
  
    [image: Cover]
  

  
    [image: Characters]
  

  
    [image: Map1]
  

  
    [image: Map2]
  

  Table of Contents


  
    	Cover


    	Characters & Story


    	World Map


    	Chapter 1 — Above the Cloud-Scraping Tree


    	Chapter 2 — The Blue Road Home


    	Chapter 3 — Changing and Unchanging, Part One


    	Chapter 4 — Changing and Unchanging, Part Two


    	Excerpt — Dripping Memories


    	Side Stories — Fragments of Meeting


    	Side Story — The Feelings Carried in a Sword


    	Afterword


    	Color Illustrations


    	About J-Novel Club


    	Copyright

  

  
    Landmarks

    
      	
        Table of Contents
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 1 — Above the Cloud-Scraping Tree


      “Please, Mr. Forestfolk, I’m begging you! Don’t fall!” The ship’s captain called out to me from the bottom of the mast.


      I suppose it might have been going too far, asking for permission to come up here. But the feeling of the wind at the top of the mast on a ship sailing across the ocean was so strong and energizing, it really filled my heart with excitement.


      Now that I thought about it, this was my first time on a ship that was sailing on the ocean. Looking down from up here, I could get a good idea of just how massive the ship was. There was no way a vessel of this size could navigate inland rivers with how deep the hull sat under the water.


      A sudden strong gust of wind struck me, powerful enough that an ordinary human would have likely been blown off of their perch. But I was a high elf. I gave a single word of caution to the wind, letting it know that falling would be dangerous for me, and it slipped past without pushing on me at all. The feeling of having the wind ruffle your hair or flutter your cloak without putting any pressure on your body would have likely seemed quite strange to humans.


      My faint memories of my past life reminded me I had once been human too, but by this point, I was fully adapted to my life as a high elf. However, the land of Fusang that we were approaching had a culture that sounded similar to that of the place I’d lived in my previous life. What would I see there? How would it make me feel? I couldn’t wait to find out.


      At the bottom of the mast, the captain looked up at me in resignation, though still too concerned about my well-being to leave. Even if by some freak accident I slipped and fell, I could always use magic to float myself down to the deck...but that seemed to be beside the point.


      I decided it was about time to head back down. I had been granted passage on this ship as a favor, so I didn’t want to leave too much of a negative impression. Before descending, I took one last look ahead. I still couldn’t see our destination, the kingdom of Fusang.




      Heading east from Ancient Gold Province brought me to Blue Sea Province. Heading farther east, I found a large port on the coast. I boarded a large ship there and continued across the sea, heading for Fusang. I had booked passage on the ship with help from the emperor, Longcui Dijun, and the governor of Blue Sea Province, Zhang Shegong.


      It had taken about a year to get to this point after my last conversation with the golden dragon, most of that time spent trying to make something from the scales he had left for me as a gift. You couldn’t melt them, you couldn’t break them, and you couldn’t cut them. They might have been the ultimate material, but they were useless without a way to work with them. For example, even diamonds didn’t hold much value before technology had developed to cut and polish them. The mystics hadn’t been given scales like this before either, so even with their help, it was quite a task.


      At any rate, it had been a long and arduous process of trial and error to find out how much heat it took to melt them and how much force it took to break them. This was all necessary because, unprocessed, they stood out too much and were far too large to carry around.


      In the end, I had settled for the brute force method. I had Baimao Laojun use magic to reduce the scales’ durability so I could then cut through them with my magic sword. Even then, it felt like it had only barely worked.


      One interesting discovery I made through the process of trying to work with the dragon scales was that they generated a strange energy when coming in contact with mithril. It was a similar phenomenon to the power that filled the air around the sleeping golden dragon, and it could be used somewhat like mana. That meant that with mithril, a golden dragon scale, and something to act as a conductor like Fairy’s Silver, you should be able to make powerful relics that anyone could use. The idea was certainly intriguing, but the required materials were too rare to be a realistic prospect. Leaving Fairy’s Silver aside, it wasn’t really possible for any normal person to get their hands on mithril or dragon scales. With the mithril of my armband, I had both, but generating mana that was beyond my control was too dangerous for me to make regular use of.


      I sewed some of the broken pieces of scale into my cloak to serve as armor, then put the remainder away in my pack. I was sure I’d come up with a good use for them eventually. With a handful of mystic peaches already inside, my backpack might well have been the most valuable item in the world at the moment. Not that anyone would know by looking at it.


      I had decided to leave Sayr behind in Ancient Gold Province. Between his mate, his children, and the loving care he received there, I couldn’t bring myself to pull him away from all those blessings just to save myself the trouble of walking. Maybe it wasn’t the correct attitude to take toward a horse, but I had known him since he was born, so I often thought of him as a friend or as my own child.


      When I had made to leave Ancient Gold Province behind and he had stepped forward to walk alongside me, I just about broke down into tears. But even so, I left him behind.


      So now, as I made my way to the kingdom of Fusang, I was once again traveling alone. I had traveled from the Great Grasslands to the Ancient Gold Empire, from White River Province up to Black Snow Province, then down again to Ancient Gold Province, all swaying on Sayr’s back. The loneliness I felt now was proof of just how much I had enjoyed that journey with him.


      ◇◇◇


      “Why are you heading to Fusang anyway, Mr. Forestfolk? The only people who go there are warriors trying to make a name for themselves.” In the middle of our voyage, the captain suddenly approached me with that question. Apparently he had decided he couldn’t let me out of his sight for the rest of the journey.


      This was a trade ship, so I didn’t think he needed to pay me any more mind than the goods he was shipping. Maybe I had been a bit too rambunctious for my first experience on the sea. If I hadn’t been personally set up by the emperor and governor of Blue Sea Province, I probably would have eaten a fist or two by now. Perhaps some self-reflection was in order.


      Thinking back on the captain’s words, I could see that the other passengers who had booked a voyage on this ship had a much more intense atmosphere about them. They were all proud errants or seasoned mercenaries. Either way, they all were headed to Fusang to make a living from their strength in arms. I was going for a much different reason, though.


      “I’m just sightseeing. I heard there was a huge tree growing there and thought it would be a good idea to take a look at it.”


      The captain at first seemed taken aback by my answer but soon nodded in acceptance. There couldn’t have been many people so whimsical as to travel across the world to see a big tree, but as I was an elf—or rather, in his eyes a forestfolk, a member of a race that lived in close harmony with the forest—it must have made sense to him. It definitely wasn’t just him realizing once again how much of a weirdo I was. But it was true; I had no intention of fighting, and I just wanted to see the Fusang Tree for myself.


      To be clear, I held no enmity for demons or their oni offspring who inhabited that land now. Though the high elves considered them a threat and had been instrumental in driving them to extinction, I had no personal obligation to take up that cause. And besides, the oni living in Fusang weren’t actually demons, just their descendants. There was a big difference there.


      Demons had transformed themselves with mana in hopes of achieving immortality. If they had succeeded, there would have been no need for them to leave behind children. Similar to the true dragons, there would be no need for them to reproduce. High elves were a bit different, I supposed. We were only immortal in spirit, so our bodies still perished eventually.


      I didn’t know if any demons had actually achieved immortality, but I suspected the ones protected by the true giants had died out if they felt the need to leave children behind. That meant even from my position as a high elf, there was no reason for me to treat them as enemies.


      Whether these oni were better thought of as people or monsters was a different question altogether, but the answer didn’t matter much to me. I wasn’t a fan of the senseless killing of either. But of course, I had no idea what the oni would think of me.




      The island of Fusang had a sharp curve to it, forming a perfect crescent moon shape. Apparently the first visitors to the island had referred to it as “Cup Island.” At present, the northern half of the island was ruled by the oni, while the southern half was controlled by an alliance of humans, skyfolk, and merfolk.


      This ship was headed to the southern tip of the crescent moon, a trade port known as Sunsea Harbor. It was the one port that allowed entry to the land of Fusang. The trip from Blue Sea Province to Sunsea Harbor in Fusang would usually take about a week, but with the length of that journey being highly dependent on the wind and currents, that was little more than an educated guess. Of course, with me on board, there was no way the ship could avoid being thoroughly blessed by both, so our journey was a short five days. The trip was smooth enough to leave the veteran captain of the ship in shock.


      The captain was unable to keep the relief from his expression when I finally disembarked, thanking him over and over for his hospitality. Crossing the gangplank, I touched down on solid ground once again.


      I had made it to Fusang. Thinking back on it, I was surprised to realize it had now been fifteen years since I left Ludoria. It had felt like a much quicker journey, but I supposed I had taken quite a few detours along the way. All that aside, I had finally made it to my destination.


      Cargo from the ship was off-loaded onto smaller boats, which were then drawn along the water by merfolk. In Fusang, the sea belonged to them. It seemed merfolk drawing cargo through the water on these small boats was completely ordinary here.


      Of course, that was a sight you would never find on the mainland. It was quite interesting to watch. Having been unexpectedly greeted with a sight I couldn’t have predicted in the least, I was already smiling.


      I had heard there were also merfolk living outside of Fusang. For example, in Vilestorika, I had heard that trade with foreign continents had only been established with the help of the merfolk who inhabited the sea. However, merfolk working and living together with humans like this was exceptionally rare.


      I had come here in search of the homeland of the Yosogi School and to see the Fusang Tree, but I was starting to realize I’d be witnessing many more interesting things besides.


      ◇◇◇


      The two things that quickly caught my eye while walking through Sunsea Harbor were the differences in culture—evident even in the clothing the people wore—and the presence of merfolk.


      I had seen all sorts of different clothing, architecture, and people during my time traveling through the Great Grasslands and the Ancient Gold Empire, but this place had an even more striking contrast. There was really no word more fitting to describe it than “Japanese.” The people walking along the streets wore kimono and traditional Japanese-style sandals known as zori. I had seen them all before when I lived together with Kaeha, but seeing so many in one place was quite a different spectacle. I had vague memories of similar clothing in my past life, but it felt like I had never worn them myself. The greater impact on me was the fact that it made the connection between Kaeha’s family and this country feel all that more real.


      As one might expect, the merfolk couldn’t come up onto land. Still, they gladly answered my questions about themselves. According to them, the merfolk had built cities in the sea sheltered by the crescent of the island, throwing their lot in with the human kingdoms in southern Fusang—or as the island was known locally, Fusou.


      In short, the merfolk had joined the humans in their war against the oni. That said, the oni weren’t reckless enough to attack the merfolk in their aquatic cities, and the merfolk weren’t capable of coming up onto land to fight the oni, so they weren’t exactly in direct conflict. The merfolk likely functioned as logistical support for the southern kingdom. For example, if soldiers rode in a small boat pulled by merfolk, they could attack any place on the island that faced the ocean. Even without engaging in combat, the merfolk were undoubtedly an incredible asset.


      A merfolk city, huh?


      Right now, all the merfolk I could see pulling boats around were male, but if I went to a city, there would no doubt be women too. Though the thought was intriguing, I didn’t expect an underwater city to have much in the way of good food. Unless they had sealed buildings with air inside, it would be impossible to make a cooking fire, and you’d get a mouthful of seawater with every bite. I could breathe underwater with the help of spirits, but they couldn’t help me eat.


      Above all, I had just gotten off a boat, so I wanted to spend a bit of time on land first. The city of Sunsea Harbor was much livelier and more populated than I had expected, perhaps because it was so far from the front lines.


      Attracting no small number of curious gazes, I made my way through the streets looking for a money changer. If I was planning on traveling over land to see the Fusou Tree, it would help to have some local currency, even if the exchange would cost me. Regardless of their value, paying with local currency instead of foreign currency left a much different impression. Trying to pay with something unfamiliar would make anyone cautious of me, appearing as though I were trying to swindle them. That suspicion could lead to them overcharging me or refusing my business altogether, so the safest and cheapest option was for me to exchange for some local money. That said, the ones creating suspicion by causing that sort of trouble often came out on top in the end.




      After getting some local money, I headed to a restaurant that served local workers and enjoyed some buckwheat noodles. They were authentic, hand cut and prepared noodles, served cold on a plate to be dipped into a thick soup before eating. I had stepped in just to get a quick bite to eat but had found something unexpectedly delicious. The pleasant aroma of the food and the ease with which you could eat it certainly played a part in that.


      The sight of an elf chowing down without any reservation must have been quite interesting, as the shop gradually filled with people around me, ordering their own noodles while they watched me eat mine. I was used to people staring at me by now, so it didn’t really bother me. Besides, if it was helping the store out, then I was happy to lend a hand.


      My memories of my past life had been stimulated by this country in a way they never had before. Of course, there was no such thing as merfolk in my past life, but the culture of Fusou was otherwise incredibly similar. And as far as the noodles went, the food was similar too. Buckwheat grew in the central region of this world’s mainland too, but it was made into things like galettes and pancakes rather than anything resembling these noodles.


      Having spent so long in a forest where I ate nothing but fruit, I’d developed a strong desire to try a variety of good food. I wasn’t craving anything in particular. Whether it was meat or fish; potatoes, grains, or vegetables; sweet, sour, or spicy; anything good was welcome.


      I had been able to eat rice while living on the grasslands and in the Ancient Gold Empire, but either the breed of rice or style of cooking was so different that it didn’t really strike me. But now, eating these all-too-familiar noodles filled me with a pleasant surge of nostalgia. Even the soup seemed to have something close to soy sauce in it.


      While living at Kaeha’s place, though we used chopsticks to eat, we could only really access food grown nearby, so we still ate local food like porridge. Of course there were times we could get our hands on imported goods to make things like rice or other Japanese-style dishes, but they were only for very special occasions.


      I started to wish I could share these foods with Kaeha and her mother, Kuroha. Would they have liked them? What would they have said?


      With those thoughts in mind, I finished off my plate...and started to grow jealous of the man beside me enjoying a drink. After noodles came sake. They were a perfect match. I got the impression you were supposed to enjoy a drink while waiting for the noodles to be served.


      If only I had found an inn already, I would have been able to enjoy a drink too. Searching for an inn while stinking of alcohol would earn me no favors, and since it was my first time visiting this country, it would be far too reckless to spend the whole night drinking. So first, I would need to find a place to stay the night.


      Though reluctantly, I abstained from ordering a drink for myself as I looked around at everyone else’s. It seemed they were drinking either fully clear or unrefined sake. That meant the drinks were most likely made from rice.


      “It was delicious, thank you.” Paying my bill with a word of thanks, I left the restaurant behind. Noodles weren’t enough to satisfy me. I needed to find an inn for the night, and then a place to drink.


      Anticipation of delicious food and delicious drinks filled my heart.


      ◇◇◇


      Port towns were places where all sorts of people and things gathered. Even in a country with an entirely new culture, that rule didn’t change. That gathering of people and goods inevitably brought information along with them. In the same way, it brought many strangers to town, meaning the locals were more comfortable with outsiders than in a far-off rural town, where outsiders would always be regarded with a level of suspicion.


      In other words, it was quite convenient that my first steps in Fusou were in a port town. Though of course, being an island nation, it wasn’t exactly possible for me to start anywhere else.


      At any rate, I decided to stay in Sunsea Harbor for a time and learn about Fusou for myself. From geography to cultural customs, important laws and the way people here thought, there were plenty of things I needed to learn. Though the culture in Fusou was similar to the world of my previous life, it could be extremely dangerous to rely on that assumption.


      No matter how similar they might have appeared, this was not Japan. This was a nation at war with a race of oni. The common sense and ethics I had learned in my previous life held no sway here.


      That aside, I had two primary objectives here in Fusou. The first was my original goal of finding the homeland of the Yosogi School. The second was to find the symbol of the island, the Fusou Tree, for myself.


      I didn’t actually know if the Yosogi School still existed here in Fusou. After all, there had to be a reason it had traveled as far as the kingdom of Ludoria on the mainland. There was a good chance that not only the Yosogi School itself, but all records of it here in Fusou had long been lost. Luckily for me, I had all the time in the world to look for it. And my second objective, the Fusou Tree, definitely wasn’t going anywhere. Searching every corner of the island would be a challenge, but as I learned the local customs, grew familiar with the country, and made friends, my reach would steadily grow.


      It would be best to assume I’d be staying here for ten to twenty years. If I stayed any longer, there might not be any familiar faces left when I finally returned to the center of the continent. I intended to finish my search in as timely a manner as possible so I could make it back there.




      “Well, don’t you have some funny-looking clothes? How far did you travel to get here?”


      As I sat at what had become my regular restaurant, enjoying some food and drink, a man looking like a merchant who happened to be sitting beside me struck up a conversation. It had been about a week since my arrival in Sunsea Harbor, and I had already heard the same question plenty of times.


      “Far, far to the west. On the other side of the Ancient Gold Empire are the Great Grasslands, and I come from beyond that,” I replied with a strained smile.


      Surprisingly, what made me stand out in this country was not my being an elf. Rather than my race, it was my clothing that attracted all the curious glances. It seemed the people here thought of “foreign” as being synonymous with the Ancient Gold Empire, so they were quite curious to see someone who didn’t look like they came from there either. And while my pointed ears were unique, the presence of merfolk and skyfolk in Fusou meant that seeing people of other races wasn’t especially uncommon. Being a foreigner stood out much more. It was quite an interesting state of affairs.


      Of course, there were plenty of cities that housed people of multiple races. Even in Ludoria, there were dwarven blacksmiths living alongside humans, as well as more eccentric elves traveling around as adventurers. In White River Province in the empire, there were earthfolk like Jizou working too. However, the nonhuman races were still quite few in number, so even when they were neighbors or friends, they still weren’t quite members of the “in” group.


      The difference there might have been subtle, and it was a division I was well aware could be crossed. Kaeha’s love for me was ample evidence of that. But there was only one other case I could think of where members of a foreign race were accepted by the general population as fellow citizens: Win and I in the kingdom of the dwarves. It was an extremely rare, very special case.


      Yet in Fusou, merfolk, skyfolk, and humans lived alongside each other like it was only natural. So rather than my race, it was my place of birth that piqued everyone’s interest, and similarly built up walls between us. The more I spoke with the people in Sunsea Harbor, the stronger that feeling became.


      What had happened to create this kind of environment? I didn’t especially mind the people putting up walls between us. As I had mentioned before, it was more than possible for an individual to cross over them. But I was very curious why their society had become like this.


      Fusou had presented me with yet another mystery to solve.


      ◇◇◇


      Through being a little generous with my coin, funding drinks for myself and a few other bored-looking people I ran into, I collected what information I could about Fusou. One of the things that stood out first was how interesting the capital, a city called Outo, seemed to be.


      Apparently there were five large cities here in Fusou, Sunsea Harbor being the first of them. As its name suggested, it functioned as the kingdom’s primary and only port town where the people of Fusou could engage in trade with those from the mainland. It was a natural gathering place for people and goods, making it a great place to collect information. But if I wanted to find the source of the Yosogi School and learn how the kingdom had become what it was, I would need to head farther inland. Sunsea Harbor was little more than the gateway leading into Fusou.


      The capital, Outo, would be a two-week walk along the road northeast from Sunsea Harbor. The name meant something like “central city,” and so as you might expect, it was located in the dead center of the kingdom. That said, it wasn’t in the middle of the entire island. It only occupied the central region of the southern kingdom.


      Heading east from the capital leads to a hilly region containing the city of Tendake, where the skyfolk called home. West of the capital was the ocean, but if you kept going, you would eventually find the merfolk city of Shin. North of the capital was the fortress city of Chinju, the front line in the war against the oni. There were other cities throughout the kingdom, of course, but these five formed the critical structure making up Fusou.


      Being geographically in between all of the other cities, the capital became a place where the three races of Fusou mingled freely. It was quite the intriguing story. While I could certainly see humans and merfolk working together here in Sunsea Harbor, there were no skyfolk around. After learning that there were quite a few blacksmiths and martial arts schools in the capital, and having learned a fair amount about the nature and culture of Fusou, I had no reason not to go there.




      I left Sunsea Harbor behind and headed northeast, where I eventually came across a wide, flooded rice paddy. It was a rather rare sight for me in this world. The scene filled me with an unexpected sense of homesickness. It shouldn’t have had any particular significance to me as I was now, but it somehow still felt nostalgic. Even searching through my faint memories of my past life, I couldn’t remember ever seeing something like this.


      The road leading to the capital cut through what appeared to be a major agricultural region. Being so far from the front lines, it felt like they were trying to leverage every bit of land they could to produce the food needed to supply the war effort. Apparently long ago, though quite rarely, the oni would travel down rivers leading off of the Fusou Tree to attack land even this far south. Their objective was to kidnap the women here, and specifically the human ones. That danger had mostly passed, with the border so strictly guarded that even if they were able to sneak through, it would be almost impossible for them to return home with their spoils.


      The oni were stronger and lived much longer than the other races, but they were far, far smaller in number. That seemed to be standard for long-lived races, and when coupled with the fact they had been on the edge of extinction, it was no surprise at all. When it came to battle, numbers meant a lot. To fill the gaps in their ranks, the oni made use of human women to produce half-oni.


      Stronger than a human but weaker than an oni, these half-breeds matured much faster and populated a kind of slave-warrior class in the northern kingdom. These half-oni were also capable of producing half-oni children of their own. The battlefields in the center of the island were mostly populated by these half-oni. My guess was that the oni here were the descendants of humans that had turned into demons.


      As far as I knew, it was extremely difficult for humans, elves, and dwarves to produce offspring with each other. If, by some chance, a half-breed was born, their ability to reproduce would also be significantly limited. Though I didn’t really want to use Win as an example, if he were to take a human or elven wife, there was still the possibility of them having children together, but their chances were much lower than for two humans or two elves.


      However, if he were to marry a dwarf or a beastfolk, the chance of them producing offspring would be almost zero. I had never heard of specific cases of half-elves trying to have children among themselves, but judging by the experience of other half-breed races like half-beastfolk, their chances still weren’t that good.


      But nevertheless, the oni were producing half-oni children with humans. If they produced enough children to have them serve as the bulk of their military, it felt like they operated outside the rules other half-breeds were restricted by. That meant there was a very strong chance that the oni being reproduced were born as humans.




      The whole story left me feeling rather apprehensive. Putting aside the unpleasant savagery of their present behavior, I couldn’t see the oni increasing in power as leading anywhere positive.


      Their current battle was due to a lack of territory. That was kind of inevitable. Even animals fought over territory. Tragedies like these were visible everywhere in the world. The strong used their strength to survive. It was like a law of nature.


      However, even if they went to war to secure the territory necessary for them to survive, their usage of half-oni to bolster their ranks was dangerous. That behavior contradicted their apparent motivations, making it seem more like they were fighting just for the sake of fighting. If that was the case, and the oni eventually did conquer all of Fusou, would they even be satisfied?


      Though it was entirely speculation on my part, I expected that wouldn’t be the case. They would continue to use the half-oni and humans to increase in number, eventually declaring war on the mainland. If that happened, they would come up against the Ancient Gold Empire.


      The empire was enormous. Even the descendants of demons would have a difficult time waging war against them, especially with the five mystics who protected it. But what if, by some chance, the aggression of the oni caused the golden dragon to stir? The ensuing carnage would be beyond imagining. If it was true that the true giants had been the ones to bring the oni to Fusou, then as small as that chance was, their invasion awakening the golden dragon was not beyond the realm of possibility.


      Walking along the road, flanked on each side by rice paddies, I looked up at the clouds overhead and sighed. “Saving the world” sounded far too grandiose for my liking, but it was true that I didn’t want the world to be put in danger, and these oni seemed poised to do just that. Why had the true giants decided to protect the demons in Fusou?


      Of course, all of this was information I had learned from the southern kingdom, and mostly from humans. The oni likely had their own justifications for their actions, though I suspected I’d never get the chance to hear them out. Whether I would end up fighting the oni or not, I had taken quite an interest in the situation in Fusou.


      Historically speaking, the practice of abducting people from an enemy nation with the intent of mixing bloodlines was common behavior in human conflicts as well. When tribes in the Great Grasslands went to war, they would slaughter the warriors of the opposing tribe, then assimilate the women and children into their own. Without a warrior class to protect them, they would have no chance of surviving on the grasslands, so this assimilation was the only way for the defeated to stay alive. How that all made you feel was another question entirely, of course.


      Even beyond the grasslands, when one kingdom conquered another, though it took a few generations, their bloodlines would eventually mix and become indistinguishable. There were some cases where the ethnic groups would find ways to remain separate, but it was quite common for them to assimilate. As savage as the oni’s methods were, when one considered they were humans too, there wasn’t really a place for an outsider like me to judge them.




      “So, what do I do now?” I muttered to myself, struggling to organize my thoughts. I was traveling alone on an open country road, so there was no one around to answer my question.


      If the oni lived in the mountains, I could change the landscape to seal them in. But without knowing how strong the oni were, I couldn’t be sure a natural barrier like that would be sufficient.


      What about splitting the island in two, separating the kingdoms? I could put enough physical distance between them that they wouldn’t be able to attack each other. Luckily, the island of Fusou was long, thin, and separated from any other land by a long stretch of ocean. It would be quite a feat, but with the help of the earth and water spirits, it might be possible. My experience with the golden dragon had left me with a stronger connection to the spirits, and I felt capable of drawing out much more of their power than before.


      Of course, such a large-scale endeavor was incredibly dangerous, and I had never tried anything close to that scale before. But realistically speaking, something like that would cause terrible damage to the people of Fusou. The shaking of the earthquake I had caused in Ludoria would be like a gentle bump in comparison, and the ensuing tsunami would be immense.


      The merfolk city in the ocean would be completely destroyed, and while it might distance the oni from the southern kingdom, I doubted either kingdom would survive the process.


      A straightforward battle seemed like the easiest solution. I didn’t want to fight or kill the oni in the least, but I couldn’t just leave them be. It was quite the dilemma.


      The war in Fusou had been going on since long before I arrived, and nothing about the present situation was abnormally dangerous, so maybe I didn’t need to let my imagination run wild like this. At this point, there was no reason for an outsider like me to get involved.


      But after my meeting with the golden dragon, the world around me looked so much more fragile, leaving me feeling unnecessarily worried. Even so, I understood that if I made the wrong move because of that worry, the consequences would make the disasters wrought by the oni pale in comparison.


      ◇◇◇


      I traveled along the road for two weeks, stopping in villages only long enough to spend the night, until finally it brought me to Outo, the capital of Fusou. Although, since the oni in the north also called their kingdom by the same name, I should say I arrived in the capital of the southern kingdom.


      The frontline city of Chinju was another week away on foot, and from a good vantage point, I could just barely make out the enormous Fusou Tree in the distance.


      “It’s not just a mountain, is it?”


      Even from this far away, or perhaps more accurately because it was this far away, you could really see how unnaturally tall it was. The sight had me tilting my head in confusion. Large mountains could reach up to the clouds, but this tree easily stretched far past them.


      It was clearly far larger than any normal plant could grow. Its size alone lent credibility to the story that it had been planted by the true giants. And it wasn’t just the height; it had an ample width to support it as well.


      According to what I had heard, water flowed out from the center of the Fusou Tree, creating a large lake around its roots. That lake broke off into rivers that flowed north and south, stretching across the island. The Fusou Tree was more than a symbolic feature of the land here. It was inextricably tied to the lives of everyone on the island. I wondered if the purpose of the tree was to gather moisture from above the clouds and bring it down to the surface.


      It was also clearly something close to the Spirit Trees and Mystic Trees I already knew. I had plenty of questions...but I supposed they would have to wait until I could ask the tree directly. No matter how big the Fusou Tree was, it was still a plant, which meant it would still talk with me. If it had been protecting the island of Fusou for that long, it might even know what the true giants had been thinking when they planted it.


      It would take some time to get those answers, though. After seeing it, I had no small desire to rush straight there, but I needed to head into the capital first. There were plenty of things I wanted to see here in the center of the southern kingdom.


      Looking up, I could see a number of people flitting through the air on their own wings. Yes, there were skyfolk here. Wearing clothes similar to those of mountain monks, they reminded me of the tengu of Japanese mythology.


      Living primarily in the eastern city of Tendake, they were said to be a brave and valorous people, playing a key role in resisting the oni advance from the north. Their specialty was apparently in forming up ranks in the sky, then making coordinated attacks on enemy positions by swooping down and letting loose a barrage of short throwing spears. It was a tactic that had driven the oni back time and time again. Besides that, their ability to travel quickly between the capital and Chinju meant the rearguard always knew what was happening on the front lines, enabling them to provide optimal support. Without the skyfolk, the oni would have likely overrun the southern kingdom long ago.




      I had traveled through the entire eastern half of the continent, but the races I met here all seemed unique. The merfolk lived in the sea, and the skyfolk, though they lived on land, flew through the sky. They operated in entirely different domains, but respected each other’s territory, acknowledged each other as equals, and cooperated toward a single end.


      Of course, that was all possible because they shared a common enemy in the oni, but they hadn’t just made an alliance. The three races had integrated their societies entirely. Something incredible must have happened to get them to cooperate, and I could only imagine what it took to maintain it. Now that I was in the capital, I was excited to research just what had led to that choice being made, and the history of how these three races respected each other.


      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

      

























































OEBPS/Images/Characters.jpg
A carefree old man Acer

~  metatabarin Fusou.

Mizuyo
A merfolk staying at
Gonzou's mansion.
Knows much about
Fusou’s history.

Nicknamed “Old Gon.”

Aina

Nonna's
great-granddaughter.
Full of energy and loves
sweets, just like her
great-grandmother.

Acer

A whimsical high elf
with a thousand-year
life span. He is
thoroughly enjoying the
food and drink at the
end of his journey.

After Win’s departure and Kaeha's passing, Acer began a new journey to take his
mind off the sorrow of those heart-wrenching goodbyes. He decided to visit the far
east, where Kaeha once told him the Yosogi School found its origins.

On the way, he rescued a tribe of grassland nomads from peril and took on a group
of their children as his disciples. After entering the Ancient Gold Empire, he worked
with an Errant named Jizou to crush a criminal organization. He then met with a true
dragon, telling his life’s story and the wonderfulness of the world to spare it from the
dragon’s flames.

After many long diversions, he finally boards a ship to his true objective, the far east
island nation of Fusou. According to Wanggui Xuannu from the Ancient Gold Empire,
it is a nation characterized by the massive Fusou Tree planted by the ancient true
giants, where the people are locked in an endless war with the oni.

His mind racing in anticipation of this yet unseen kingdom, 5 T 0 R y

Acer begins his voyage across the sea.
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