trees, trying to follow what was happening across the battlefield with my heightened senses.

      “Retreat!” I shouted as loud as I could. “Please, retreat! The distraction won’t last long!”

      It was just a solo fighter. If they’d staged a sneak attack to disrupt the battlefield and save their allies, then this was our final chance.

      “Veil of night, rain of pitch, enfold us and conceal us!” I evaporated all the nearby moisture all at once, creating a cloud thick enough to block off the sunlight streaming in between the trees. In an instant, the battlefield was enveloped in darkness.

      “Roar, thunder, and strike down our foes!” This was a roadblock and a signal rolled into one. As the world flashed and flickered, both sides stopped in their tracks. In the wake of the thunder and lightning, a familiar man’s voice rang out.

      “Retreat! Retreat, you lot!”

      The voice was closer than I’d expected. With one arm around a wounded man, the esteemed former royal knight captain who ran a bar in Arshelm shot a glance at me.

      “Please, go on ahead!” I called to him. “I have a plan!”

      A snake-headed demon was trying to chase his fleeing prey; as I slammed my bible into him and sent him flying, I whispered in Cion’s ear.

      “Please, no killing from here on out, okay?”

      We needed to guard the mercenaries’ backs as they fled. But if we killed any demons here, it’d make things more complicated down the line.

      Demons were the enemy. They needed to die—even if they were just children. That was the world Cion had lived in up until now. So...

      I know it’s hard for you, but please—!

      “Okay... But if you’re in danger, no promises, all right?!”

      “Understood!”

      I was going to do all I could.

      “Rage, bird of lightning!”

      I used mana to bind together the electricity that had scattered all around us, forming it into an imitation of a divine beast and sending it flying around the battlefield to draw attention. I searched for the presence that had attacked the demons from behind...but as far as I could tell, they’d already withdrawn.

      Bits of viscera had scattered through the trees; the quiet dripping of blood was soon joined by the sound of actual rain, seeded by the divine thunder I’d called down. A stillness spread across the forest battlefield.

      With a wary grimace, Cion brandished her sword at the demons that had encircled us. I softly took a single deep breath. With my bible clutched to my chest, I took off my hood, exposing the animal ears I’d prepared underneath my cloak. Then I called out to my fellow non-humans.

      “I serve the Crimson Witch, Nevissa Vernalia! Is the Golden Lion, General Royalfang, among you?!”

      Amid the soft sound of the rain, my heart pounded loudly in my ears.

      According to the Horny Slut, General Royalfang commanded one wing of the Demon Lord’s army; he was an experienced leader and one of the more reasonable people among the demons. But there was no guarantee the Golden Lion was even here. The other wing of the Demon Lord’s army had been commanded by a certain white wolf, so with him gone, it was more likely that the larger invasion force to the east was under Royalfang’s command. But...

      “Now there’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time... Didn’t expect I’d hear it again in a place like this.”

      A lion-headed demon covered in golden fur appeared from among the demons; the Gods still loved me that much, at least.

      The old leonin general had an air of majesty befitting his title. “Let’s hear what you have to say, witch’s pet,” he said with an indomitable smile.

      And so, the two of us became the demons’ captives—all in the hope that we could end this pointless war.

      Chapter 2

      The Golden Lion, General Royalfang—or Felida Ba Aurio, as he introduced himself—had a different demeanor from the white wolf demon we’d fought. That general had thrown himself single-mindedly into slaughter, driven solely by his rage; but the Golden Lion was his exact opposite. I got a sense that his feet were planted firmly on the ground, and he had the calm air of someone willing to quietly sit and observe before acting.

      “So, you serve the Witch... How’s she been, then? I told her I’d let bygones be bygones if she’d learn her place and live humbly. I never would’ve imagined she’d be keeping girls like you two, though.”

      We were in the depths of the forest, at the heart of an encampment guarded by layer upon layer of fortifications. The general’s den lay beneath a cloth tarp spread between the trees to form a canopy; that was where Cion and I had been brought.

      I’d explained the plan to Cion in advance: We had someone within the Church who had connections with the demons, and if I used that person’s name, they might be willing to talk with us. But with her weapons confiscated and her hands chained together, it was no surprise that she was having trouble keeping her cool.

      “You scared of us? We’re just a couple kids, aren’t we?”

      She was putting up a calm front, but she was clearly on edge, and I was already having misgivings.

      “Cion, we aren’t here to pick a fight, all right? I let you join me because you insisted, but please...”

      “But... But Alicia!”

      Her eyes went to my chains, then drifted over to my tail.

      “Why do you look so excited?” she asked slowly.

      “Wha—?”

      I turned to look at the wolf’s tail or whatever it was (it was growing from my body, anyway); I hadn’t been paying much attention to it, but it had started wagging on its own. I scowled down at it.

      “I’m...not, particularly...”

      It felt like this tail had a mind of its own sometimes. I understood the basic principles underlying my demonification, but it really was challenging to deal with, to put it nicely...

      “Gah ha ha! So that’s how it is!” Royalfang laughed. “You’re upset seeing your friend all chained up like a slave, eh, missy? Well, don’t you worry—you’re both too lean for my taste. I like my girls with a bit more flavor to ’em!”

      The Golden Lion looked totally relaxed as he roared with laughter, but the atmosphere around us was obviously tense.

      “Ordinarily, I’d want to dispute that point...” I sighed. But under the present circumstances, snapping back that I had plenty, thank you very much, and that my chest and butt were a perfectly normal size, wouldn’t help matters at all.

      In any case, Royalfang had immediately picked up that Cion was a girl; he clearly had an excellent sense of smell. I needed to get the conversation moving before he provoked her into saying something she shouldn’t.

      “In any case, allow me to get right to business. Please, withdraw your forces. If this battle continues, it could easily develop into all-out war. Neither of us wish for that outcome; as a general, you surely understand that as well as I.”

      There was a long history of conflict between humans and demons. The Church’s narrative was what our kingdom officially recognized, but that was ultimately nothing but an after-the-fact retelling. The truth was simply that there had been a country where demons dwelled and a country that opposed them. By framing our enemies as inhuman monsters, we’d brought together the people of the continent to fight against them despite their superior strength.

      As a result, humans and demons had clashed again and again over the ages, unable to coexist—and yet, even now, neither side had driven the other to destruction. The reasons were simple: Humankind, as prideful as we were, had enough humility to recognize our own weakness; and demonkind knew that our two species were one and the same, and had long acted with that in mind.

      According to the saint, beings lacking in mana were born as humans; organs that our bodies should have had were underdeveloped or missing entirely. My demonification was the result of a blood transfusion from Heavenfang reawakening some of those latent traits or whatever. The woman who called herself the Deathwatcher, Veil Croitzen, had attained superhuman powers through a similar set of circumstances. The basic logic made sense.

      But if we tried to share that truth with the rest of humanity, would they understand? Would they be convinced? No, that wasn’t happening. The divine doctrine that the Church had spread was firm and unshakable, and “devil-touched”—those children who developed demon-like physical traits—faced deep-rooted prejudice and oppression.

      In the dim light of torches, the Golden Lion’s beast-like eyes narrowed as he gazed back at me. “You do understand that you’re the ones who lit the spark of this conflict, don’t you?”

      “I do; and with that knowledge, I’ve come here to ask that you withdraw. I am fully aware that our request is an unreasonable one.”

      We’d killed the Demon Lord, we’d killed his general, and we’d even killed their comrades who’d infiltrated the Church. The demons didn’t bear the blame for any of it; everything led back to the impulsive actions of humans. We’d preached in the name of the Gods that demons were humankind’s enemies—that they had to be destroyed.

      “I will not call this a simple misunderstanding,” I said slowly. “However, I am not here for the sake of the lives that have already been lost. I believe it is more important to save the lives that may be lost in battles to come.”

      Most of the demons Veil Croitzen had assassinated had been spies. If anything, they’d been some of the ones more sympathetic to humanity; they’d been working to relax the Church’s anti-demon policies, easing the conflict between our two sides as much as possible. When I’d found that out, I’d wanted to punch that damn shadow-woman in the face. But from what I’d heard, she’d changed her ways as well; like me, she’d stubbornly survived our battle, and now she was running around helping with more of the saint’s business. All in all, it seemed like a better use for her than having her atone with her own death.

      “If I might ask... Are you carrying out this invasion in order to free your comrades?”

      They hadn’t been in touch with the saint since they’d banished her, but their undercover operatives must have had some means of contacting their homeland. The saint had speculated that the demons’ goal might be to rescue their people after those lines of communication went silent... But if that was the case, then things were going to get messy. All of those comrades of theirs had already been killed.

      “Well, now,” Royalfang replied. “You’re more than just a pretty face—you’ve got guts, I’ll give you that! You could stand to learn a thing or two from her, little miss guard. Loosen up a little, before your nerves give out!”

      He gave some sort of gesture, and a goat-headed demon stepped out, only to return carrying a vessel filled with red liquid.

      “Let’s have a drink. If you want us to open up to each other, then you’ll join me, won’t you?”

      He raised his cup and had his attendant bring some over to us as well.

      I stared over at it. “I’m not sure how much familiarity you have with our faith, but as a bride of the Gods, I am forbidden from indulging in liquor.”

      I took a sniff... It didn’t seem to be poisoned. From the fierce smell of alcohol, this was probably the stuff they called “firewater” or whatever. Just the scent made my brain go a bit fuzzy; maybe my heightened animal senses made it more intense, though.

      “How about you, then?” he asked Cion. “You can do more than just bark and growl at strangers, can’t you?”

      Cion glared back at him. “I’ll take it.”

      If he was looking for a fight, she was ready to give him one. She picked up the cup in her chained hands and raised it to her mouth. I saw her shoulders twitch for a brief moment as it touched her lips, but she downed it all in one gulp.

      “Nn... There... Drahnkit...”

      She was slurring her words. Her eyes looked a bit dazed and half-asleep, even as she continued glaring at Royalfang.

      “Cion...”

      “’Sfine... ’ve drahnk Mashter’ boozhe b’fore... I c’n handlit...”

      “Pffha ha ha! Oh, you’re good! One lick of that stuff, and my boys’ll be out cold until morning! And you—hee hee hee! All at once! All right, you want to talk about a truce? Let’s get talking.”

      Hang on, what? What the hell did you just serve us, you damn furball?!

      “P-Please, just wait a moment...”

      I hurriedly recited a prayer and cleansed Cion’s body a little. It wasn’t all that effective, especially this far north, but it’d at least be enough to keep her from passing out.

      “Allyasha...?”

      “Look, just... Sit down for a little, okay?”

      I glared at the goat-headed demon who’d brought in the firewater. With an uncomfortable look, he brought over a shoddy wooden chair, and I sat Cion down in it. The Hero dying from drinking liquor too fast didn’t even bear thinking about.

      
    

  

    
    
      “So, you wanted to know why we’re invading?” Royalfang said. “Well, you guessed right.”

      His goal was to free his comrades who’d gone undercover among the humans. Failing that, we needed to return their remains, provide an accounting of what had happened—and, of course, identify those responsible.

      “I won’t push any further than that. We’re the ones who went and snuck into your territory, after all. Honestly, I’m impressed you managed to sniff our people out. Maybe I ought to compliment you, one opponent to another.”

      The Golden Lion joked, but his eyes were completely devoid of humor.

      “Right now, you two are prisoners of war. That means we’re not going to beat you, we’re not going to burn you, and we’re not going to string you up. Do you understand why?”

      “Laws of war,” I replied. “Captured enemy soldiers are to be treated humanely?”

      “Exactly. That’s all there is to it. That’s all I’m trying to say...” His beast-like eyes shone and shimmered as he drank down his cup. “We’re here to bring our people home—the ones who got captured there in that city of yours. If you happen to know where they were taken, then spit it out now. Your friend shared a drink with me, after all. Just give me that much, and I’ll settle the rest.”

      The lion sat cross-legged, calmly staring down at me and Cion. I didn’t sense any violence in his demeanor, but he was unmistakably a man soldiers could entrust their lives to—a general, through and through.

      Demons who were taken prisoner in Arshelm...?

      I hadn’t heard anything about that from the saint. Unfortunately, Arshelm had been under the jurisdiction of the late Cardinal Kyrius. He’d been a torture-obsessed pervert, but he’d also taken a hardline stance against the demons. For all I knew, he could’ve been capturing them for some sort of experiments or research; it wasn’t hard to imagine...

      “Judging by that look, they haven’t told you anything, have they?”

      There was a hint of disappointment in his voice, but he refilled his cup of liquor and unlocked our chains.

      “We’ve said our piece. If you’re living among the humans, then now’s the time to get going. If you’d rather stay here with us, though, we’ll welcome you with open arms. We don’t abandon our people.”

      I was confused for a brief moment, before I realized he was talking about my ears and tail.

      “These are merely a sort of magic trick, I’m afraid.” I flicked one of my dog ears with a finger and smiled ruefully. “In any case, as a bride of the Gods, I am bound to return to their side.”

      “Let’s pray we don’t meet on the battlefield, then,” he said before turning to Cion. “You too, girlie. Tonight, we’re drinking buddies, so I’ll let you off the hook. But if I see you again out there, I’ll have vengeance for my fallen comrades. I’ll carve their memories into you—every last one.”

      Up until that moment, Cion had been flushed and tipsy, but now her eyes widened and the color instantly drained from her face. She instinctively reached for her sword, but it wasn’t at her hip; the Golden Lion tossed it back to her with a teasing air.

      “We’re warriors, my men and I,” he said. “If you’re one too, then you know when it’s time to retreat, don’t you?”

      Cion stumbled to her feet and slung her sword back around her waist as she looked to me. Our opponents weren’t bracing for a fight; if they were going to let us go, then that was all we could ask for.

      “Thank you for taking the time to meet with us,” I said with a bow.

      I took Cion’s wrist, and we made our exit. The whole way out of the encampment, I could feel murderous glares stabbing into me all over my body—countless stings of rage, as numerous as the things these people had lost.

      “This won’t be easy, will it...”

      As I muttered to nobody in particular, Cion’s wrist slipped out of my grasp; now, her hand was holding mine.

      “It’s all right,” she said. “It’s going to be all right.”

      Her hood was pulled tight over her head, leaving her expression unreadable as she walked beside me. But ever so slightly—so faintly that I wondered if my ears were playing tricks on me—Cion’s voice seemed to be trembling.

      “Cion...?”

      “Hmm?”

      I’d spoken up on an impulse, but we were still in the middle of enemy territory. This wasn’t the time or the place for small talk.

      “Alicia...?”

      “No, it’s nothing.”

      After my false start, I didn’t say anything more, and I found myself walking a step behind Cion. It wasn’t just to escape the silence—the sun had already long since set, and if I wasn’t careful, I could easily lose my footing in the darkness of the unfamiliar forest.

      But all the same, my thoughts kept circling around that tremor in Cion’s voice. She’d spent her whole life thinking of demons as enemies to hunt down—as monsters that couldn’t be reasoned with. How would this encounter affect her? Had it really been a good idea to bring her along at all? It was too late to question my choices now, but I still felt a little uneasy.

      As we left the demon encampment, made our way through the thick forest, and passed by the site of today’s battle...

      “Cion... W-Wait a sec...”

      My feet came to a stop.

      “Ah, sorry—was I going too fast?”

      “No— Well, maybe a little... I mean, I guess so...” I faltered. “Bringing out those ears and tail just leaves me feeling a bit unwell afterward.” There was a throbbing pain in the back of my head, and I was kind of nauseous too. “Is it okay if we rest for a bit?”

      She nodded. “Sorry. I should’ve been paying more attention.”

      “No, it’s fine...”

      Out here, an attack could come from any direction at any moment. It was only natural that Cion would be focused on our surroundings. Normally, she’d fuss over me to a downright excessive degree, but even now, her senses were still directed out into the darkness of the forest.

      “Would you rather we weren’t negotiating with demons?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” she replied slowly. “I’d never really thought of them as people you could talk to.”

      To her, they’d been things she hunted to earn her keep—vermin, to put it bluntly. She’d never considered them as rational beings just like us. It was understandable that she’d have doubts about this.

      “I should’ve gone alone, shouldn’t I...”

      The first time I’d come across Cion in battle, she’d killed a pair of warwolf cubs right in front of me without any hesitation. She’d believed unquestioningly that they were evil—that her actions were right and just. Now, she’d learned that we could communicate with them. If that knowledge made her hand falter in the heat of battle, it could be the death of her.

      “The world is full of things we’re better off not knowing...” I sighed.

      “Oh... No, it’s fine, I think. I... I guess that’s just how things are.” Cion spoke calmly, but I could hear some doubt in her voice, along with a confusion verging on indignation. “They’re demons, but they were all nice and stuff,” she muttered. “It pisses me off.”

      She’d probably never tried to have a conversation with one before... No, of course she hadn’t. Exchanging words with someone you were about to kill was empty and futile—I knew that better than her, didn’t I. As long as you thought of your opponent as nothing but a walking lump of meat, you could tell yourself that you were just chopping it up. No heartache, no hesitation; just finish the job.

      All this time, I’d lied to myself and covered my eyes, taking the lives of others as the Gods bade me. If you didn’t need to spare a thought for your victims’ pasts, if you could remain ignorant and just carry out violence as you were commanded, then you could spend your days in perfect clarity—in the simple, easy world of kill or be killed.

      “Did you know the demons were like that, Alicia?”

      “No, I only found out recently myself. The Gods are quite mean-spirited, aren’t they?”

      Once you’d learned the truth—once that awareness had crystallized in your mind—there was no going back. Your only choice was to fight. I guess I just wasn’t enough of an obedient lamb to turn a blind eye.

      “Sorry for the delay,” I said eventually. “I’m all right now. Let’s hurry back to the others.”

      “You sure? You don’t look so good...”

      “Neither do you. And right now, I’m most worried about the mercenaries. I didn’t see any priests around during the battle; they must not have been able to get aid from the Church. If they’ve been fighting while retreating, then their provisions must be running low as well. We need to get moving.”

      Unfortunately, we’d have to wait a bit longer for food and water. Those would be arriving with the saint, who’d planned to set out after us. Still, I could at least provide emergency treatment for the worst of their injuries.

      “It’s not uncommon for people to pass out from their combat wounds and never get back up, is it?” I pressed.

      Cion had spent long years on the battlefield. She ought to understand the power of healing orisons as well as anyone.

      “Okay,” she nodded. “I have some guesses about where the boss and the others might’ve set up camp. We’ll move quick, but if you’re having trouble, just—”

      Before she could even finish speaking, Cion’s arm shot out to grab my wrist and pull me up.

      “Cion?!”

      She gripped me tight against her chest. Her sword was already out, and with a loud screech of metal, it sent sparks flying through the darkness.

      “Who—?!”

      Someone kicked at us from behind, and the two of us lost our balance.

      Bloodlust...?

      I hadn’t felt a trace of it until they struck. Was my exhaustion taking its toll, or were they just that well-practiced at concealing themselves? My body sprang into motion faster than my mind could keep up, but Cion was far faster still as she slashed at our black-cloaked attacker. With one flash of metal, then another, she lunged forward to strike at them, but the figure leaped back to dodge the blows. They dissolved into the darkness of the forest—and then, moments later, the foliage right next to Cion shook.

      “Cion!”

      With a grunt of shock, Cion reflexively ducked backward and twisted her head away as a silver gleam passed right in front of her eyes.

      “Wha—?”

      A huge sword as long as my entire body came swinging through the gloom, mowing down trees as it went. And there, wielding it, was a wolfman covered in black fur. Cion and I were flanked by the wolf and the cloaked attacker. Would we run, or would we fight? As my thoughts raced—

      “Where the hell did you get that?!” Cion roared.

      “Cion?!”

      Before I could even react, Cion became a streak of shadow leaping at the wolfman—

      “Gwuh—?!”

      —and in the next instant, she doubled over as a kick from the wolf sent her flying. She crashed into a thick tree trunk and crumpled to the ground. I rushed in to shield her, but without even giving us a second glance, the wolfman squared off against the cloaked figure.

      What on earth...?

      The first one to move was the cloaked attacker. They quickly fled into the darkness, and the wolfman leaped through the foliage after them.

      “Hold it—!” Cion was coughing up blood as she shouted after them.

      “Just hold still,” I said. “I’ll get you moving again right away...”

      “Dammit...” she fumed. “That... That sword—!”

      “Not right now,” I urged her. “Just settle down.”

      That wasn’t a demon.

      Cion must have been too enraged to spot the differences, but our attacker just now had definitely been...

      “A devil-touched...”

      The forest was silent and still once again, and my voice quietly faded away to nothing.

      ***

      “That was Master’s... I know it was...”

      Cion muttered to herself over and over as we made our way through the forest in the wake of the attack. The greatsword in that black wolfman’s paws had belonged to Veiss Volg—our kingdom’s greatest champion, Cion’s master, and the man she owed her life to. A man who’d gone missing in action, whose body had never been found.

      “I swear I’ll get it back...”

      Cion spoke with rage in her eyes, but that thing back there must have been...

      “No, this isn’t the time...” I muttered. I couldn’t tell her the truth right now. We were both exhausted, and before anything else, we needed to regroup with the mercenaries.

      “You understand, right, Cion?”

      “Yeah... I’m worried about the boss and the others too.”

      Cion led the way out of the dark forest, and after checking a few likely spots, we arrived at the mercenaries’ encampment behind a hill overlooking the trees. The hastily constructed camp was surrounded by stakes to repel attackers. Some of the mercenaries were keeping watch in shifts, while the rest were sitting around fires and trying to recover their stamina. It had been almost three weeks since the attack on Arshelm began, and their exhaustion was plain to see. They’d been able to get small amounts of supplies from the surrounding towns, but their weapons were damaged, and their armor was barely held together with improvised repairs.

      I gazed over at Cion and the mercenaries exchanging warm greetings. “I’d heard they were on the verge of annihilation, but this really is dire...”

      “Listen, they might be a bunch of drunks, but they’re still professionals—this is how they stay fed. They’ve gotten through plenty of tough scrapes before,” a voice floated down from slightly above me.

      “I thought you were an innkeeper, not a bounty hunter.”

      “I ain’t got any customers coming around lately, so I’ve gotta pick up some side jobs.”

      “Boss!” Cion called out as she noticed us. She bounded over like an excited dog, and the bald-headed man with the ridiculous résumé—innkeeper, mercenary leader, and former royal knight captain—cheerfully clapped her on the back.

      “Glad to see you back in one piece, kid. Still taking some damn risky swings, though, ain’t you?”

      He shot a look not at Cion, but at me.

      “You and Miss Bride got yourselves captured, and now you’re just waltzing right back out? So, is the war over now, or what?”

      He kept his tone light, but he sounded expectant.

      “I’m sorry. We set out to negotiate an armistice, but the discussion didn’t go well...” I sighed. “I don’t see any priests here; you’ve requested aid from the Church, haven’t you?”

      The injured mercenaries lying by the fireside were being tended to by other injured mercenaries who could still stand. I could see a few men who looked like medics here and there, but there were nowhere near enough of them.

      “The church in town was already all cleared out by the time we got there. We sent people out to beg for help from nearby, but everyone’s saying they can’t leave their own villages.”

      “What about the Spirit Mountain Temple?” I asked. “It’s not far from here...”

      “We sent guys there too. They got a ‘no’. There’s a new archbishop running the place these days—says he can hear the voices of the Gods or something. Guess he ain’t got time to listen to us humans anymore.”

      “What a grand and pious man His Excellency must be,” I replied flatly.

      “You’re the bride here—think you could say anything to get him to come ’round?”

      “Unfortunately, my cardinal is missing at the moment... I’m afraid I may not be able to do much. I’ll attend to everyone’s injuries to the best of my ability, in any case.”

      “Much appreciated. Just about all these guys have going for them is their thick skulls, and even then, they’re pretty much at their limit. I reckon if you hold their hands, they oughta be able to hang in there for a couple more days...”

      That was when I noticed the handful of strangely anxious gazes pointed my way.

      “I am a bride of the Gods.”

      “Sure, but you’re still a beauty, either way.”

      Look, flatter me all you want, but...

      “Well... I suppose I do need them up and about, at least enough to serve as meat shields.”

      Mentally filing this away as just part of my job, I addressed the men around us.

      “I’ll attend to you all in turn, starting with those who are unable to move. If possible, please bring the most severely injured to a central location so that I can heal them all at once.”

      I hadn’t especially been trying to raise my voice, but we must have had more eyes on us than I’d realized. After a brief silence, the encampment was filled with shouts of “Yeahhh!” and “Our Goddess returns!” and “Sorry for saying you were still growing and stuff!”

      “I see a few of your men need to be removed from the front lines.”

      I was genuinely determined to track down a couple of those voices, but Cion managed to calm me down. She was right—this wasn’t the time for stringing up idiots. Healing was what I needed to focus on right now. I could string them up after I’d healed them.

      Inwardly reminding myself of my priorities, I headed over to the injured mercenaries, with Cion and the innkeeper in tow. The aether out here was as thin as ever; I doubted there’d be enough to fully heal everyone. Depending on how things went, I might need to repurpose some of my personal reserves...

      “Oh, that reminds me.” Carrying on my healing in the background, I turned to address the unusually well-informed man standing behind me. “Sir Former Royal Knight Captain—you wouldn’t happen to know anything about a devil-touched man with burn scars on his face, would you?”

      “Burn scars...?”

      “We were attacked on our way back here,” I explained. “It was dark, so I was only able to get a vague impression, but he was a tall man with strangely long limbs. Also, his eyes were red...”

      I’d checked with Cion as well, but she’d never heard of him. Obviously, she wouldn’t have—he was a devil-touched, and she’d spent her life fighting demons.

      “Boss...?” Cion asked, looking up at him as I continued my explanation.

      “Ah... Right, sorry. Just to make sure—did he have brand marks on the backs of his hands? X-shaped ones?”

      “I’m not sure...”

      It had only been a brief encounter, and the forest had been pitch-dark. But as I tried to recall, Cion nodded.

      “He did. I’m pretty sure those were from a branding iron.”

      “Oh, you’ve gotta be kidding me...” The former royal knight captain threw back his head with a pained expression.

      Brand marks on the backs of his hands—in other words, he must have been a slave.

      “If he had burns on his face too, then yeah, I guess that settles it... Can’t believe he’s still alive after all that...”

      Cion and I gave each other a quizzical look. Judging by the reactions of the men around us, the innkeeper was the only one who’d heard of this guy; it must have been someone from his royal knight days.

      “Just who is he?” I asked.

      He’d managed to catch Cion by surprise, and he’d seemed to be targeting me. What’s more, he’d managed to dodge Cion’s strikes, even if only briefly.

      “He’s a former slave who torched the capital around a decade ago. Called himself ‘Slaven’. We caught him hunting demons, and...well, a lot of stuff happened. Veiss got a good hit on him during the attack on the capital, and he never showed up again, so I assumed he’d kicked the bucket ages ago... But the bastard’s still alive, huh...”

      The innkeeper’s voice was grim. I wasn’t sure whether his mind had gone to the missing champion who’d fought off the devil, or whether that “lot of stuff” was weighing on him even now. Either way, he suddenly realized he’d brought the mood down; he put on an obviously forced smile and turned to look at me.

      “Your cardinal was there too, actually. He was just a newbie priest back then, though.”

      “Salamanrius was?”

      In my surprise, I’d forgotten to refer to him by his proper title, but I still deserved congratulations for not calling him “Glasses”.

      “Well... Basically, just about everyone’s got baggage with him. We already had our hands full with the damn demons. That guy’s the last thing we need right now... At this rate, you’re definitely not gonna be able to handle things on your own, missy.”

      He must have meant they’d need more healers than just me. Even as we spoke, I was manifesting the mystical divine power I wielded. Slowly—ever so slowly—my miracles were healing intractable injuries to the point where they could be treated by human hands. But that was the limit of what I could do. Regrowing lost limbs from nothing, or even closing up stomachs to keep people’s guts from spilling out, were beyond me right now. The difference in local aether levels was part of it, but there were also just too many injured people. Even if part of my attention was elsewhere, I was still looking over each person’s condition while I worked, and I needed to keep my brain firing on all cylinders. I wasn’t sure exactly how many mercenaries had made it out, but the wounded alone numbered almost fifty. From a strategic standpoint, we’d want at least ten priests here for support...

      “The Spirit Mountain Temple refused your request, right?”

      I double-checked, and the innkeeper silently nodded. I’d never been out there before, but I’d heard it was a special place in its own way, different from the Holy City. If an archbishop with a screw loose who said he could hear the voices of the Gods was in charge...

      “If we brought Karm along, maybe we could make him deal with it...”

      Unfortunately, Karm was busy with his own mission elsewhere, and I never wanted to ask him for help ever again anyway. Gods willing, the next time I contacted him would be to notify him that he’d been declared a heretic and sentenced to death. Until then, even if he reached out to me, I intended to steadfastly ignore him.

      “In any case, if he showed up, we’d end up with an even bigger mess...”

      He was a crazed zealot who went around dispensing judgment based on his own personal creed. Even if we somehow managed to negotiate a truce, a single incomprehensible decision from him could easily trash the entire thing. Our best option was to keep him as far away as possible.

      “So, much as I hate to admit it, I suppose we’ll just have to rely on Her Salacity...”

      “Her Sagacity? The Holy Saint’s coming out here?” the innkeeper asked.

      “She’s quite a kind and caring soul.”

      If Her Sagacity graced us with her presence on the battlefield in that provocative getup, it’d be sure to boost the mercenaries’ morale. I had no clue whether the Horny Slut was actually interested in men at all, but I had to imagine she’d at least do a better job than me.

      “I’m merely running errands for Her Sagacity while we await her arrival.”

      The Golden Lion was a skilled negotiator, and we hadn’t been able to make any headway with him. At this point, I figured our best bet was just to toss Her Sagacity into enemy territory and let her handle it. I was only a bride; she was the Holy Saint. Putting her body on the line for the sake of world peace was simply part of a saint’s duties. If we were lucky, maybe she’d take out all the enemy soldiers and leave them too weak to stand...

      “Um, why do you look kinda excited, Alicia...?”

      “Huh?”

      I’d started smiling at some point. How odd. I must not have been able to keep it off my face.

      “I mean... Sure, Her Sagacity can be kind of, y’know...” Cion was visibly ill at ease—she seemed to have an opinion or two of her own about the saint.

      Hmm. The atmosphere was getting weirdly tense. For Her Sagacity’s sake, it’d be best if I cleared up this misunderstanding.

      “Cion? Just so we’re clear, I don’t bear Her Sagacity any ill will, all right? I was simply thinking about what a hard time she’ll have taking on this many people all at once...”

      “You mean, to heal them, right?”

      “What else could I possibly mean?” I deadpanned.

      “I— Uh—” Cion blushed and turned away.

      Okay, that’s kind of cute.

      “Everyone, please, rest assured. Even if your injuries are beyond my saving, Her Sagacity will never forsake you. So just relax and succumb to your wounds, all right?”

      “Th-That’s right! Yeah! Just hang in there a little longer, guys!” Cion chimed in, putting all her energy into encouraging her comrades.

      Aw. She’s such a good girl.

      “I mean, sure, she’d constantly crawl naked into my sickbed and try to brainwash me every single night, so I’d love to see her get what’s coming to her at least once, but all the same—”

      “A-Alicia...?”

      Cion looked a little agitated, but for some reason, the words just wouldn’t stop.

      “And anyway, she calls herself a saint, but she just spends all day playing with kids and tosses all the actual work onto the nuns. Plus, she goes to the baths three times a day—and she takes a different nun in there with her every time too. I know they say cleanliness is next to Godliness, but seriously. I mean, if I could have a bath every day, sure, I’d— Mmph!”

      “Aaa—! Alicia?!”

      Cion clamped a hand over my mouth, and I squirmed and struggled for air.

      “You’re— You’re freaking everyone out! I know you’re only joking, but still!”

      “Who’s joking? I—”

      Past the confused whispering of the mercenaries, the hoofbeats of an approaching horse rang out, interrupting my train of thought before I could continue.

      “Alicia?! Is Sister Alicia there?!” A young man’s voice rang out as he spurred his horse on, racing into the firelight of the encampment. He sounded too panicked to be a simple messenger.

      “I’m over here!” I called out amid the sudden atmosphere of concern.

      “Thank goodness! I didn’t know what I’d do if I couldn’t find you...”

      “Wait, aren’t you...”

      His hood was pulled over his head to conceal his features, but I recognized those beastlike eyes. It was Schnoë, one of the devil-touched mercenaries in charge of guarding the saint.

      “What’s going on?” I asked. “Aren’t you supposed to be—”

      Before I finished speaking, Schnoë jumped off his horse, dashed over to me, and grabbed me by the shoulders. With ragged breaths, he delivered his message.

      “Her Sagacity’s carriage was attacked. She’s gone missing. We don’t know if she’s dead or alive.”

      I stared back at him.

      “Huh?”

      My dazed reply faded away to nothing amid the nighttime encampment.

      Chapter 3

      I could hear the sounds of the children fighting in the darkness. I tried to get a count of our attackers—ten, eleven, twelve...

      “Saint Nevissa—! Please, don’t worry! I’ll keep you safe!”

      My attendant, Sister Loria, held my hand, but her own hand was trembling.

      I’d brought along the devil-touched children as guards, and there were a few priests accompanying us as well, but...

      “There are too many of them...”

      I stopped counting once I passed twenty. The children were fighting their hardest, and the priests were more cooperative than they’d been in the past, but it was still only a matter of time before the attackers reached this carriage. If I could end the violence by stepping forward myself, then I had a duty to do so.

      “I’m sorry, Loria. Please, take the children and—”

      I made it that far before I felt Loria’s grip on my hand tighten, and I realized that a third person had slipped into the carriage with us.

      “Self-sacrifice is a noble impulse, but I can’t recommend it, Miss Vernalia.”

      “Y-You—!” Loria cried out. It sounded like she’d taken out the knife she carried for self defense.

      “Wait,” I said to her as I tried to recall the intruder’s voice. These irritating, mocking tones belonged to... “High Cardinal Salamanrius. It’s a relief to find you well, but what are you doing here? This commotion isn’t your handiwork, is it?”

      “Would you believe me if I told you I’m here to rescue you?”

      “You sound more as though you’ve come to abduct me.”

      I could still hear the sounds of fighting outside the carriage. I’d heard he’d gone missing after being targeted by a mysterious attacker, but had he staged the entire thing?

      “Sorry to disappoint, but the people outside aren’t mine. They’re after me as well, so I’ve come here hoping we can join forces.”

      He didn’t seem to be lying. In which case...

      “Aaah?!”

      “Eeek?!”

      I let out a yelp involuntarily—it really was completely unintentional—and Loria screamed as well in response.

      “Wh-Wh-What’s this fluffy thing in my lap?!”

      “Oh, that’s Atalanta—Alicia’s pet cat.”

      “Atalanta...?”

      If memory served, that was the name of a goddess of the hunt in some country or other. That aside...

      “Why is there a cat out here...?”

      “Because I’m looking after him for Alicia, of course. She’s in even worse danger than we are right now.”

      I felt my body tense in response to his deliberately suspenseful words, but I restrained myself and gently picked up the fluffy presence. It did make me feel a little calmer, actually.

      
      “How much do you know?” I asked him.

      “More than you, at any rate. My glasses are quite good; I’d love to lend them to you if your eyes were intact.”

      I was beginning to understand. He hadn’t been keeping that girl just for show.

      “You’ve also felt the possibilities she holds, haven’t you, Miss Vernalia? If you continue heading north, there won’t be much you can do. Our enemy knows all about your true identity and your history. He’s prepared countermeasures accordingly, and he’ll be ready and waiting for you. You’ll only get in her way.”

      Regardless, aether was scarce in the north, and my current mana capacity was even less than an average human’s. Knowing that, I’d resolved to set out there nevertheless, but...

      “It sounds as though you have some idea of our enemy and their goals, then?”

      He gave no answer to my question. He merely put on a self-important smile and held out his hand to me.

      “Please, lend me your assistance, Saint Nevissa Vernalia. I need to outmaneuver him and foil his plans.”

      With Alicia’s cat still held in one arm, I slowly reached out to touch his hand...

      “I see.” I nodded back to him. “So our opponent is Raven, right hand of the Demon Lord... I imagine changing his name from Slaven to Raven was our Lord’s idea. He always did have a fondness for wordplay.”

      The man in front of me was only human after all, it seemed. As I spoke aloud the information I’d read from his mind, I felt a slight tremor in his fingertips.

      “Very well. I shall trust you, High Cardinal Salamanrius. Sister Loria, please tell Schnoë to go send word of the attack, and set fire to the carriage. Be sure to untie the horses first, of course.”

      “Y-Yes, Your Sagacity!”

      The clamor grew louder as the carriage door opened. Outside, the children were fighting with everything they had. I hated to deceive them, but I had no choice. Our enemy was a man who had attacked the capital unaided and held his own against a legendary champion. We wouldn’t be able to defeat him by fighting fair.

      “May the protection of the Gods be with her...”

      I gave a brief prayer for that girl’s safety in whatever trials lay ahead of her. I had my own path to follow, and I would entrust myself to it.

    

  

    
    
      Chapter 4

      Among the mountains that ran through the center of the continent, dividing east from west, the tallest and most beautiful was Spirit Mountain. There was no shortage of tales about the place—legends said that a dragon had dwelled there in ancient times, that the holy sword that had slain a diabolical witch had been forged upon those heights, and plenty more besides. The summit remained covered in snow year-round, and the mystical mountain attracted large numbers of travelers. The Church, hoping to make use of that reputation, had constructed the Spirit Mountain Temple—a fortress city at the base of the mountain, with dormitories and training grounds for countless priests and pilgrims.

      “Welcome, welcome. We’ve been expecting you, Sir Hero Elcyon.”

      After we’d received word of the attack on the saint, we’d left the encampment before sunrise and managed to make it to the fortress within the day. Out in front of the gate, we’d found a middle-aged man waiting for us. He introduced himself as Archbishop Yosephon; he had a creepy, fawning smile plastered onto his face as he approached us, rubbing his hands together.

      “What brought you out here to greet us?” I asked. “Did you receive a report from your scouts?”

      His plastered-on smile refusing to budge even a fraction, the archbishop briefly glanced at me before turning back to Elcyon. “The Gods granted me a prophecy,” he said, rubbing his hands together once again. “They proclaimed that the Hero who vanquished the Demon Lord would arrive soon, bringing a bride with him. And thus, as Their humble servant and keeper of this temple, it was only proper that I should be prepared to greet you.”

      As we talked, he led us into the fortress. We left our horses at the stable and walked along with him.

      The fortress was surrounded by stone walls; I had no clue what they were meant to defend against, exactly, but they were obviously sturdy. Inside was an intricate temple complex, with a gentle upward incline following the slope of the mountain. This was the City of Trials—a grand, imposing place with a sense of long-accumulated history, perfectly in keeping with the atmosphere of Spirit Mountain.

      But as we proceeded, one overwhelming note of dissonance seized our attention, drowning out everything else. All along the streets, demon corpses were on display like medals of honor.

      “Do those have some sort of ritual purpose?” Cion asked, looking not to me but to the archbishop.

      Still smiling, the archbishop shook his head no. “However, the Gods informed me that these would ward off evil—yes, They delivered a commandment. Soon, a large force of demons shall attack our temple, and so we must display these remains to keep them in check. ‘Show them what becomes of those who transgress against Our children,’ say the Gods...”

      “So do these Gods of yours stand by your bedside and whisper to you?” I cut in. This all sounded like a load of bullshit.

      “A bride ought to know better,” he replied, visibly annoyed. “The Gods are with us always, in all times and all places.”

      His sermonizing tone rubbed me the wrong way; I thought about sniping back at him, but I didn’t want to stir up unnecessary trouble. I gave a polite apology and turned to look at the bloodstained roofs and walls around us.

      There were no Gods. They were just a fiction created by the leaders of the Church who claimed to speak their words. So this gruesome sight was undeniably something that humans had willed into being—either the archbishop himself had wished for it, or someone else had made him do it. That was all there was to it.

      “Everyone looks really busy,” Cion said, narrowing her eyes at the priests frantically dashing around. She’d picked up that I was in the archbishop’s bad books, so she broached our main topic in my place. “Why did you deny the mercenaries’ request for aid, Your Excellency? I believe you received word from them. You’re not going to say that the Gods commanded you to refuse that too... Are you?”

      The archbishop replied with a slightly uncomfortable smile. “All will become clear once you see it. This— This is a special place...”

      As he spoke, he led us through an underground tunnel a little ways away from the gates. We passed through a secret door, down a hidden staircase, and behind countless more layers of camouflage. Finally, we arrived in a large open space.

      I slowly took it all in. “What on earth is this?”

      “This is our anti-demon research facility!” he declared proudly. “It was established by High Cardinal Kyrius himself...”

      I vaguely processed the name of the torture-obsessed pervert who’d governed Arshelm until Veiss had assassinated him, but my focus was drawn to the underground chamber around us. The facility was packed with priests, clustered around countless altars with things tied down onto them. As I watched, the priests recited incantations and stuck implements into their subjects’ flesh.

      “What do you think? Magnificent, is it not?” Even as the archbishop fawned and groveled, I could hear the confidence in his voice. It was skin-crawlingly clear that he was eagerly anticipating our response. “Following His Eminence’s untimely passing, it has fallen to me to carry on this work! No longer shall we be forced to rely on mercenaries. From now on, we ourselves shall lead our divine soldiers to purge those monsters from the face of the earth! Our long battle against that race of darkness shall soon be at an end!”

      The archbishop orated loudly, filled with an unnatural elation. “The time is close at hand!” he called out to the priests as they worked. “Now, let us complete them, just as the Gods have instructed! Let us imbue them with the pulse of life!”

      “Yes, Your Excellency!” the assembled priests called out in perfect unison.

      “When you say ‘divine soldiers’...are you referring to those disgusting things?” I asked with a grimace.

      “I will admit their appearance still has room for improvement...” he replied. “However, their capabilities are indisputable. Perhaps the Noontide Lantern’s lover would care to test them for herself?”

      An insult for an insult was his policy, apparently.

      “It looks as though they’re made from demons...”

      “Well spotted,” he said sarcastically. “I see your title as a bride isn’t simply ornamental.”

      His gaze stuck to my body, practically licking me. If we hadn’t been here to ask for his help, I would’ve loved to drop-kick the old creep.

      “So they are demons?” Cion asked, trying to get him to explain further.

      “Aaahh! Yes, indeed! These are all captured demons, now newly reborn! We have cut open their skulls, made adjustments to render them incapable of defying humanity, ingrained the teachings of the Gods into their bodies through prayer, and granted them new life as loyal soldiers of the Goddddssssss!”

      His tongue was having trouble keeping up with his overenthusiastic explanation.

      So they’d mutilated the demons’ brains, robbed them of independent thought, and oversaturated them with mana. I understood the underlying principles; I’d even heard rumors that the Church had divisions specializing in this sort of research. But I had no idea they’d taken it this far...

      “I certainly can’t say it’s in good taste,” I said.

      “Do you defy the will of the Gods?” he responded sharply.

      Would you shut up already?

      “I have no intention of meddling in your work, Your Excellency. It’s not my place to do so. However, it seems a touch self-centered to deny the mercenaries aid on account of this project, don’t you think? Even as we speak, the Demon Lord’s former armies continue their invasion, and the mercenaries are out there fighting back despite their small numbers.”

      Last night, I’d hardly gotten any sleep in between tending to their injuries. I’d yelled at them over and over to shut up if they didn’t want to die, and they’d still kept up their inane chatter the entire time.

      “I believe that as servants of the Gods, we have a duty to extend our support to those who risk their lives in battle,” I continued, glaring at the archbishop.

      He was red-faced with anger, looking like he might start screaming at any moment. It wasn’t my place to speak...but I couldn’t stay silent either.

      “If you wish to drive back the enemies of the Gods, then join forces with the mercenaries. While you await the completion of your divine soldiers, the casualties grow higher and higher. You have heard their voices, crying out for salvation from the Gods. Please, Your Excellency... I beg of you, lend us your aid.”

      And I bowed my head.

      I threw aside all my pride, all my reservations—all for the sake of those mercenaries.

      But...

      “This is what’s wrong with whores like you,” the archbishop spat. “You think that all you have to do is bow and beg, and people will give you everything you want. What an utterly repulsive creature.” He gripped my jaw in his hand and looked me in the eyes. “This is the will of the Gods. Is that clear? I shall complete these soldiers and wipe humanity’s foes from the face of the earth. That is the sacred mission the Gods have entrusted to me! Do not presume to know better, you stupid girl!”

      “B-But right now, people are—”

      “How dare you talk back to me, you little slut!”

      He’s going to hit me.

      I anticipated it and braced myself for the pain, but—

      “Please stop. She’s done nothing wrong.”

      —the blow didn’t come. Looking up, I saw Cion gripping the archbishop’s raised arm, holding it in place.

      “Sir Hero,” he said simperingly. “This is an internal Church matter. I’d ask that you not interfere, please.”

      “But she’s my companion. I have a duty to protect her,” Cion said. “Let’s not resort to violence...Your Excellency.”

      The air prickled with a faint hint of impending death, and for a brief moment, silence spread across the room.

      “Hmph,” the archbishop finally said. Even he wasn’t about to go against the Hero who’d killed the Demon Lord. He roughly shoved me away and glared down at me imperiously. “Are you enjoying neglecting your purpose and relaxing while others do all the work, bride? Next time, remember your place before you speak! Think carefully about exactly where you stand!”

      Faced with his words, I belatedly realized just how precarious my position truly was. My direct superior was missing; I was here on the saint’s orders, but none of that was public knowledge. Officially, my job was still to guard the Hero. “Bride of the Gods” was a pretty-sounding title, but from the perspective of an archbishop—second in rank to a cardinal—I must’ve looked like nothing but a little girl who’d happened to catch Salamanrius’s bespectacled eye.

      “Are you okay, Alicia?”

      “Yes, I... Thank you...”

      I took Cion’s hand, and she helped me up. The archbishop was still glaring at me.

      “My apologies, Your Excellency. I was conceited, and I spoke out of turn.”

      “Hmph. So long as you understand. You seem to be a girl of good character; if I were to become one of the Seven High Cardinals, I would be willing to retain you at my side. Remember—a bride is to be respectful and obedient.”

      “Indeed...”

      I answered as briefly as I could. Cion looked like she wanted to say something, but I shot her a look to warn her against it. Getting into a fight here wouldn’t improve our situation at all. If we killed this guy and let his second-in-command take over, we’d just end up with more chaos. The Holy Saint might have been able to take the place over herself, but I definitely wouldn’t be able to pull that off.

      Using the Hero Elcyon’s name as leverage to push things through was still an option in theory, but...

      “Cion. I’m going to protect your nobility.”

      She looked back at me in confusion. I didn’t want to let this girl step any farther into our world if I could avoid it.

      I turned back to the archbishop. “While I remain aware of my place, there is something I wish to inquire of you. May I, Your Excellency?”

      “Very well... Speak.”

      I was used to dealing with pompous assholes who clung to their authority—the most important thing was to flatter them with style and protocol. I kept a lid on the rush of anger swelling up inside me and continued speaking with a practiced facade of calm.

      “When do you expect that your divine soldiers will be complete, Your Excellency? There appears to still be a great deal of activity down here.”

      “It will take a few days—a few weeks for them to be fully perfected.”

      He delivered his estimate entirely matter-of-factly, but that was longer than we had left.

      “If I may, Your Excellency—the demon forces’ objective is to recover prisoners of war. They were unable to find them at the cathedral in Arshelm, and so the invasion has progressed further inward. This is merely speculation on my part, but...are the demon prisoners of war who were transferred from Arshelm being held here in this temple, by any chance?”

      I’d even been wondering whether the demons being used as test subjects around us might be the prisoners in question. The archbishop remained completely unconcerned, though.

      “Don’t call them ‘prisoners of war.’ They have no souls—no consciences to worship the Gods and strive for justice. They are simply vermin, nothing more.”

      That was why the Church was capturing, breaking, and brainwashing them—because they were beasts, not people like us.

      “You are well aware of their foul and contemptible nature, are you not, Sir Hero? Their utterly inhuman cruelty?”

      “I... Yeah, but...”

      Cion’s voice was hesitant and faltering. It wasn’t hard to imagine why—our conversation with the Golden Lion was still fresh in her mind, and now she could see demons being treated like objects right before our eyes.

      “We must exterminate them utterly. That is what the Gods wish of us as well—that is why They have entrusted me with this task. They have instructed me on how to create Their legions, Their divine soldiers, that we might slaughter the demons—that we might destroy them! The Gods have granted this knowledge to me, and me alone!”

      Unsatisfied with Cion’s response, the archbishop whipped himself up into a frenzy as he preached. He probably believed every word of what he was saying from the bottom of his heart, but to me it all sounded like a pathetic joke.

      “They are going to attack this temple, Your Excellency. They want to rescue their comrades.”

      I knew I was getting a little out of line again, but instead of scolding me for my insolence, the archbishop just clutched his head in his hands with a look of despair.

      “Quite so. The situation is grave... The Gods granted me a prophecy this morning, saying much the same. ‘The forces of the demons shall come with tomorrow’s dawn to rob Us of Our treasure,’ They tell me. And indeed, the scouts I dispatched have returned to report that a horde of demons is approaching. Our circumstances are dire indeed... The worst is at hand!”

      But even as he said those words, there was a hint of excitement in his tone.

      “However...” he continued, “the Gods told me this as well: ‘Fear not, for he who cleaves away the darkness, the Hero who bears Our sacred light, shall hasten to Our aid’! And lo and behold, it has come to pass! Just as the Gods ordained, the Hero Elcyon has hastened to us! O mighty Hero, I beseech you, drive back these vile shadows that beset us!”

      The archbishop’s eyes were bloodshot as he ranted and raved. I knew that excessive faith could drive people to act in bizarre ways, but this guy was a different flavor of creepy from the psychotic zealot I was used to dealing with.

      “Y-Your Excellency? Surely this is too great a task to demand of the Hero all on his own...?”

      “It is not! The Gods have proclaimed it! ‘The Hero alone shall suffice,’ They say! ‘You shall watch over the birthplace of Our divine soldiers, and the Hero alone shall defend you’! It’s all right, Sister Alicia. The Gods speak only truth!”

      As I stared into his wide-blown pupils, I realized that nothing we could say would make him see reason.

      Seriously, what the hell kind of God gave this idiot a ridiculous prophecy like that?

      “Unless, Sir Elcyon...” the archbishop said slowly. “Are you not the Hero the Gods spoke of?”

      “I, uh...”

      Now it was practically a threat. As long as this guy held up the name of the Hero as a shield, Cion was utterly powerless to refuse.

      “Please, Sir Hero, secure us the time we require to complete our divine soldiers! Fight back the darkness, just as that Hero of the past defended our kingdom’s capital from the forces of evil! Just like the mighty Veiss Volg!”

      I heard a small noise from the back of Cion’s throat, and her face instantly darkened.

      “Y-Your Excellency, if you could please refrain from discussing Sir Veiss right now—”

      We were still fresh in the wake of the previous night’s incident. This was the worst possible time to remind Cion of Veiss again; I couldn’t just stand there and let it happen. My hands clenched into fists, but without even a glance my way, the idiot kept on going.

      “No, let me speak, Sister. After all, I was there that day—I witnessed it with my own eyes! I saw the devil that set the capital ablaze, and I saw the champion who ran it down and vanquished it—the living embodiment of divine justice!”

      He wasn’t going to listen to a word I said. At this point, I was seriously thinking about just killing the guy, but I was more worried by Cion’s total lack of response.

      “Did you know?” the archbishop asked. “That mighty champion, Veiss Volg, was the sole survivor of the Second Expeditionary Force!”

      I hadn’t known, and I didn’t care. I looked at Cion, but with her face hidden beneath her hood, I couldn’t gauge her expression at all.

      “Truly a champion of legend! Truly a Hero of myth itself!” The archbishop was in full swing now, heedless of our reactions. “Half of the kingdom’s royal knights were wiped out, but he alone returned alive, and the Holy Church declared him the Hero in recognition of his triumph! After a relative of the king lost her life in the attack on the capital, Veiss was stripped of his title and banished... But nevertheless, he was a true Hero and a champion!”

      I was starting to get the picture—basically, this guy worshipped Veiss. His eyes were shining like a little kid’s. But that sort of enthusiasm was only for innocent young children. When an over-the-hill old man prattled on gleefully like this, it was nothing but obnoxious.

      “And you wish for Sir Elcyon to perform the same feats as that champion of legend, Your Excellency?” I asked with a hint of exasperation.

      The dumbass nodded emphatically, his cheeks flushed with excitement. “There are those who say that you studied the blade under Veiss himself! And although it was kept from the public, you fought alongside him during the white wolf’s attack on Clastreach as well, did you not? Please, wield that power once more as you defend ussss!”

      The crazed zealot—or maybe idiotic nuisance would be more accurate—clutched at Cion’s shoulders and peered at her face beneath her hood, but she stayed calm and composed.

      “I’ll protect everyone. I don’t want anyone else getting hurt either.” She spoke matter-of-factly, laying out the archbishop’s demands in simple terms as she brushed away his hands. “But to do that, I am going to need the mercenaries fighting alongside me. I don’t know if I can handle all the demons on my own.”

      She looked him in the eyes as she flatly rejected his demands. If he wanted her to protect this place, then he needed to send priests out to tend to the mercenaries’ wounds—that was her response.

      “Even without those mercenaries, your power alone will—”

      “This isn’t about whether it’s possible or not. It’s a question of risk. If, by some chance, they manage to defeat me, then everyone here will be in danger. None of us want that to happen.”

      From a logical standpoint, her response was perfectly sound. The archbishop was the one foolishly clinging to his delusional prophecies. But calling an idiot an idiot couldn’t actually fix anything; and this idiot just kept on repeating the only thing he knew how to say.

      “B-But the prophecy said that you alone would—”

      “Success is more certain if I work alongside the others. Whatever the Gods may have told you, the facts are the facts.” For once, Cion wasn’t backing down. “Your Excellency, surely you’re aware of how much they’ve endured—how hard they’ve fought to hold their defensive lines from Arshelm to here. Please, reconsider your decision.”

      Cion was the perfect image of a Hero as she delivered her appeal. I almost wanted to applaud. But unfortunately—or predictably, maybe—the archbishop wasn’t won over.

      If anything, he only dug his heels in further. “Are you trying to tell me that the divine prophecy I received was mistaken?” His eyes were bloodshot, and his voice shook with anger.

      “No, that’s not what I—”

      “THE GODSSSSS!”

      The archbishop screamed at the top of his lungs, cutting off Cion’s attempt to placate him. I saw a flinch run through her shoulders.

      “The Gods... The Gods do not err! Their words are infallible! If—if, by the faintest chance—Their proclamation were to be false, it could only be because we failed to apprehend Their message!”

      This wasn’t a negotiation anymore. It was just a furious rant.

      “The Gods have proclaimed that you alone shall suffice! To neglect Their words is a sin—a grave and terrible sin indeed!”

      “No, I just—”

      “Or do you reject the words of the Gods, Sir Hero Elcyon?!”

      Faced with this tirade of pure madness, even Cion found herself at a loss.

      This is just a waste of our time.

      “Your Excellency—”

      Losing the Church’s aid was going to suck, but we couldn’t afford to spend any longer standing here talking in circles. With that in mind, I tried to bail out Cion, but—

      “If you reject the Gods’ prophecy, then we’ll be taking back this girl!”

      “Excuse me?”

      Now I was being treated like an object. Great.

      “What else would you expect? This bride has been sent to serve at your side because you accept the will of the Gods. And yet, you declare your intent to defy Them. We can hardly leave a bride of the Gods in your care, now can we?”

      So now I’m a hostage? What kind of bullshit is this?

      That was what I thought to myself, but honestly, his reasoning checked out. An archbishop was second in rank to a cardinal; if he gave that order, I’d be required to go along with it, at least temporarily. And, infuriatingly, my actual boss was still missing.

      Dammit, Glasses, how are you so utterly useless?

      “Oh, but don’t worry. I’ll be sure to treat her well. There’s quite a lot I’d like to discuss with her.” He shot another leering gaze my way as a pointed provocation. “What else is a bride for, after all...?”

      Cion gave a small hiss of rage, and her hands were balled into shaking fists as she glared back at the archbishop.

      “I finally see what Alicia is to you people. I’m not sending her back to you.”

      “Cion...”

      “I’ll go. I’ll do it.”

      As she stood there, fists clenched, the archbishop gazed back at her with a self-satisfied nod. I looked at the two of them in frustration. There was nothing I could say.

      I was a bride of the Church—a slave of the Gods. I usually had a good amount of free rein, but fundamentally, I had no choice but to obey the orders of high-ranking priests.

      “You know roughly where they are, right?” Cion asked.

      “But of course. We’ve recorded it all right here for you.” The archbishop handed over a map. He had an infuriatingly sunny smile as he put on his best impression of a saint. “May the protection of the Gods be with you, O Hero.”

      With a quiet growl, Cion turned around and started heading for the exit, her face downturned. I began to rush after her, but—

      “Siiiiisterrrrrr...”

      His sticky, clingy voice stroked along my turned back.

      “What is it that’s upset you so? I’m sending him out for your sake as well.”

      “You’re utterly shameless. You might as well be telling him to go out and die.” I’d reached my limit. I was doing my best to keep myself under control, but my words came out barbed. “In case you’ve forgotten, I am still under the authority of High Cardinal Salamanrius for the time being. I understand the scope of your authority as an archbishop, but I’d ask that you not—”

      “The Harem Project, was it?”

      I stared back at him. “How—”

      “Need you even ask? The Gods have revealed it to me. They have told me everything...”

      Something in his blown pupils filled me with an incomprehensible dread, and my fingers began to reach for my bible... But the archbishop was unmistakably wide open.

      “It’s all right. Don’t worry, Sister. I’m on your side. Of course I am—you and I are both servants of the Gods. We receive Their voices, and we carry out Their will... Let us work together to fulfill the commandments the Gods have granted us.”

      He spoke as though he believed from the bottom of his heart that all of this was for the good of the world. There was nothing more I could say to him.

      “Do remain mindful of your mission.” The haughtiness he’d shown Cion had vanished, replaced by a placid priestly demeanor.

      I swore inwardly. Nothing I said would make any difference. From the very start, he’d been blind to everything except his own duties. I hated dealing with guys like him more than anything.

      “What do you suppose those Gods even wish for?” I said slowly. I needed to hurry after Cion. But I had to ask this one last question. “Are the Gods...on our side?”

      My words were arguably blasphemy, but the archbishop just calmly nodded.

      “All who are faithful shall be saved.”

    

  

    
    
      Chapter 5

      “Cion, wait! It’s too dangerous on your own!”

      I spurred on my horse at full speed, but even then, we were already in the mountains by the time I’d managed to catch up to Cion.

      We’d only brought a bare minimum of supplies with us when we’d headed out this morning. The sun had already set, and the moon was obscured by clouds; visibility out here was better than in the forest, but it still wasn’t good.

      “Let’s go back and regroup with the others! We can work something out all together!”

      “Like he said, it’ll be too late by then.” Cion put out her torch and took stock of her equipment, not turning to look at me. “It’s fine. They won’t be able to spot me while it’s this dark out. I’ll just wipe them all out and come right back. So could you go back to the boss and look after the injured guys, Alicia? I’ll be back by morning.”

      “Don’t you think something’s wrong here?! That archbishop was obviously—”

      “He was obviously provoking me. And looking at you like...!” She trailed off in an angry hiss.

      “Cion...”

      She’d seemed unusually upset; was that what she’d been stuck on?

      “Listen, Cion... ‘Bride’ is really just an honorary title I can wave around. It isn’t especially out of the ordinary for people to treat me like that—or rather, it’s thanks to you that I’ve got as much free rein as I do now.”

      “Then—! Then I’m never, ever letting you go back to those bastards!”

      She really does care a lot about me, huh?

      One part of me quietly took that in from the sidelines, while another part wondered why I meant so much to her to begin with.

      “Please, calm down,” I said. “I’m grateful you’re concerned for me, but it’s not as though a single false move from you will put me in danger. Just think about it rationally. This is way too reckless. You’d basically be going out there to die.”

      The archbishop had riled her up, and now she was in too much of a rush. I took her hand to try and calm her, gently pulling her closer to me.

      “I don’t want you to carry everything on your shoulders. If we’re going, then let’s go together. I’d like to bring the boss and the other mercenaries with us too, if we can. But if you insist, then—”

      “No. I’m going alone.”

      “Why—”

      I made it that far before I felt Cion’s gaze on me, colder than I’d ever seen it.

      “Because you’ll get in my way, Alicia.”

      I started to understand. It wasn’t because I’d been putting on a front around her, and it wasn’t that she didn’t want me seeing whatever tricks she had in her back pocket. No, it must have been...

      “I killed the Demon Lord without anyone spotting me,” she said slowly. “I assassinated him. That’s what I do. That’s why I could kill him.”

      For the first time, she admitted the truth about her victory.

      “That’s the kind of skill I’ve got. So...if you’re around, you’ll just make things harder for me.”

      Looking at her face, I could tell that she hadn’t wanted to say that out loud. I could see how important I was to her. I could see that if we could’ve tackled this together, then she would’ve wanted me by her side. But in this situation, I wasn’t going to be any help to Cion. If anything, I’d be a hindrance.

      “I’m sorry, Alicia. I know I’m being selfish.”

      She gently lifted her hand to stroke my cheek. Her eyes were usually hidden beneath her hood and her bangs, but right now, they were staring straight into mine.

      “I just don’t want to lose anyone else.”

      Time and time again, she’d lost people she cared about right before her eyes. She’d had that terror carved into her heart. During General Heavenfang’s attack, she’d fought alongside her master, Veiss, and she’d ended up being the reason he’d left himself open. And just recently in the Holy City—according to the story we’d given her—she’d gotten controlled by our enemy, albeit temporarily, and she’d attacked me and the saint. Cion hadn’t done anything wrong. She’d fought with everything she had back in Clastreach, and her getting brainwashed hadn’t been her fault at all. But telling her the truth wouldn’t be any comfort to her.

      Veiss had vanished from Cion’s side, and Cion had sliced through me with her own hands. Those were the facts.

      “I know I’m being unreasonable,” she said. “If you’re mad at me, I can’t blame you. But just this once, can you leave stuff to me? If the Gods say I can do it, then I probably can. And after I fought alongside everyone else again, I finally figured it out.”

      Every single one of us will only hold her back.

      “Cion...” I could hear the part she hadn’t put into words, loud and clear—that was how close I’d gotten to this girl, I realized belatedly. And at the same time, she’d gotten way too attached to me. “I definitely can’t let you go alone.”

      “Alicia...”

      “You get it, don’t you? You told me how mad Veiss got at you back when you killed the Demon Lord. I know how incredible your stealth abilities are, but it’s still too risky.”

      Cion’s skill might have been perfectly suited for assassinations, but there was no guarantee it’d always save her. Even just recently in the Holy City, I’d gotten past her defenses twice myself. When she’d been hiding out keeping watch by the saint’s room, my demonification had let me see through her stealth. And when we’d fought while she was being controlled, I’d been able to punch her right in the face. In the past, her master’s love had given her “divine protection” that had guarded her from sneak attacks; even when she’d lost the initiative, she’d been able to slip out of her opponent’s awareness and get away. She’d made it this far thanks to that, but that protection was gone now.

      “I know you’re scared of losing me, but I’m just as scared of losing you. You know how awful it feels to just sit and wait, don’t you?”

      The night I’d first met Cion, Veiss had gone off alone to attack a warwolf encampment, and she’d dashed out after him. I hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but after coming back from a day of hunting demons, going right back out that same night to fight more definitely wasn’t normal. She hadn’t been after the bounty money—she’d just been worried about her master.

      “I’m going with you, Cion.” I gripped her wrist tightly and stared back at her, firming my resolve. “I’m the bride of the Hero now, and I’m not leaving you alone.”

      I wasn’t saying anything wrong. I’d been sent out by the Church to get this girl under my thumb; to that end, I was working on getting close to her and manipulating her. I certainly wasn’t going against the will of the Gods, and there were no grounds for anyone to find fault with my actions.

      “Please, don’t try to carry it all on your own.”

      The gentle smile I gave her was genuine and heartfelt—I could say that for certain. I wouldn’t let Cion go alone. I wouldn’t let the demons do as they pleased either. Even if things were hard for her on her own, the two of us together ought to be able to work it out.

      But for some reason, there was a pain deep in my chest that just wouldn’t go away.

      “I understand that I’ll be a hindrance to you, but—”

      “Alicia!”

      “Aah?!”

      Cion suddenly wrapped her arms around me, and I let out an involuntary yelp—it really was completely unintentional.

      “Ci...on...?”

      She held me tight. Her hair tickled my cheek.

      “Wh... What’s the matter...?”

      My mind was having trouble keeping up. My ears were filled with the pounding of my heart as it beat out a fast rhythm. I wasn’t all that flustered by her hugging me, but I never would’ve expected her to do something this bold, and even if she’d been overcome by emotion, grabbing onto me like this was—

      “Alicia, I... I was so happy...” Her voice was trembling as she whispered in my ear. “It made me happy seeing another girl like me, struggling with everything she had. Lots of stuff just feels hopeless, but seeing another girl fighting against this messed-up world made me want to fight harder too. I felt like I needed to keep going—like if I’m the Hero, then you’re the kind of person I need to protect...”

      Her arms gripped me even tighter.

      “Cion...?”

      I tried to peel her off of me, but she wouldn’t let me go. She was squeezing me so tight I was starting to have trouble breathing.

      “I’ll protect you. No matter what. I’ll never let anyone take you away.”

      “C-Cion... It...”

      It hurts, just a little.

      I put a hand on her shoulder, as though I were chiding a boisterous younger sister. That was when it happened.

      “So, I’m sorry.”

      “Huh...?”

      I felt Cion’s breath on my neck, and then a spreading heat.

      A bite. Someone bit me...? Cion?!

      “Ngh... Ah... Aaah?!” My thoughts couldn’t catch up to the pain, to the sensation. “Sh— Cio—!”

      I tried desperately to struggle, but my fingers weren’t moving properly.

      My blood... My mana... She’s sucking them out???

      
      My vision swam. My legs shook. I was having trouble even breathing...

      “I’m sorry, Alicia.”

      “Aah... Ah...?” I couldn’t form words properly anymore.

      I went limp in Cion’s arms, and she laid me down in the grass.

      “Just wait here. I’ll be back by morning.”

      W...ait...

      I tried to move my lips, but I couldn’t push out enough breath to form a sound. My involuntarily twitching limbs, my uncooperative body, felt strange and heavy—as though they weren’t mine at all. It was taking everything I had just to stay conscious.

      Cion...

      As I stared at her small figure receding into the distance, my vision started to blur with tears.

      “Ngh...”

      I was a fool. A complete and total fool. I’d gotten tamed by the girl I was supposed to tame; I’d tried to get close to her and let her get in close to me. I— If we’d been fighting for our lives, Cion would already have killed me.

      “Idiot...”

      That was the first word I said once my tongue finally managed to form syllables again.

      “What an idiot...”

      Thick, heavy clouds covered the sky, hiding the moon from view. Occasionally, a faint glow of light would shine through, only to vanish right away. The horses had decided that our lovers’ quarrel wasn’t their problem, and now they’d gone to sleep. It was silent all around me, without even the buzz of a single insect.

      What am I even doing?

      I’d spun elaborate excuses to justify ignoring my orders from on high. Using the Gods for my own benefit was supposed to be my policy or whatever, but I’d been the one getting dragged all over the place.

      I knew what happened to children who got abandoned by the Gods. They ended up as pig feed, or as amusements living on some master’s whim. When you reached out your hand for help, the only ones who’d take it were sick perverts. There weren’t any Gods out there. And because there weren’t any, I’d spent my life working as hard as I could to make sure the Gods needed me, but...

      “Why am I...?”

      What did I think I was doing, trying to turn against them now?

      My defeated heart was hopelessly frail and weak. Exhaustion kept on breeding regret.

      A woman can’t be the Hero. We don’t need champions who disobey the Church. Just obey the Gods’ teachings; just carry out your duties.

      If I could just throw all of that garbage away, then my thoughts would be so much simpler. But trying to live a simple life was more complicated than it sounded—it meant setting yourself up for endless frustration and pain. The world was too complex for one person to change; whatever power structures controlled it, they were too sturdy for me to overthrow on my own. That was why I’d chosen to live my life clinging to the Gods, doing my best to obey them... So why was I out here now, all alone in the middle of nowhere, staring up at the night sky?

      At some point, my tears had run dry. My body was still too heavy and sluggish to move. But my mind was strangely clear, and it wouldn’t let me give up.

      If I’d been able to stay ignorant, just an assassin eliminating my targets as the Gods commanded, then my life would’ve been so much easier. I’d just keep telling Glasses to drop dead, keep averting my eyes from the things I didn’t want to see, keep staining my hands with blood, keep being needed, keep being protected...

      But I’d met that girl, and I’d learned things I could never unlearn. Even in the midst of this absurd world—this world twisted and warped by the schemes of the powerful—I’d learned that there were people who kept on living, who kept on fighting back.

      I’d spent so long turning my back on it all, letting it slip out of sight and out of mind, letting it be someone else’s problem. So why had I stopped being able to shut my mouth and stand idly by?

      I knew the answer. But I couldn’t speak it aloud—not yet. I didn’t have a good enough handle on my feelings. So...

      “I’ll lie to whoever I have to... I want to protect her!”

      I shouted it out in the only words I might still be able to get away with saying before the Gods.

      It didn’t matter whether I was up against demons or stupid, inflexible archbishops. So what if my life was already stained with blood, so what if the people I’d murdered would curse and berate me for my hypocrisy, so what if I was just spouting pretty platitudes—I didn’t care.

      “I don’t want to leave her to die!” I grunted out.

      I tried to muster my strength to sit myself up, but with a groan, I fell right back over again.

      Mana was essentially life force. I’d had it stolen away from me, so of course I couldn’t move.

      “Energy Drain... Was she repurposing Scarlet Brave?”

      I’d been too confused in the moment to think it through, but it was probably something along those lines. Veiss took in demons’ power by showering himself in their blood, and Cion had developed her own version of that skill while watching him fight. Unlike spells and orisons, skills couldn’t be taught. Not even a skill’s wielder could explain its operating principles logically; it was closer to muscle memory. Even if you managed to put together roughly how a skill worked and reproduce it yourself, it’d still be heavily colored by your personal experience and perception. You wouldn’t have the same skill, just something similar.

      “So that must’ve been her ace in the hole...”

      For a mercenary, revealing your skills meant exposing your weaknesses. Skills weren’t something you could pick up in a day, and they couldn’t be reworked or fine-tuned either. Whenever you used those abilities, you were in a life-and-death battle; if anyone learned your secrets, they had to be eliminated.

      “I guess that means she trusts me that much...”

      She had a stealth ability that let her instantly slip outside an opponent’s awareness, and an Energy Drain-type something-or-other that let her incapacitate targets with a touch. On top of that, she was an experienced swordfighter. Everything she’d picked up made her a perfect assassin...

      “So why are you such a softie?”

      She thought she could carry everything on her own shoulders, but she was just a crybaby who put on a brave front. That was exactly why I couldn’t leave her alone. If I let her be, she’d just keep on walking a path toward her own destruction.

      I’d thought my eyes had run dry, but the tears came spilling out again. I was so utterly weak. Without the Gods, the Church, someone to protect me, I didn’t have what it took to survive or to fight. So...

      “So please... Lend me strength!”

      I called out to the heavens, gritting my teeth at the sound of approaching footsteps.

      Chapter 6

      I’d never been all that good at talking to people, so I hadn’t known what else to do. But that was the first time I’d hurt someone I wanted to protect.

      I headed north with Spirit Mountain at my back, out to the halfway point between the woods and the mountains. There weren’t any trees to hide behind, and all the plants were short and wilted.

      I looked up at the moon.

      “I really hope she’ll forgive me...”

      They had me surrounded. I could feel the bloodlust washing over me. I drew my sword.

      “All right. I’m alone, just like you wanted.”

      I called out to them as the moonlight vanished, and they charged at me from the darkness.

      “Scarlet Brave...”

      I said it out loud as a reprimand to myself. The power I was about to wield was what I’d sucked out of Alicia.

      “I’m sorry.”

      I let myself fade into the nature around me. I slipped outside of my attackers’ senses, leaping from blind spot to blind spot as I stabbed my sword into anything that looked like a vital point.

      I’d thought this might be a trap. That was part of why I’d left her behind.

      I’d watched Alicia die twice already.

      Death was something I knew better than most people. Out on the battlefield, I’d killed more demons than I could count. I’d lost more friends than I could count too. I knew exactly what it looked like when the flame of a life burned out—when that something inside a living creature, that thing I could only call a soul, faded away.

      That was why I didn’t want Alicia getting hurt any more. The only reason she’d survived was thanks to a handful of coincidences and miracles. She was only alive because Cardinal Salamanrius had known how to do the medical treatment she’d needed—a “trans-fusion”?—and because the Holy Saint had worked divine miracles that couldn’t have happened anywhere other than the grand cathedral in the Holy City.

      “So no more...”

      I didn’t want her walking into danger ever again. The battlefield was where I lived, and it wasn’t where Alicia belonged.

      She must’ve wanted to protect me, though.

      I stabbed my sword in as deep as I could and twisted it to cut the thread of a life. One of them spotted me and tried to grab me. I kicked the arm away and jumped back into another blind spot.

      Deeper. Deeper. I let my mind sink into the battle. I couldn’t let myself get distracted out here—out on the knife-edge between life and death. This was the world of take or lose, kill or be killed. Letting my thoughts wander was just plain suicide.

      But...

      “I’m so selfish...”

      I still remembered Alicia’s face when she’d watched us kill those warwolf cubs. I couldn’t get it out of my head. We hadn’t been doing anything wrong—the Gods said demons were evil, and the Church even gave us reward money for bringing back their bodies. But Alicia had looked so sad and hurt.

      “I mean, I get it. I ought to, anyway...”

      But here I was again, fighting demons and showering myself in blood. I didn’t have a heart that could feel for them the way she did. The guys I fought against weren’t shaped like humans, so I didn’t feel any pangs of conscience when I killed them.

      I wasn’t the kind of person who belonged at Alicia’s side.

      “Huh...?”

      One of them swung down an axe at me. As I knocked it away and cut off his hand, I realized something was wrong. I was getting just a little out of breath. My forehead was sweaty, and more of the demons were starting to be able to see me...

      That’s weird...

      Surprisingly—or predictably, maybe—the mana I’d sucked out of Alicia was stronger than most people’s. I’d felt like I had enough to keep fighting all night long.

      Did I screw up my pacing?

      I refocused my mind and tried to be more careful about when I activated my skills and how I came at my enemies, but it didn’t help. It felt like my feet were getting covered in mud. My body kept getting heavier and heavier...

      Something was definitely wrong here. I looked around to try and spot where the feeling was coming from. This wasn’t an issue on my end—someone else was up to somethi—“Ng!”

      I whipped around and kicked away a long, thin arm.

      “Oh?”

      A guy in a hooded robe let out a short impressed noise.

      “It’s you, isn’t it?!”

      I hadn’t felt him touch me, but he was definitely using something like Master’s “Scarlet Brave”—some sort of power that let him suck out people’s mana or stamina.

      “Too bad! Master taught me to watch out for stuff like this!”

      He’d said there were really dangerous demons out there that could suck out people’s souls just by touching them, so I had to be careful. Once I’d seen through the trick, I didn’t have anything to worry about.

      I slashed at the man in the robe, and my sword cut through his hood and exposed his head. Half of his face was covered in burns—he was the one who’d attacked us in the woods.

      “I’ll kill you!” I shouted.

      This guy was bad news. He’d been after Alicia. I needed to take him out first.

      I tried to close in on him while dodging other demons’ attacks, but he was too good at running away. I was always one step too far, and my blade couldn’t reach him. No, it was worse than that...

      “What happened to the bride?” he asked. He reached out to catch my sword with his bare hands and smiled at me.

      “You don’t need to know!”

      I kicked him away and charged after him, but—

      “Dammit!”

      —more demons got in my way, and I had to jump right back. I’d taken out plenty of them, but the crowd surrounding me wasn’t getting any smaller.

      “You left her behind to protect her, then?”

      The demons rushed at me, not giving me a moment to catch my breath. While I fought them off, the man kept talking to me.

      “How noble and moving, Sir Hero. And how foolish and pathetic you truly are.”

      “What do you mean?!”

      The relaxed, elegant way he spoke really got on my nerves.

      My body feels hot, my heartbeat’s too loud, and this sweat is annoying!

      “You’ve realized by now how little you truly know about her, haven’t you?” he asked, standing there in the darkness. He talked like he really did know more than me about Alicia, and he had this mocking look in his eyes, and I—

      “Shut up!”

      I charged in with everything I had, and I took a wild swing to slice into his side. But—

      “That girl is an assassin. She’s been sent to kill you.”

      My strike should’ve cut him in two, but he reached out a hand to touch my cheek.

      “You’re not sure, are you?”

      His mouth twisted into an evil smile like a crescent moon. He grabbed me by the throat and slammed me straight into the ground.

      “Gah—!”

      “Ah ha! Ah ha ha ha ha ha ha!”

      A shadow sliced through the darkness and flew at me like a whip. I quickly raised my sword to block it, but—

      “Agh?! Ow!”

      I went flying like a rubber ball and rolled to a stop in the dirt. I could taste blood in my mouth. The edges of my vision were blurry. I tried to stand, but my legs were wobbly. I just barely forced myself up with my hands on my knees.

      It wasn’t like I’d never thought about it before. Ever since I’d turned down that offer from the royal court and headed back to the front lines to keep collecting bounties, weird people had started coming after me. Master had warned me over and over to be careful. Alicia looked like nothing but a pretty girl, but she’d gotten in fights with plenty of people. She’d even held out against a whole gang of killers. So I’d be lying if I said I’d never wondered if she was one of those assassins too.

      “But she’s... Alicia’s not...”

      “She’s not like them? How can you be so certain? She claims to be a bride of the Gods, and yet she’s skilled not only in martial arts, but in spells of all kinds as well! And what’s more, she wields some mysterious power to change herself into a bestial form like our own! How could you possibly trust a girl such as that?!”

      He loudly proclaimed everything that was strange about Alicia—all the ways she was just too talented that I’d pretended not to notice all this time.

      “If every mere bride of the Gods held such power, then our people would be long since extinct, would we not?”

      I let out a hiss. Of course I knew. There was no way a regular nun would have combat skills like hers. Even thinking back to last night, no normal bride should’ve been able to heal that many people all at once. It just wasn’t possible.

      “She is an assassin with your life in her sights. The moment you’ve outlasted your usefulness, she’ll slice off your head and stab a knife through your heart, just as the Gods command her.”

      Shut up...

      “Shut up!!!”

      I didn’t want to let him talk any more. I didn’t want to hear any more. I charged in at him and—

      “Ah—”

      —I screwed up. Right as I stepped in, an axe and a spear came at me from either side.

      “Ngh! Ah!”

      I dodged one and awkwardly parried the other—but I couldn’t do anything about the attack that followed. The burned man punched me right where my guard was down, and I went flying and rolled through the dirt again.

      The world was swaying left and right. My vision was cloudy. When I pressed my hands to the ground to get myself back up, my fingers were shaking. My breathing was quick and shallow, and my eyes just wouldn’t focus...

      “Such faith you hold in her. What do you suppose she did to you to instill it?”

      You’re wrong...

      I tried to deny it, but I couldn’t even speak anymore.

      “Behold! This is the true form of the divinely-protected Hero! The Gods the humans speak of are naught but lies! Do not be fooled by their trickery!”

      I could feel the demons’ morale getting stronger as the man riled them up. With beastlike battlecries, the monsters charged at me.

      Panting and heaving with breath, I frantically tried to cut down their numbers as much as I could. Blood was blocking half my vision. I had too many blind spots. My footing was getting messier and messier. I was dodging fewer of their strikes and parrying more...

      “I, right hand of our murdered Lord! I, Raven, the Black Bird of Revelation, command you! The time of our vengeance is nigh! Go forth, brave soldiers of the First, and deliver justice!”

      The guy with the burned face was shouting about something or other. It was taking everything I had just to defend myself, and they were obviously backing me further and further into a corner, and my head wasn’t working right, and...

      “I bet Master’s gonna be mad at me...”

      You’ve gotta know when to retreat. Always remember, they’re stronger than us. There’s no point in throwing your life...away...

      Now I finally understood why Master had wanted to keep me away from the battlefield. These monsters he’d spent his life fighting were just too powerful to face head-on. It was too reckless, too stupid...

      “Good thing I didn’t bring Alicia, huh...?” I mumbled to myself.

      I was moving pretty much mindlessly, parrying claws and slashing back at them. When a huge tree trunk came ramming at me, I couldn’t dodge it.

      My mind went blank.

      I slammed into a cliff face and fell to the ground. My head was hazy, but somehow I still had a grip on my sword—even I was surprised. My body knew what to do, and it kept on moving for me. But when I looked up at the solid wall of monstrous shadows in front of me, my thoughts went dull and slowed to a stop.

      I didn’t feel any fear. Whatever attachment to life I’d had, I’d probably left it behind the day my village got attacked by demons—the day everyone had died except for me.

      The burned man was shouting something again. A bull-headed monster with a huge axe slowly walked over to me. Everything around me was covered in shadows. The moon was hidden behind the clouds, and the outlines of the world felt hazy.

      I sighed. It just felt pointless and unsatisfying—life, death, all of it.

      I’d been playing hide-and-seek when they attacked the village. They hadn’t spotted me, but they’d chased around my aunt and uncle, my grandma and grandpa, like they were having fun hunting them. They’d killed them, they’d played with them... So I’d just kept the hide-and-seek going. I’d snuck up on the demons without them noticing, and I’d killed, and killed, and killed...

      Before I knew it, I’d ended up all alone.

      Master had picked up the smell of death and come out to the village. When he’d gotten there, he’d found me on my own, and he’d helped cremate everyone. He’d asked me, “If you don’t feel like living anymore, how about I kill you?” or something like that—some question you’re definitely not supposed to ask a kid who’s just been through something horrible.

      “Back then, if I’d said to kill me... Would you really have done it, Master...?”

      My vision was blurry, and the huge shadow that appeared in front of me lined up with the one in my memory. The moonlight came back out, and the world got sharper. A giant warwolf covered in pitch-black fur was looking down at me.

      “Oh...”

      The huge sword slung across his back was the same as my memories...too...

      “Master...?”

      “If you wanna die that bad, how about I kill you?”

      His voice wasn’t familiar at all. It sounded like the low growl of a beast. But the way he talked was nothing but familiar. I wasn’t sure why, but tears started...blurring...my vision...

      “Is that you... Master...?”

      The warwolf just stared down at me and didn’t answer my question. But...

      “Seriously, how damn long am I gonna need to keep wiping your ass for you?”

      “Wha—?”

      He gave the sword a huge swing while he bad-mouthed me.

      “Well, I guess I can help a brat look after another brat.”

      I watched blood spray out above me and shower onto him as the bull-headed demon’s huge body fell to the ground.

      “Masterrrr!”

      “Quit fucking crying, dammit.”

      He wasn’t looking at me—he was focused on somewhere else, and my gaze naturally followed his...

      “Huh...?”

      There, past the wall of demons around the cliff face—there was a scuffle breaking out, and a white-haired girl in a nun’s outfit was rampaging at the center of it.

      “Ali...cia...?”

      She was punching demons away and shouting something while she tried to make her way over here. Obviously, the demons were starting to fight back to try and pin her down, and she moved like she was running on pure frustration. She looked exhausted...

      “Oh...”

      I was the one who’d left her unable to move.

      “She’s gonna die at this rate.”

      I let out a grunt of frustration.

      You don’t need to tell me. I get it. I know what I need to do.

      “If you were alive, you should’ve told me!” I shouted.

      I gritted my teeth and forced myself back up with all the strength I had left, and I charged forward without waiting for an answer.

      It’s your own damn fault for assuming I died.

      I felt like I heard a mocking voice from behind me.

      Everything after that just didn’t feel real at all.

    

  

    
    
      The next thing I knew, Alicia was hugging me tight. Demon corpses were piled all around us—too many to count. Master stood with his back to us, looking up at the morning sun.

      [image: insert 4]
      The guy with the burned face had disappeared when I wasn’t looking. I’d just lost myself in the battle alongside Master. We’d sliced, killed, crushed—we’d survived.

      I couldn’t move a muscle anymore. I’d pushed myself past my limits, and I was so worn out I could barely think straight. But as I stared up at Master’s unfamiliar shadow, I needed to tell him how I felt—how frustrated I’d been when I’d failed to protect him, how reckless I’d gotten when I’d wanted to protect Alicia. I needed to thank him. My tongue wasn’t working right, and my words were all jumbled up. Even I couldn’t understand what I was saying. But I just needed to tell him all of it.

      “I... I was scared...”

      I’d thought Master was dead, and I’d almost lost Alicia.

      “I was so scared...”

      I’d learned that I could only protect them by fighting. I’d found things that I needed strength to protect. But all this time, I’d still been terrified of losing them.

      “What... What do I do, Master?”

      I knew he wouldn’t answer. He’d never opened up to me like that. He’d always been cold and distant. When I’d told him I wanted to be his apprentice, he’d shoved me onto the boss and run off who-knows-where. He was careless, he was irresponsible... But he’d always show up to save me.

      “Was it scary for you too?”

      Were you afraid of losing me, just like I was afraid of losing Alicia...?

      I never would’ve even thought stuff like that normally, but now the words just came flowing out. Master’s wolf face twisted into an uncomfortable scowl.

      “If you’re that damn scared, then throw away that sword and go hide in a hole somewhere.”

      “You’re always so mean,” I groaned with a bitter smile. “I fought really hard back there...”

      Thinking back, I remembered how mad he’d been at me when I’d killed the Demon Lord. He must’ve been worried about me back then too.

      But you know what, Master? I was just trying to be like you.

      “It wouldn’t kill you to tell me I did a good job once in a while, would it?”

      “What are you, a little kid?”

      Master looked like a wolfman now, but something in his smile was still the same as ever. He vanished into the morning light. The only ones left were me and Alicia.

      Alicia was still clinging onto me. From the sound of her breathing, she was probably awake. I could tell she was really mad at me, though.

      “Alicia?”

      I gently patted her shoulder—no reaction.

      “Alicia, we should start heading back. The boss is probably worried...”

      I tried to peel her away, but she wouldn’t let me. She just kept hugging me tight.

      Uhhh...

      “I... I was so worried about you...” Alicia’s voice came from somewhere around my shoulder. “I told you you couldn’t go alone. I told you it was dangerous. Are you an idiot? You’re lucky we made it in time...” She shuddered. “You would’ve died back there. If we hadn’t come, you would’ve been torn to shreds, Cion!”

      “Yeah,” I said with a grimace. “That’s pretty scary.”

      I’d known guys who’d died that way. I didn’t want to think about it much.

      She gave a frustrated grunt and squeezed me even tighter.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m really sorry.”

      “Apology not accepted.”

      If I told her she was cute when she got a little childish like that, she’d probably get even more mad at me.

      “I’m so sorry...”

      I gently hugged Alicia back.

      I knew she was hiding things from me. After all, she was a bride—she was part of the Church. Of course there’d be stuff she couldn’t tell an outsider like me. Plus, I’d just seen the way that archbishop had treated her, and how she couldn’t talk back to him at all. Her position in the Church was pretty shaky now that the cardinal with the glasses had gone missing. She’d told me the Holy Saint had taken her in, but I guess she still didn’t have as much freedom as before.

      “I’m sorry. I just wanted to protect you.”

      I knew I was only making excuses, but all I could do was keep apologizing. I felt a shove on my chest, and Alicia’s wide-eyed, tearstained face pulled back in front of me.

      “I told you I’m not just a bride for you to protect!” Her eyes were red and puffy, she was just as beat-up as me, and she was really mad. “I’m glad you care so much about me. I appreciate it. But—that time you got controlled, I was the one who saved you!”

      She hadn’t told me that before.

      “Really...?”

      She gave a sulky nod. I knew she was talking about the fight back in the Holy City, but I’d thought the saint must’ve used some sort of mystical power to free me.

      “I’m the one who rescued you when you got seduced by an evil witch! I’m the one who shielded you from getting eaten by a big scary wolf! If I weren’t protecting you, you’d be dead! Why can’t you see that, Cion?!”

      She didn’t sound like she was joking. Alicia never joked about stuff like that, and I wouldn’t have expected her to—even if she was an assassin out to kill me.

      “I... I guess I’m hopeless on my own, huh?”

      “You idiot...”

      Alicia’s head thudded softly into my chest. I wasn’t really sure what to do—stroke her hair, or maybe give her a hug again?

      “Actually... How’d you catch up to me, anyway?” I decided to ask the question that was bugging me the most. “I mean, I really did suck out almost all of your mana. Even if you just rested and recovered, I didn’t think you’d be able to move again until morning.”

      That trick of using Scarlet Brave to drain mana was something I’d only figured out recently. It was a secret move that I’d never shown anyone, not even Master. It had worked as a surprise attack on Alicia, but I didn’t think it’d be much help in actual combat. That guy with the burned face had been able to do the same sort of thing just by getting close enough, but I couldn’t suck out people’s mana without touching them—not just them, but their blood specifically. I’d only managed to take out Alicia with it because her guard had been down.

      “Alicia?”

      I was confused why she wasn’t answering. I asked again, and she finally spoke up reluctantly.

      “A wolf... There was a wolf passing by, so I bit him.”

      I stared back at her. “Ah...”

      I could picture it now, more or less. I didn’t ask for details.

      “Uh— No, I mean, I’m only saying that in a metaphorical sense,” she quickly added. “He just shared some of his blood with me. Veiss saved me.”

      Master must’ve been worried about us all this time. If he found a girl all on her own in the middle of nowhere, too weak to move, there was no way he’d just walk on by. He wouldn’t need to know what was going on—he’d do what he could to help.

      “I keep trying not to be a burden, but it’s harder than it sounds,” I said with an awkward smile.

      Master was long gone, but I thanked him for the umpteenth time this morning. I took Alicia’s hand, and the two of us stood up. The morning sun was climbing higher overhead. We couldn’t just hang around here forever—we needed to go let people know the job was done. Besides, I was still worried about the burned guy, and I didn’t know where Master had gone either...

      “Oh, right—why did Master look like a wolfman?”

      I’d had too much on my mind to even wonder about it, but the question floated back up through my head and out of my mouth. I hadn’t expected Alicia to actually know the answer, but for some reason, she stared at me with a weird look on her face, like she was swallowing down some words she’d been about to say.

      “He... He said he’d eaten something that disagreed with him. Some sort of strange mushroom.”

      “Huh.”

      Yeah, Master does get sloppy and careless about that sort of stuff.

      Besides, Alicia grew dog ears and a tail sometimes too. Maybe things like that weren’t even all that rare, and I’d just never heard about it before.

      “Cion...?”

      “Huh? Oh, it’s nothing. Just thinking.”

      Should I ask her?

      Was she actually here to keep tabs on me and then kill me? Was being a nun just a cover story? Was she part of something bigger, something scarier that she’d been hiding from me all along?

      If I asked and she told me, what would I even do about it?

      Even if she was here as an assassin, she’d still shown up to save me last night, and she’d protected me from that white wolf too. And at the end of the day, even if Alicia did try to kill me, I had a feeling I’d still trust her anyway. After all, I’d seen how kind and caring she was—that was the Alicia I knew.

      “Hey, Alicia? Why do you always do so much for me?”

      I knew it wasn’t a fair question. She was a bride of the Church, and she had to do whatever the Gods told her. I’d just seen how little control she had over any of it.

      “I mean, I know you’ve got your orders, but you don’t need to go this far, do you?”

      Even I had to admit I was a pretty selfish, stubborn, unruly Hero. I wasn’t fighting for the sake of the world—not really. I just wanted money to help everyone back at the orphanage, and I’d only let the Church give me the title because it was useful to throw around.

      “So, why?”

      What did I even want her to say?

      The Church was bigger and more complicated than I could imagine, and there had to be all sorts of stuff going on behind the scenes. So there’d be plenty of things she just couldn’t tell me about, but I—

      “Why are you so nice to me, Alicia?”

      —I couldn’t stand not asking. I felt like a kid desperately chasing after a mom about to abandon them. I was scared of losing Alicia, but I was just as scared of her leaving me.

      “Cion, I— I’m, uh...” Alicia stumbled over her words. She was trying as hard as she could to keep her feelings off her face. “There...hasn’t been much logic behind anything I’ve been doing lately.”

      Yeah, you can say that again.

      I burst out laughing. I just couldn’t keep it in.

      “Wha—? Huh?” Alicia looked so adorable as her eyes went wide.

      She was so beat-up and so beautiful. So slender and so strong.

      I could never take my eyes off her.

      “Hmm? Oh, I was just thinking how cute you are, Alicia.”

      “Wh-What?!”

      She stared back at me in confusion, and I grabbed her hand and tugged her along as we left that hellscape behind us.

      Even if this world was filthy beyond saving, I never wanted to let go of that hand. Even if these feelings had been planted in me, I wanted to trust the heart that felt them was real. Even if I was just playing my part in someone else’s schemes...

      These feelings were the one thing I never wanted to regret.

      ◇

      When Cion and I got back to the encampment, it was completely deserted. The embers of hastily extinguished fires were still smoldering, and most of the mercenaries’ supplies were still there—only the people were missing.

      “Did they...?”

      “Alicia! Look at this!”

      I’d already started to put the pieces together by the time Cion brought over a note from the innkeeper. It read simply, “Heading to Spirit Mountain Temple.”

      The logical conclusion was that the demons Cion had wiped out had been a diversion, and the main body of the invading army had been moving separately.

      “Now that I think of it, that lion wasn’t there either...” I muttered.

      The demons from last night hadn’t been well-organized by any stretch of the imagination. To put it charitably, they’d been handpicked troops. To put it uncharitably, they’d been a motley gathering. They hadn’t been working in coordination with the others; they’d felt like an impromptu force assembled for the sole purpose of killing Cion. That was precisely why Veiss and I joining the fray had been enough to drive them back. If that lion had been in charge, we wouldn’t have been nearly so lucky.

      “I’d been wanting to wash off and take a little rest, but I suppose that’ll have to wait,” I said with a strained smile.

      Cion was already re-checking her equipment. “You can stay here if you’re too tired. You didn’t get much sleep the night before, right?”

      “If you weren’t going either, then I’d sleep here with you. But we can’t afford that right now...”

      One of us leaving the other behind wasn’t an option anymore. If Cion tried to ditch me again, I’d chase after her even if I had to crawl on all fours. And if I tied up Cion and went ahead without her, I knew she’d chase after me as well.

      “Frankly, there are still too many things that don’t add up.”

      Glasses had gone missing, and the demon army had invaded. Cion had been called away, and they’d launched a surprise attack. This couldn’t all have been the Golden Lion’s plan. He was a hard guy to read, but he’d felt like a proud warrior. These sneaky plays were someone else’s work.

      “That man with the burned face was with the guys who attacked me last night,” Cion said. “He called himself Raven, the Black Bird of something-or-other... He said he was the Demon Lord’s right hand.”

      “Huh...”

      The Demon Lord had wanted peace... And this guy had been his right hand?

      “And he’s the same ‘devil’ who attacked the capital,” I muttered. “Devil” hadn’t been a literal description, though—just a pejorative reference to him being devil-touched. “I didn’t see him among the corpses, so he must have fled right away.”

      “That guy’s bad news. When we fought, it felt like he was sucking out my power.”

      “Like Scarlet Brave, you mean?”

      Cion shook her head. “It’s probably the same type of skill, but I still don’t totally get it.”

      She explained that he hadn’t touched her, but she’d still felt her power draining away. Even while she’d been absorbing mana from the demons’ blood with Scarlet Brave, she’d been steadily losing strength. I’d seen similar sorts of things before—the saint could read people’s memories with a single touch, and then keep them continually under her control afterward. And fundamentally, unlike spells and orisons, skills just weren’t as constrained by logic in the first place.

      “Did it seem like the demons around him were being affected as well?”

      Cion tried to recall; she wasn’t all that sure, but she shook her head no. To be fair, demons’ mana capacity was on a completely different level from humans’, so getting a little drained might not have had much of an impact. Still, though...

      “We’ll just have to pray that his ability doesn’t let him drain mana from everyone within range.”

      Or worse, incapacitate anyone he was able to see, or something—I had to believe that a bullshit power like that just wasn’t possible, but he sounded like a really obnoxious opponent regardless. Worst case, I’d just have to rely on Cion to handle Mr. Right Arm.

      Before I could say anything, Cion opened her mouth.

      “Hey, Alicia?” she said slowly. “I know you’re trying not to put too much on me right now, but it’s okay. You don’t need to worry about me.”

      She spoke without any of her usual stubbornness. There was something soft and gentle in her tone, and it felt like if I turned her down, she’d quietly back off. But—

      “I trust you, Alicia.”

      —Cion’s eyes shone with a strength I’d never seen before.

      Did something happen back there?

      For some reason, the words just wouldn’t come out. I knew she’d tell me the answer, but I had a strange feeling that as soon as I asked that question, there’d be no going back for the two of us.

      I had come running to help her when she’d been cornered, but I hadn’t really contributed all that much; Veiss had done most of the work. All I’d been able to do was target the demons attacking Cion and hamper their movements.

      “The truth is, I hadn’t been planning on coming back,” she said. “Not after what I did to you. And I didn’t want to keep putting you in danger either... But I realized something when I was about to die—I guess I love you even more than I thought, Alicia.”

      I stared at her.

      “What?”

      Did... Did she just say what I think she said?

      Cion just kept on speaking nonchalantly, totally unconcerned with my reaction. “I’m not gonna be like Master. Sometimes he just tries too hard to act tough, y’know?”

      “W-Wait a second—! Um, C-Cion? Did you, uh...?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Ummmm?!”

      Huh? Am I the one being weird about this? Have I been spending too much time around the Horny Slut? Is that pervert rubbing off on me?!

      “So, let me be there for you, Alicia. I’ll lean on you when I need to, and I want you to lean on me too. I think things’ll work out better for us that way.”

      Faced with her earnest, point-blank show of affection, my heart was pounding and my cheeks were flushed. Somehow, while I’d been dragging my feet worrying about the Gods and the Church, Cion had jumped ahead and slipped free of everything holding her back.

      That’s not fair.

      I’d still been struggling to make up my mind, but when she held out her hand to me like that, I hardly had a choice anymore.

      “Just so we’re clear, Cion, we’re up against a monster who attacked the capital and fought head-to-head with Veiss. Heavily injured as you are now—”

      “It’s okay, Alicia. I’m not leaving you alone.”

      I was still hesitating over whether to take her hand, but she kept standing there with a look of total calm.

      It pissed me off, just a little.

      I sighed. “All right. I give up. Please help me, Cion. Things are going to get rough from here on out—or rather, judging by the evidence, the situation is already dire. We’re going to charge in there, find whoever’s behind it all, and punch them in the face until they’ve learned their lesson. I don’t know whether it’s the archbishop or the Black Birdbrain of Whatever, but either way, we’re going to punch them good and hard.”

      Honestly, if punching them were all we needed to do, I could probably handle that much on my own. The problem was what came after. Whoever we were beating up, they had both the tactical skill to plot out this scenario and the raw violence to make it into reality.

      “I’m not asking you to protect me. That’s my job. But no matter what, don’t let the culprit get away.”

      My thoughts went to the running battle from Arshelm to here, to the slaughter last night with Veiss and Cion, and to the clash that was likely already underway at the foot of Spirit Mountain. The scale of the death and destruction was immense—the damage was already irreparable. If I cast my gaze further, out to the plains on the opposite side of the central mountain range, the casualties would be twice as large.

      So we were going to put an end to this, here and now. Someone had to stop these idiots playing with fire, before the entire continent was engulfed in flame.

      “The Gods are a bunch of lazy slackers, so it’s up to us to stop this war in their place.”

      Whether or not that was what the Gods wanted...it was what I wanted, what I wished for.

      “Doing the Gods’ work for them sure sounds like a job for a bride,” Cion said.

      She had a knowing smile, but she was brushing a little too close to the truth; I couldn’t exactly laugh along.

      “Hey, Cion. Once this is all over, let’s go to a hot spring together.”

      So I decided to bully her a little.

      “Huh?”

      “There’s a little hot spring district near the orphanage where I grew up.”

      The Snowell Orphanage was out in the cold northeast, so the hot springs were a local treasure. Even though we’d been right near the demons’ territory, there’d been a constant stream of visitors coming out to relax and recuperate in the hot water.

      “The whole place is probably in ruins thanks to the invasion, and the people will all have evacuated. So I’m going to take my time and clean every last inch of you.” I smiled sweetly as I looked Cion over. She was covered in blood and dirt from top to bottom. “You’d better prepare yourself.”

      “You’re scaring me a little...”

      “Oh, you should be scared. After all, you really do stink.”

      I hadn’t bothered her about it before—I’d assumed it was just a mercenary thing. In any case, we’d been spending all this time on long trips where the most we could do was wash off in lakes and streams, and Cion couldn’t even do that much without risking her cover as a man. We could heat up water and wipe off with damp cloths, but things still got smelly.

      “Besides, I’ve been wanting to try dressing you like a girl at least once. I’m sure the Gods will allow us that little bit of fun.”

      As I spoke, I realized that part of me was genuinely looking forward to it more than I’d expected. She needed room to spend some time off relaxing, not as the Hero Elcyon but just as Cion—as a regular girl. I wanted to give her that.

      Huh. It’s all so simple, in the end.

      I felt like an idiot for wasting my time thinking around in circles, worrying about how I really felt and what to do about it. I just wanted to give this girl a normal life.

      But first, we needed to do something about all the adults who wouldn’t allow her that. It didn’t matter whether they were humans or demons; it didn’t matter what prophecies they delivered, what reprisals they demanded, what reasons they made up to act all high and mighty like they spoke for the entire world. We’d knock them out flat. We’d tell them we were fed up with their bullshit, and we’d stomp them into the ground. Not because that was the will of the Gods, but because I wanted to make this girl smile.

      “Please lend me your strength, Cion. Not as the Hero, but as a mercenary who I know and trust.”

      I didn’t take Cion’s hand. Instead, I held out my own.

      As we stood there holding out our hands to each other, staring into each other’s eyes, the whole thing started to feel a little silly.

      “Should I kneel and pledge my service or something?” Cion joked.

      I smiled back at her. “Very well. Make it so.”

      Her fingers were warm and soft as they touched mine.
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