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      § Prologue: The First Proxy


      A long, long time ago, in the underground world, the first trial was held.


      Two people had survived until the end: the Goddess of Creation, and one of the Selected Eight she chose. They stood in the middle of a vast wasteland, where a fierce battle had just concluded. No one else remained on their feet.


      A deafening sound rumbled over their heads. The dome was falling—an order of the underground world called a skytremor. Just like how earthquakes occurred in the world aboveground, the sky of the underground world could tremble loudly as well.


      The dome slowly sank lower before coming to a stop. The space above the underground world reached half as high as it normally did.


      “The judgment has been made,” said a voice. “You have been deemed worthy of the power of the gods, transcendent one chosen by the Goddess of Creation. Become the proxy of the gods and balance the tilted scales.”


      A giant glittering set of scales appeared on a hill of the wasteland. Many more scales of various sizes floated in the air around it. They were all tilted to different degrees, but the smaller scales were mostly balanced.


      The least balanced of the scales was the giant golden one in the middle. On the left side of the majestic scale was a shield, while on the right, merely the blueprint of a sword, causing the scale to be heavily tilted towards the left.


      “Elrolarielm, God of Balance,” the Goddess of Creation called out quietly. “Are you sure that is correct?”


      The giant set of scales replied to her. “Order must always be balanced. This is the world you created, the land that values balance.”


      “I was wrong.”


      “No, order cannot be wrong. There is no right or wrong for us; we merely guide the world to the way it should be.”


      “Yet I believe I was wrong. If what you say is true, then whether these feelings of mine are correct or not, something is wrong with me. Your point is illogical, God of Balance,” the Goddess of Creation said. She held out a small hand towards Elrolarielm. “I will stop the Selection Trial and put it to an eternal end.”


      “There will be no end. As long as the world exists, order will be maintained. That is the purpose of the Selection Trial.”


      “Order that sacrifices lives is not kind.”


      “Indeed,” Elrolarielm said. “There is no kindness to order. Lives exist due to order. In the face of order, life and death are trivial. But without balance, the world is fated for ruin.”


      The Goddess of Creation closed her eyes. “I’m sorry.”


      Countless lunar snowdrops fluttered down around them. The Moon of Creation, Altiertonoa, glittered in the sky.


      “Your way may save the order, but it will never save the people,” the Goddess of Creation said. “You will fall into a deep sleep along with my order, and this sad trial will finally come to an end.”


      Silver light shone upon the golden scales. Altiertonoa descended slowly, engulfing the scales into the moon.


      “So foolish,” Elrolarielm said. “You are a fool, Goddess of Creation. You’ve chosen to turn against the order of the world you yourself created”


      “You’re right. I was a fool.”


      A large mass of magic power left the Goddess of Creation’s body and swallowed both the Moon of Creation and the God of Balance. The scales melted under the power of the moon, their silhouette becoming distorted.


      “Without order, the destruction of the world will be inevitable. Lives will be lost, and everything will return to nothingness. Do you intend on remaking it all, Goddess of Creation?” the God of Balance asked.


      The Goddess of Creation shook her head slowly. “Even if the scales of order tilt towards ruin, it won’t be destroyed. It just has to last for two thousand years,” she said with conviction.


      “Impossible,” Elrolarielm remarked. “Order is not some vague concept. The logic of the gods is absolute. What you speak of is pure speculation.”


      The Goddess of Creation nodded. “That’s right. A predetermined tragedy where everything is already decided will only torment the people and hurt the gods. The only salvation is in an unpredictable and uncertain world.”


      “Nonsense.”


      “I do not wish for anyone else to take the path my little sister took.” The Goddess of Creation walked up the hill. She touched the Moon of Creation that had engulfed the scales, stroking it as though she was comforting her own child. “I’m sorry I couldn’t create kindness in you.”


      The Moon of Creation changed shape.


      “Farewell.”


      The Goddess of Creation’s body began to glow.


      Just then, a figure could be seen running up the glowing white hill. The figure held a sword, and as they plunged it straight through the Goddess of Creation’s body, it glinted a deep and vicious purple.


      “Guh...”


      The Goddess of Creation groaned—her inner glow faded slightly. The sword stabbed through her chest was Gauddigemon, the Sword of a Thousand Bolts. From the blade itself purple lightning flowed, and ate away at her body.


      “Transcendent one,” the Goddess of Creation said gently, calling out to the figure who stabbed her. “Who is that you hate? Is it the gods? Is it mankind? Or do you hate the world itself?”


      The transcendent one said nothing, only glared at the Goddess’s outstretched hand.


      “Erasing me here will not change anything,” the Goddess of Creation continued. “Becoming a proxy of god will not bring you salvation. The powers of the gods will not stop the hatred burning your soul.”


      Without batting an eye, the transcendent one pushed the lightning blade further into the Goddess of Creation.


      “I extended my hand and chose you because of your hatred... But I was unable to grant you salvation. I was unable to stop you.”


      The Goddess of Creation’s body began to turn transparent. Her life was reaching its end.


      “However,” she said quietly, as though making her final wish. “One day, at a time that isn’t now, in a place that isn’t here, you will be freed from your hatred.”


      A magic circle of light appeared around the Goddess of Creation’s body—the light of reincarnation. To interfere with the magic, the transcendent one channeled purple lightning through the Sword of a Thousand Bolts.


      The light of reincarnation flickered.


      “You may look down upon me and hurt me all you wish, if it brings you the slightest bit of peace. But remember this.”


      Right before her body disintegrated in particles of scattered light, the Goddess of Creation spoke once more. “One day, the Demon King will come, and he will burn your raging hatred into ashes.”


      Ignoring the Goddess of Creation’s final words, the transcendent one proceeded, stabbing the Moon of Creation with the Sword of a Thousand Bolts.


      Bolts of lightning illuminated the wasteland. The sunken dome slowly started to rise back up, supported by the pillars of order.


      Thus, the Selection Trial came to an end, and the underground world’s first proxy of god was born.

    

  

  
    
      § 1. Demon King Training Suspended


      At the Jiorhaze dragon landing site.


      All of us gazed up at the dome, now eternalized through the Sword of the Almighty.


      “An eternally unchanging barrier,” Sasha murmured. “But we can still cut our way through with Leviangilma, right? Isn’t it a good thing if the draconids have no way of invading the surface anymore?”


      “Oh, good point,” Eleonore agreed. “Sounds like there shouldn’t be any problem,” Eleonore agreed.


      Just then, the earth overhead trembled. It was a skytremor—the sky was falling down. As the dome approached the ground it rattled loudly.


      Misha pointed at the dome. “Anos.”


      “Hmm. Some of the dome is falling. Not too large though,” I commented.


      “Wait, didn’t the dome just become eternally unchanging?” Sasha asked in a panicked voice.


      “The dome isn’t just one slab of rock,” Arcana answered. “The pillars of order merely hold up the pieces in a way that makes it seem so. But every one hundred years, the skytremors disrupt that order. The boulders that rain down as a result are called earthrain. However...”


      “It hasn’t been a hundred years, has it?” I asked.


      “That’s right.”


      At that moment, part of the dome shifted, and a large boulder—positioned right over Jiorhaze—jutted out, threatening to fall at any moment.


      Eldmed stared upwards with a look of great interest. “Bwa ha ha! If that falls, this city is done for. An eternalized boulder of that size will crush everything below it.”


      “Under normal circumstances, there is leeway between the first skytremors and the first earthrain. The earthrain typically falls seven days after the skytremor,” Arcana explained.


      But just as she said that, the skytremor worsened, and the boulder came free from the dome—plummeting straight towards Jiorhaze.


      “I-It’s falling!”


      “Do we run...?”


      Eleonore and Zeshia spoke at the same time.


      “Running now would only guarantee Jiorhaze’s destruction.” I held out my hand and Arcana handed me Leviangilma. “Veneziara.”


      My body started moving in a wave, swaying to and fro. The body of possibilities leaped from the ground and flew towards the falling earthrain.


      One flash later, Leviangilma cut through the falling boulders.


      Of course, the result was what had occurred. In reality, I never moved from where I stood in Jiorhaze. The falling earthrain was reduced to dust that scattered in the air.


      “Looks like things have gotten troublesome,” I said.


      Arcana nodded. “The eternal state of the dome has defied the pillars of order.”


      Both the skytremor, only meant to occur once a century, and the earthrain, only meant to occur seven days afterwards, had turned against their order and fallen in succession.


      “More rain may fall,” Arcana said.


      “And if it does, the city won’t survive,” I replied.


      Evacuating the city would be difficult without the seven-day grace period.


      “This must be because of my sin,” Arcana mumbled, looking downwards. “As the Goddess of Absurdity, this is my fault. I’ve already betrayed you, big brother...”


      I patted her head gently. “Making the dome rain down is just a cute prank. Something this trivial doesn’t count as betrayal.”


      Arcana took a small breath.


      “If the Goddess of Absurdity caused this to happen, then there must be a reason for it. Let’s figure that out first. Whatever her lies and betrayal involve won’t matter once I destroy them.”


      “Yeah...” she replied quietly, a hint of embarrassment in her voice.


      “How’s the land aboveground being affected?” I asked.


      “On the surface, order is being maintained as normal,” Arcana answered. “The blessings of the land haven’t changed. Fields can still be tilled, and trees will still bear fruit. But if one tries to dig too deep into the ground, they will be obstructed by eternalized dirt and stone.”


      So not an immediate cause for concern. But there was no guarantee things would remain that way forever. An abnormality in the skytremors could potentially affect the order aboveground.


      “We won’t return to the surface then,” I concluded. “We’ll undo the restrictions on Arcana and return the dome to normal first.”


      “Are we going to Gadeciola?” Misha asked.


      That would indeed be the fastest way to investigate the Goddess of Absurdity.


      There was a high chance that Gadeciola’s Overlord—and Ceris—knew something about Arcana. While we were there, we could find clues as to what they were plotting, plus retrieve Golroana along the way.


      “We’ll eventually go to Gadeciola, but our first stop will be Agatha,” I said. “We should be able to gain some information from Diedrich’s prophecies.”


      As long as we knew when and where the next earthrain would occur, prevention would be easy. Once the people were safe and we had our information, we could head towards Gadeciola.


      “Eldmed, go and inform Bishop Mirano of the earthrain. It should be possible to use magic against the boulders before they fall and gain too much momentum.”


      “Bwa ha ha! Leave it to me.” Eldmed drew a magic circle and used Gatom.


      Mirano would be able to figure out a countermeasure with the Jiordal Church. At worst, they would be able to begin the evacuation process to flee.


      “That leaves the students of the Demon King Academy.” I sent a Leaks to the Demon King Castle. “Demon King Anos orders you all to exit the castle within the next ten seconds. Do not be late.”


      “Will they make it in ten seconds?” Sasha wondered out loud, right as the door to the castle swung open.


      A stampede of footsteps later, panicked students gathered before me. They seemed to be under the impression that I would punish them if they didn’t gather immediately.


      “Well done. That was a swift response,” I said to them. “Now, listen to the plan. Though I considered returning to the surface first, the situation has changed. The dome has become eternalized. In short, I’m the only one who can pass through.”


      Sensing the seriousness of the situation, the students all listened carefully.


      “The songfire you all saw earlier was aimed at Midhaze. The song of the Divine Dragon was part of Jiordal’s fifteen-hundred-year-old spell to eradicate the surface. The magic has been stopped now, but it seems the underground world is much more dangerous than I originally believed.”


      The students stirred noisily.


      “Eradicate the surface?!”


      “That magic earlier was seriously horrifying...”


      “I’m more scared of how casually he said he stopped the magic...”


      They all stared at me in awe and gulped.


      “I was planning on resuming Demon King Training lessons, but that won’t be possible anymore. In the worst-case scenario, the underground world will become a battlefield.”


      The students trembled in fear.


      “Thus, this concludes lessons,” I announced.


      The students then sighed in relief.


      “Well, I guess there’s a silver lining?”


      “I honestly wouldn’t have been surprised if we had all died during Demon King Training...”


      “Looks like we’ll be able to go home safe.”


      I laughed at their relaxed comments. “Brace yourselves. From here on, all the battles are real.”


      “Huh?” the students all said in unison.


      “Wouldn’t it be better to send them all back, Lord Anos?” Misa suggested. “It won’t be easy for you to keep an eye on all of them.”


      “Don’t be silly. These are future demon lords you’re talking about. They’re not demons that need protection—they’re the demons that protect. They need to experience putting their lives on the line at least once or twice.”


      “That may be true, but...” Misa brought her hand to her mouth, deep in thought.


      The students all looked towards her and folded their hands in prayer—Jiordal style. It seemed they had actually learned something during this trip.


      “Please... Please, Misa...”


      “Please convince the Demon King!”


      “We’ll do anything you say!”


      Their pleading gazes honed in on Misa.


      “Even if you look at me like that...” Misa mumbled.


      Seeing how troubled she looked, Lay offered his opinion. “War doesn’t wait for you to get stronger first. In a way, they’re quite fortunate—they have us here.”


      The students glared at Lay, eyes full of hatred.


      “That’s not helping... Damn you, Lay. I mean, Hero Kanon...”


      “Are you just going to abandon us for being demons? Are humans the only people you’ll save? Have a heart!”


      “We’re your classmates! We cheered for you in the Demon Sword Tournament!”


      “We’ll spread embarrassing photos of you and Misa throughout the school!”


      Lay turned to me and smiled cheerfully. “Look, Anos. It seems they’re raring to go.”


      “Hmm. So it seems. I like the looks in their eyes.”


      The students fell to their knees.


      Well, I couldn’t blame them for wanting to stay safe. But enemies don’t wait for their opponents to be ready. Sometimes, hardship was necessary.


      “We will now head for Agatha. The Sword Emperor that leads the nation is a respectable man that should be treated with the utmost courtesy. Thus, you will all prepare a gift for him.”


      The students looked at me warily.


      “A song and dance.”

    

  

  
    
      § 2. Knight of Agatha


      We flew through the air of the underground world, heading towards Agatha. Those who couldn’t fly fast enough rode on dragons of snow created by Arcana. At the speed we were traveling, it wouldn’t be long before we arrived.


      “Hah!”


      “Woo-ooh!”


      Standing on the backs of the snow dragons, the male students thrust their fists in and out, over and over again. Female students on other dragons were busy singing along.


      “Hah!”


      The students thrust their fists out in unison, sweat running down their brows.


      “That’s not good enough! Put more love into your fists! Punch with gratitude! You’re trying to conquer the enemy, not just defeat them!”


      Ellen, as the lead adviser for the song and dance, was the one yelling. The students had been thrusting their fists in perfect unison for a while now, but she still seemed unhappy with the results.


      “I don’t get it. What are we meant to do? You’ve been saying nothing but vague things for a while now!” Ramon whined. The other students looked similarly lost.


      “Hmm, how do I explain this...” Ellen said.


      “How about you try picturing someone specific in your head?” Jessica suggested.


      “Good idea! When you thrust your fist, think of your crush,” Nono added.


      “All right. Let’s try it again from the top!” Ellen nodded in agreement and turned back to the male students. “Listen up, everyone! Picture your crush in your mind. Every thrust of your fist is a thrust towards that person! Got it?”


      The male students looked even more confused.


      “A crush... Do you normally thrust your fists at a crush?”


      “I don’t think so... This makes even less sense than before.”


      “Right? What if I end up punching them?”


      Ellen leaned forward enthusiastically and nodded. “That’s right! That’s exactly right! You can’t use all your strength, or you’ll hurt them. So how should you do it? With tender loving care! Hah!”


      She thrust her fist of love out. “Okay, now your turn!”


      “Hah!”


      Sasha shot their practice a sidelong glance. “Will they really make it in time with such weak posture?”


      The class was split into teams for the song and dance lessons, and Team Anos was awaiting their turn.


      “It probably would’ve gone smoother if they had more experience,” Lay said.


      Sasha turned to him, face sour. “What kind of experience...”


      Lay grinned without saying anything.


      Sasha sighed. “Not everyone is an idiot who flirts all day lo...”


      She froze without finishing her sentence. Her gaze was fixed on the cold eyes glaring in their direction.


      “All day long, you say? I’d love to hear the details about those experiences, Lay Grandsley.”


      Without any warning, Shin had appeared right behind Lay. With his smile frozen on his face, Lay shot Sasha a betrayed look. Sasha looked away like it wasn’t any of her business.


      “Experience...in what?” Zeshia asked Misa curiously.


      “Aha ha... What indeed...”


      “Ah! Misa’s feigning innocence!” Eleonore lifted a finger and poked Misa in the nose.


      “Th-That’s not it! It’s just a little early for Zeshia...”


      Eleonore giggled. “It’s okay, Zeshia’s a gifted child!”


      “That isn’t okay at all...” Sasha pointed out.


      “Come on, Zeshia. Think of the person you love and shout!”


      Zeshia nodded. She clenched her fists and flew over to me.


      “Like this... Hah!”


      I caught easily the fist she thrust out. “A good punch. I’m sure the Sword Emperor of Agatha will like it too.”


      “Zeshia is good at punching...” She smugly threw out two more punches.


      How adorable.


      “Want to practice the choreography?” Misha asked Sasha with a tilt of her head.


      “Hmm... I don’t mind practicing, but I’d rather be in the woo-ooh group.”


      “There’s also the singing group.”


      “Absolutely not! Anything but that,” Sasha replied.


      Misha blinked. “But you’re good at singing.”


      “Oh?” I said. “I didn’t know that. Sing something.”


      “Huh?!” Sasha yelped in shock. “You want me to sing those lyrics? Those lyrics?! Is that an order?”


      “If you don’t want to, it’s fine. I just wanted to hear your singing voice.”


      At that, Sasha suddenly blushed and turned away. “Which verse?” she asked quietly.


      “You can sing whatever you want.”


      “Then...” Sasha came up to me and placed her mouth by my ear. In a whisper, she sang: “Don’t open the door...”


      She shot me a little nervous glance. “Don’t open the door...”


      Her head turned downwards. Red spread across her cheeks. Her singing voice was quiet but heartfelt.


      “Don’t open...” She tore her gaze off me and forced her voice out in a mumble. “The forbidden door...”


      Misha clapped along. “Woo-ooh.”


      Hmm. Not bad. Good enough to sing in front of others. She just needs a little more confidence.


      “Sasha is good,” Misha said, clapping politely.


      “Your woo-ooh wasn’t bad either,” I commented.


      Misha smiled bashfully.


      “Maybe I should sing too,” Lay said, having flown towards us to get away from Shin.


      “It’d be better for all the boys to do the dance. There’s no time to figure out how to harmonize with the choir,” I said.


      “In that case, maybe a martial arts dance would be interesting,” Lay replied.


      “Oh?” I said. “That’s a good idea.”


      If Shin and Lay were performing, even an impromptu dance wouldn’t be a problem. The flashier their moves, the more extravagant the show would be.


      “If the student dance works out well, we can give it a try,” I said.


      “Big brother,” Arcana called, looking back at us. She had flown to the lead while the rest of us were talking. “There’s a flight of dragons in front of us. They’re attacking a draconid.”


      I looked down with my Magic Eyes and saw quite a number of dragons below us. They had surrounded a young man in red knight armor.


      “That’s the official uniform of the knights of Agatha,” she added.


      Indeed, when I met Diedrich, he was wearing a similar suit of armor.


      “That draconid is pretty strong, isn’t he?” Sasha asked.


      The young man was fighting off dragon after dragon—slashing at them with his sword, kicking their heads, breathing frost at them, and evading their attacks. He seemed quite used to dealing with dragons.


      “It doesn’t seem like he’s trying to kill them,” Sasha commented. “What’s he planning?”


      The young man was clearly trying to avoid dealing a fatal wound on the dragons. With his abilities, it should have been easy for him to break through the encirclement.


      “The dragon flights near Agatha are led by an alpha dragon,” Arcana remarked. “He’s probably trying to lure it out.”


      As soon as Arcana said that, the ground exploded apart, and out of the chaos, a black dragon with two horns and sleek wings appeared. Its huge body was larger than any other dragon in the group.


      “Is that the alpha dragon?” I asked.


      “Yes,” Arcana replied.


      The young man drew a magic circle around his sword and murmured, “Prethz Gaguna.”


      A god descended into the sword, and at once the blade both turned red and became larger. The knight swung the now-giant sword at the approaching alpha dragon.


      Just then, blood spilled from the corner of the knight’s mouth. He covered his mouth and coughed, hacking up more blood.


      Was he previously injured? No—his magic is decreasing too dramatically for that.


      “Hmm. He’s going to die at that rate,” I said.


      As the strength drained from the young man, his grip on his greatsword weakened considerably. It was as though he had lost control of his body.


      Meanwhile, the alpha dragon was almost upon him.


      “GROOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOH!”


      With a deafening roar, the dragon opened its jaws. Ferocious fangs closed around the knight of Agatha. The head of the alpha dragon crashed into the ground, sending a cloud of dirt up into the air.


      But it failed to swallow the young man; at the last possible moment, I had grabbed his body and rescued him from the mouth of the dragon.


      “Can you move?” I asked him.


      “Thank you for saving me, but it seems my body won’t listen to me. Please leave me here and run,” the young knight pleaded. “That is an alpha dragon—a fearful variant dragon stronger than any flight...”


      The alpha dragon roared over the knight’s words and lunged towards us.


      “Now go! I will buy time for you—” The knight’s eyes widened.


      I was running straight for the alpha dragon.


      “RAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAGH!”


      The dragon opened its mouth and breathed a jet-black flame. I ran up to its chest to avoid it, then sunk my fingers into its front leg. With a secure grip, I lifted the giant alpha dragon into the air.


      The young knight’s eyes widened even further. “Wha... What power...”


      I slammed the dragon back into the ground.


      “Use this sword, traveler!”


      The young man mustered the little strength he had left to lift his greatsword and try to toss it to me. But midway he started coughing blood and fell to his knees. His greatsword slipped out of his hands entirely and flew in another direction.


      “RAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAGH!”


      The dragon’s dark breath struck the sword, sending it flying even farther away.


      “Kuh!” The young man pulled another sword out of a storage circle and began to pour magic into it.


      “Don’t,” I told the knight. “You’ll die if you use any more magic now.”


      “But the scales of the black alpha dragon can only be pierced by a sword with Gaguna—”


      The knight’s jaw dropped midsentence. His shocked gaze was fixed on me and, more specifically, my Vebzud-covered fingertips, fully pierced inside the fallen alpha dragon.


      Scales that were said to only be affected by a sword with Gaguna crumbled apart under my hand, allowing my fingers to pass its skin and flesh. I grabbed the dragon’s source and crushed it.


      With a final dying scream, the alpha dragon perished.


      “What? The black alpha dragon died... In a single hit...?”


      The young knight looked at me with pure astonishment.

    

  

  
    
      § 3. Alpha Dragon Elixir


      With the leader of the dragons dead, the remaining dragons scattered like startled spiders.


      “Can you stand?” I asked, offering the young knight a hand.


      He grabbed my hand and sat up. His complexion looked a little better than before.


      “Many thanks, kind sir. I am Ricardo Arbitias, a knight of the Agatha Guards. May I ask for your name?”


      “It’s Anos Voldigoad.”


      “Sir Anos, the way you defeated the black alpha dragon without the use of divine powers was simply astonishing. Could you possibly be a dragonborn?”


      In the underground world, those with abnormal levels of power were assumed to be either gods or dragonborn.


      “I’m not a draconid, I’m a demon from aboveground,” I said, pointing at the dome.


      “Aboveground...” Ricardo repeated, looking surprised. But he quickly pulled himself together and asked, “Meaning Dilhade?”


      Unlike Jiordal, it seemed that Agatha’s people were aware of the world aboveground.


      “Yes, that’s where I came from.”


      “It was foretold in an Agathan prophecy that heroes who respect the path of chivalry will visit this world from above. It is an honor to meet you, Sir Anos.”


      “I don’t know if we’re the ones your prophecy speaks of, but it’s a pleasure to meet such a gallant knight like yourself.”


      I exchanged a proper handshake with Ricardo. “If I may ask, why were you trying to lure the alpha dragon out? With your strength, you should have been able to run before that dragon appeared.”


      Ricardo nodded with a grim look. “The truth is, my daughter is sick.”


      “Oh?”


      “Her treatment requires a rare dragon pearl produced within the body of the alpha dragon. The pearl is a required ingredient for an elixir effective against her illness. That’s why I have been here for quite a while, fighting.” He smiled wryly to himself. “But it seems I was in over my head. If you hadn’t passed by, I would have lost my life.”


      “Then you better grab the pearl and make that elixir soon.”


      Ricardo looked at me in confusion. “I cannot do that, Sir Anos. You were the one who defeated the alpha dragon. The dragon pearl has immense value. It can be used to craft various magic tools and, if sold, can fetch a steep price. If you are unfamiliar with its uses, I will gladly impart my knowledge as a thank you for saving my life.”


      He was willing to give up the material he had risked his life trying to obtain.


      What an honorable man.


      “There’s no need for that,” I said. “I have no use for it.”


      “I cannot act against the path of chivalry. I’m sure you will find a use for it someday.”


      The path of chivalry, huh? This man was too honest for his own good.


      “In that case, hear me out. I have a certain goal in mind. I will tell you what my goal is, and you can tell me if this dragon pearl can achieve it.”


      “Of course,” Ricardo replied. “Please, do speak.”


      “I wish to change this brutal world into one where honesty and honor is rewarded. I cannot bear to watch honest people be treated like fools.”


      Ricardo gasped—he had caught on to the true meaning of my words.


      “So what would be the best way of using the pearl?” I asked.


      He bowed his head low with sincerity. “I cannot thank you enough. I will definitely repay you for this.”


      Just then, a voice yelled overhead. “Cani! Where are you going?! Stop moving!”


      An odd sound could be heard along with Naya’s yells. The alpha dragon’s body shrank until it was the size of a small ball.


      “Krrroo!”


      The cute chirping sound belonged to Cannibal. At the same time, the shrunken body of the alpha dragon vanished.


      “Cani!”


      “Krrr?”


      At Naya’s call, a tiny dragon appeared where the alpha dragon had been. It licked its lips as though it had just finished a meal.


      “Hmm. Did you eat the alpha dragon, Cannibal?” I asked.


      “Kree?” Cannibal chirped sweetly.


      The peculiar sound just now appeared to have Cannibal’s power embedded in it. Was it a side effect of eating the Divine Dragon?


      “C-Cani! Lord Anos is in the middle of a conversation! Don’t interrupt him!” Naya cried, descending to the ground. She grabbed Cannibal and bowed her head. “I’m so sorry for the trouble!”


      She quickly returned to where the snow dragon was waiting for her.


      “My apologies. That was a student from my academy and her summoned dragon.”


      “Not at all... It was your dragon to begin with...” Ricardo mumbled.


      Despite his words, he was glum. He was willing to risk his life to defeat this dragon—his daughter’s illness had to be severe.


      “I agreed to yield it to you, so I will take responsibility for this. Will you allow me to examine your daughter’s illness?” I asked Ricardo.


      “Sure, I wouldn’t mind that, but...”


      “This isn’t just lip service. Aboveground, healing magic is quite advanced, and I myself am experienced in using it. If she can be cured with an elixir, magic may have an effect too.”


      Ricardo looked grateful for the offer and bowed his head deeply. “I cannot thank you enough. Would you please take a look at her?”


      “Where is your daughter now?”


      “She’s in the capital of Agatha, Agarofione.”


      “That just so happens to be our destination too. Will you lead the way?”


      Ricardo nodded and cast Fless on himself.


      “How’s your body? We can provide a snow dragon for you to ride,” I offered.


      “I appreciate the concern, but there won’t be an issue.”


      Ricardo flew up into the air. He indeed appeared to be fine.


      I flew up into the air after him and met up with the others.


      “I am Ricardo Arbitias, knight of the Guards of Agatha. I thank you for your assistance, heroes from the world above. Thanks to Sir Anos’s kindness, I will be traveling with you to Agarofione. It is an honor to make your acquaintance!”


      After giving the Demon King Academy students his sincere introduction, Ricardo flew to the front to lead the way. I explained the situation to Sasha and the others as we followed his lead.




      Eventually, a city surrounded by swords came into view.


      Like a great defensive wall, gigantic swords were stabbed into the ground in a closely packed ring. In the center of the city stood a castle, surrounded by rows of shops and residential buildings. The streets were full of people.


      “The dragon landing site is over here,” Ricardo said, leading us down slowly.


      Once we landed, I turned to the Demon King Academy students. “I have some business to attend to, but this city is safe. Continue your song and dance practice here.”


      I then looked at Shin. “I’m leaving things to you.”


      “As you wish, my liege.”


      I turned back to Ricardo.


      “This way,” he said.


      I started walking after him. Misha, Sasha, and Arcana followed us.


      “Can we go with you?” Misha asked.


      “What about practice?” I replied.


      “I’ve already got it down perfectly. The moment I cast aside my dignity, it was a piece of cake,” Sasha said smugly.


      “Oh? You conquered your shame rather fast,” I remarked. “You’ve always seemed rather opposed to the Fan Union’s songs. What changed your mind?”


      “N-Nothing in particular. I just pulled myself together!”


      “I see. Shyness and shame reside in the heart. You must have overcome those emotions with an even stronger heart.”


      “You don’t need to analyze me so seriously...” Sasha muttered.


      “Am I wrong?”


      “Is it because you’ve already done the most embarrassing thing?” Misha asked.


      Sasha immediately turned red. “Wh-What are you saying?!”


      “I’m right, aren’t I?” Misha responded.


      “That’s... W-Well... In that case, you should do it too, Misha!” Sasha spluttered.


      Hmm. The conversation seemed completely incoherent. Misha was tilting her head in confusion too.


      “Don’t open the door...” Misha started singing.


      “Why are you singing at me?!” Sasha exclaimed.


      “You told me to do it.”


      Sasha pointed at me. “Sing that way! At Anos!”


      “Well, as long as you’ve both prepared, I don’t mind,” I said. “Follow me.”


      We started walking, Sasha still grumbling under her breath. We left the dragon landing site and proceeded down the streets of Agarofione, observing the townscape as we went.


      “Unlike Jiorhaze, I don’t see any churches here,” Sasha commented.


      “There are no priests either,” Misha added.


      “Agatha is a kingdom of knights ruled by the Sword Emperor,” Arcana explained. “These people pray with their swords. They believe that the salvation of god will only visit those who carve open their own path.”


      Ricardo turned back at their conversation. “For a visitor from the world above, you are very knowledgeable.”


      “I am a god of the underground world,” Arcana said. “His Selection God.”


      “A Selection God,” Ricardo repeated. “I can indeed feel a strong aura coming from you. I welcome you to Agatha from the bottom of my heart, Selection God.”


      Ricardo bowed his head deeply and resumed walking. It seemed he wasn’t interested in prying about my status as one of the Selected Eight.


      Influenced by Arcana’s earlier statement, Ricardo began to talk about Agatha. “There is an ancient teaching in Agatha: one life, one sword, one wish. Your life is your sword, and you use it to accomplish one wish. There will be a time in our lives where we must fight as if our very lives depend on it. We train our bodies and refine our swords in preparation for that day. By doing so, we hone our lives, and the Almighty Radiance resides in that life. Thus, the people of Agatha are all knights, and we all carry the brilliance of the Almighty Radiance.”


      “I see. So you believe the brilliance of life is god.”


      “Yes. God is always here with us,” Ricardo said, placing a hand over his heart. “That is why we have nothing to fear. So in fact, we are gods as well, and thus can face anything with our entire body and soul. This is the foundation of Agatha and the most important teaching of all. It is also our pride.”


      He smiled warmly. “That being said, Agatha’s dogma directly contradict Jiordal’s ideas of worship, so we are mutually opposed...”


      Though the nations of Agatha and Jiordal both believed in god, their respective teachings manifested that belief in entirely different forms.


      Compared to the people of Jiordal, who did nothing but pray, I found Agatha’s belief that each and every person was god quite refreshing. But it made sense why the two kingdoms didn’t get along.


      “It’s this way,” Ricardo said, stopping before a large gate.


      The soldier nearby took one look at Ricardo and promptly opened the gate.


      “This is the Agarofione Sword Emperor Palace. Agatha’s Sword Emperor Diedrich conducts all his official affairs here.”


      “Oh? I didn’t think your daughter would be in the palace,” I said.


      “My apologies, I should have explained earlier,” Ricardo said. We went through the gate and entered the palace. “My daughter is a retainer of King Diedrich. She is a dragonborn of the Royal Dragon, and one of the two Dragon Knights of Agatha.”

    

  

  
    
      § 4. Fatal Illness


      Agarofione Sword Emperor Palace.


      Ricardo led us to a spacious room on the upper floor, one decorated with a luxurious rug and table, among other furnishings. In a large bed at the center of the room lay a girl, sleeping, bangles encircling her arms. They appeared to be some kind of magic tool.


      “Mm...”


      The girl stirred at the sound of us entering and slowly turned in our direction. Her long red hair reflected the ambient room light and framed her elegant face. She gazed at us curiously.


      “I’ve returned, Sylvia,” Ricardo said, a gentle look in his eyes.


      “Welcome back, father. Who are the guests?” she asked. For someone who had just woken up, her tone was remarkably clear. “They’re visitors from the world aboveground. I was unable to obtain the elixir today, but this man said he may be able to heal your illness.” Ricardo gestured at me with a hand. “This is Sir Anos Voldigoad.”


      “Nice to meet you,” I said.


      In response, Sylvia sat up in bed and bowed her head politely. “Thank you for coming all the way here. I am King Diedrich’s retainer, Dragon Knight Sylvia Arbitias. The pleasure is all mine.”


      She offered a handshake, and while I accepted, I observed her with my Magic Eyes.


      The flow of her magic was stagnant. As predicted, her illness was rather severe.


      “I apologize, my explanation was lacking,” Ricardo said, “My daughter is afflicted with an illness called draconic deficiency, and it involves—”


      “Magic leaking out of the body, in the manner of an open hole in a vessel, eventually leading to death,” I answered. “The bangles around her arms are to seal the magic from escaping her source, but they cannot keep it fully contained.”


      Ricardo looked surprised. “Does the same illness exist aboveground?”


      “No, I just examined her now. The illness seems to be caused by an organ unique to dragonborn.” I peered into the abyss of her illness. “Hmm. A part of her magic organ is functioning out of control. That appears to be what’s causing it.”


      Ricardo exhaled in astonishment. “What? You analyzed the symptoms and cause of draconic deficiency in mere seconds?”


      “If her magic organ is treated, her draconic deficiency will be cured.”


      “It can be treated?” Sylvia asked hesitantly.


      “That won’t be a problem.”


      “B-But Sir Anos, draconic deficiency is an illness that cannot be cured even with the power of the Keeper of Restoration. With the exception of the alpha dragon elixir, nothing magical has any effect,” Ricardo said.


      “But even the alpha dragon elixir isn’t a cure; it only eases the symptoms and prevents the illness from progressing. Am I correct?”


      Ricardo nodded shamefully.


      “Y-Yes, that is correct. The elixir’s effects lasts for a year, so long as the user doesn’t perform any major spells. Otherwise, the symptoms will worsen again.”


      “Then in all likelihood, this alpha dragon elixir is essentially a poison. It paralyzes part of the magic organ that just so happens to coincide with the part that functions out of control, and as a result, it suppresses the symptoms of dragon deficiency.”


      I drew a magic circle on Sylvia’s body. “The reason the Keeper of Restoration cannot cure dragon deficiency is because it perceives nothing wrong with how the magic organ functions. Gods are order—they can restore what’s broken, but they will not change what is in accordance with order.”


      “So it’s normal for the magic organ to be out of control?” Sylvia asked, looking utterly bewildered.


      “Perhaps it would be simpler for me to say the magic organ has grown too much. The organ itself is normal, it’s just too powerful for the body to keep up.”


      “I see...”


      “And one more thing. The source holds the memories of the body, and those memories are unable to be overwritten. The cause of the illness is located there, but the Keeper of Restoration cannot interfere with the source.”


      With a faint look of hope, Ricardo asked hesitantly, “What can be done about that?”


      “Only the afflicted area needs to be removed. But the pain will be more agonizing than death. Are you prepared for that?”


      “Yes,” Sylvia said firmly. “I am a knight. I will endure however much pain is necessary. Please do it.”


      “I like your way of thinking,” I replied. “Don’t worry, it will only hurt for a moment.”


      I cast Vebzud over my right hand and sunk it into Sylvia’s chest.


      “Agh... Ugh...”


      I focused my Magic Eyes on the center of the illness and took aim. It was hard to make a general statement when magic was involved, but the affected area was approximately one billionth the size of a heart. The afflicted area I sought to remove was at the very center of the magical organ. If I slipped here, I could potentially remove too much of the source and cause unwanted aftereffects.


      I carefully moved my fingertips and split the source into two. Upon excising the afflicted area, I immediately rejoined the two pieces back.


      Sylvia screamed at the top of her lungs. “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaahhh!”


      She fell unconscious as I removed my hand. I healed the hole in her chest with Ei Chael while Ricardo watched on, expression deeply worried.


      “It’s a success,” I said. “The source was wounded in the process, but it will recover normally. She should wake up in a few hours.”


      I sent magic into my fingertips to remove Sylvia’s bangles. The magic that, before, would have simply seeped out of her without them now safely circulated through her body.


      “Ooh! This is... This is...!”


      With tears in his eyes, Ricardo bowed his head deeply. “This is a miracle. I cannot thank you enough.”


      “Raise your head. I was merely making amends for ruining your elixir. There’s nothing to thank me for.”


      At the back of the group, Sasha smiled proudly, while Misha watched me with a warm gaze.


      “I cannot accept that,” Ricardo insisted. “You have saved my daughter’s life, thus you may ask anything of me that you wish. I will repay this favor no matter what it takes—”


      Ricardo cut off and suddenly collapsed. I reached out and managed to catch him before he fell.


      “Gah! Agh... Kah...” Ricardo was beset by hacking, painful coughs. Blood spilled from his lips.


      “Hmm. Come to think of it, you’ve been looking unwell for a while now,” I said.


      “A soft bed,” Misha said, creating a bed with Iris.


      I then laid Ricardo onto the bed. Through eyes glazed with pain, he looked at me. “My apologies for the trouble...”


      “I assumed you were injured, but it seems you’re afflicted with an illness of your own,” I commented. “I may as well heal you too.”


      “No, there’s no need for that. I’m not ill. I’m simply at the end of my lifespan.”


      “You don’t look that old to me.”


      “Very rarely, some draconids are born with reduced lifespans. We age at an accelerated speed, so despite my appearance, I’m considered quite elderly. My life could end at any moment now and it wouldn’t be a surprise.”


      “Allow me to examine you anyway. I may be able to ease your pain.”


      I used my Eyes to scan his body for the cause. At a glance, the only issue I could see was just plain old age.


      “You shouldn’t have fought those dragons with this body,” I finally said. “You really are at the end of your lifespan.”


      He must have used magic to force himself to move.


      “If possible, I’d like you to tell me something, Sir Anos...”


      “What do you wish to know?”


      “Do you think I will live for one more week?”


      “It’s hard to say. Is there something going on?”


      “Have you heard of the Royal Dragon before, Sir Anos?”


      The dragon Ahid stole, huh?


      “The Royal Dragon that consumed sources to give birth to the dragonborn, correct?”


      Ricardo nodded. “If I am still alive by next week, I can sacrifice my source to the Royal Dragon. My ailing body can contribute to the new dragonborn and become the sword that will protect Agatha. I can become the foundation that supports this kingdom...”


      Even at death’s door, all he wanted was for his nation to prosper. Ricardo was truly the ideal knight.


      “What did Diedrich say?” I asked.


      Naphta would have been able to see Ricardo’s future, so Diedrich should know how this man would end up.


      “The Prophet can see everything, but he does not make prophecies about everything he sees. It has been decided that particularly bad prophecies will not be spoken of.”


      “Why not?”


      “The people of Agatha believe the prophecies wholeheartedly. If they are made aware of their death, they accordingly lose the will to live. Conveying bad prophecies can lead to early deaths and miserable lives. The Sword Emperor has said that knowing the future and feeling despair come hand in hand.”


      He had a fair point. Hearing a good prophecy was fine, but hearing a bad one would permanently change the future for the worse. Diedrich knew that holding his silence would lead to the best possible fate.


      “In that case, your ignorance of any prophecies concerning you might have actually saved your life.”


      Ricardo looked at me in question. “Saved...?”


      “Ageworm disease. Two thousand years ago, this disease spread through the world aboveground. At a glance, the victims all appeared to die of old age. But the actual cause of death was the ageworm, a parasite that latches onto defenseless newborns and alters their magic.”


      Since the parasite’s sole target was newborns, people were misled into concluding that only certain people had reduced lifespans.


      “Ageworms are shapeless worms of magic. They assimilate to the magic of their host during the host’s infancy and become so well integrated that they’re undetectable. But it’s almost impossible for this magic worm to develop naturally.”


      “By which you mean...?”


      “Someone must have created them with magic.”


      However, we were never able to confirm this in Dilhade. No caster was ever found.


      And since Diedrich hadn’t prevented its creation, the ageworm had to predate his pact with Naphta. It was possible that the same person who created the ageworms in Dilhade two thousand years ago was the same person who brought them underground.


      Naphta’s order meant she could only see the future—she probably wasn’t even able to see much of her own past. She might have been able to see me mention ageworm disease at this time and place, but had been unable to take measures against it. Calling it a reduced lifespan had most likely been their best option.


      “At any rate, there is a form of treatment.”


      I drew the magic circle for Wazwath over Ricardo, and in no time at all, the ageworm lurking in his body disappeared. The accelerated aging would no longer continue.


      “Have I been cured...?”


      “Of the disease, yes. I will now reverse your body’s aging to a previous state. I’ll have to briefly read your memories.”


      I drew another magic circle and used Liknos.


      “My memories? What am I required to do?” Ricardo asked.


      “Just answer my questions however you wish. Let’s see. How about Sylvia? She’s a dragonborn, correct? So she isn’t your biological daughter.”


      Ricardo nodded. “Dragonborn come from the Royal Dragon, so at birth they are born parentless. Thus, a foster parent is arranged to raise them. Sylvia and I first met eighteen years ago, when I was ordered by the Sword Emperor to raise her as a Dragon Knight.”


      Memories of that time flowed into my mind. Eighteen years should be a good point of origin. I drew a magic circle over Ricardo’s body and with Rivide, rewound the time of his body.


      In short, I made him younger.


      “It’s over. Try standing up.”


      Ricardo got to his feet as ordered. He moved and stretched his limbs in disbelief.


      “It’s like time has rewound,” Ricardo marveled out loud. “No, my body feels even lighter than before.”


      “That’s because you’re now able to use the magic the ageworm had been consuming all this time,” I explained. “You have the same lifespan as any other draconid now—you can protect Agatha with your own two hands.”


      Ricardo looked at me with deep gratitude. “I can’t thank you enough... You’ve done so much for not only my daughter but for me as well... If there’s anything I can do for you in return, please, just say the word.”


      He bowed his head low.


      “Don’t worry about it. It was nothing.”


      I canceled our Liknos, but just before the connection cut off, Ricardo’s inner voice reached me.




      With this, I can safely sacrifice myself to the Royal Dragon.
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