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SLAYERS! VOL. 2

Chapter 1: Let's stop taking jobs just because we're there...   

The inside of the restaurant was already like a battlefield. I'll say right off the bat that it ISN'T my fault. People are punching, kicking, BITING...it's like a scene from Hell. Tables are overturned, food is flying around. Aaagh, what a waste! It was a small diner in Atlas City. The food wasn't bad, but the clientele was pretty bad. Mercenaries, street toughs, and criminals just naturally come  together. It was that kind of diner. Of course, right in the middle of it was a brawl with no sign of stopping and every sign of spreading. I sighed as a man flew by my head. I don't wanna be misunderstood here. I'm not a street thug or a mercenary or a criminal. I just came to the diner because I heard the food was good...but there was a brawl I had no reason to fight in. I'm a pacifist! So I was crouched underneath a corner table, eating chicken and watching.    

How did it start? Well, it wasn't much, really.    

"Yo...are you alone, lass?" a guy had said, soming up to me just as I finished my fourth helping of pasta. Red hair, a cute but not really handsome face. He had a bastard sword across his back, a rough woven shirt, trousers, boots, and leather armor. A common type of mercenary. I glanced at him briefly, but quickly turned my eye to the empty dishes instead.    

"I have a companion," I answered indifferently, then turned toward the innkeeper. "Can I have the chicken saute platter next, please?" The guy whistled, then shook his finger. He probably thought he looked cool doing that.    

"How cold. Anyhow, you should forget about a guy who leaves a cute girl like you, eh?" He had put a hand on my shoulder familiarly. I didn't have anything against being called a cute girl, but if I went out with every guy who said that, I'd never have time for them all.   

"What's your name? Mine's Lance."    

I didn't bother to reply. "..."    

"Say something..."    

I blinked, then felt a touch around my hip...I'd been fondled! Faster than the speed of thought, my hand moved. I grabbed an empty tray from the counter and swung it down with a reverberating, metallic WHAM, then the loud sound of the tray striking flesh. Ah, the corner had hit him...it was self-defense! Well, probably.    

"Owwwwwwwwwwww!" Lance cried, falling backward onto a nearby table...a nearby occupied table. The occupants pushed Lance away with a shout, and Lace fell into another table. Of course, there something similar occurred, and so the brawl began. See? After thinking about it, everything was his fault and I was just a victim. Hmmm.    

"Hey, Lina! Who started all this?" I turned toward the source of that voice, coming at me from the side. It was a handsome man wearing a black breastplate and carrying a longsword, crouching and looking at me. It was the travelling companion I had come to know recently, Gourry.    

"Why are you asking me that?" I retorted, eating some fried fish.    Gourry grabbed the piece I'd been saving and raised it to his mouth. "Because it's probably you. You haven't forgotten smacking the guy on the head with the corner of a tray, have you?"    

I blinked. "You were watching?"    

"Just as I was coming out of the bathroom, THIS scene was what I saw." I flushed. "I'm the victim! He tried to ask me out, and he touched my behind! MY behind, and for free mind you!"    

Gourry hmmmed. "Then, if he'd paid you, would you have let him?" 

"That's not the issue!" I screamed.    

"Do you have any idea what you're talking about?"    

"Of course I do!"    

Gourry sighed. "You should have just put up with it. That way I could have taken care of it a bit more mercifully."    

I fixed a leaden glare on Gourry. "There are some things in life which can't be tolerated, even for ONE SECOND! You can say what you're saying because you've never had your butt grabbed by some weird guy!"  

"Well, you're right about that one." He scratched his head with a confused look. "Anyhow, shouldn't you think of doing something about this?" Gourry watched the escalating brawl.    

"You think it'll calm down if I leave?" I knew it would calm down if I left, then levelled the place with a Fireball, but...there's a slight problem with that particular method. I didn't want to become a wanted criminal.    

"No, I'm pretty sure it'll get worse," Gourry replied.    

"Then there's nothing more to do than stay out of the way."   

"Ummm..." Gourry was at a loss for words.    

"Anyhow, you're right. It'd be better if things were calming down instead of...oh, yeah!" I raised a finger into the air, inspired. "How about this...I'll suddenly scream and fall to the floor. You stand up with your sword drawn and say something like 'That was easy...' That was, everyone will stop fighting and focus on us!"    

Gourry grimaced upon hearing that. "What do you plan on doing after that...?"    

"Well, we'll think of something."    
"What do you MEAN, 'we'll think of something'? I could become a wanted criminal!" Gourry ranted.    

I shrugged. "Well, sometimes things like that happen," I retorted.   

"Not if I can do something about it! No way."    

I pouted. "You're spoiled. Hmmm...how about..." I was about to start in on another idea when a gust of wind blew through the diner. Like a crashing wave, the brawl started to come to a stop, shouting dying down to whispers.    

"Huh? Ah...." Gourry stood, looking at the entrance and muttering in a quiet, impressed-sounding voice. I also stood up, and from my position behind Gourry I peeked at the door. A single man stood there, looking as if he were wearing the shadows like a cloak. His hair was long and black, with a black shirt of some unknown material. A scarf covered his mouth, and he carried a type of single-edged sword that I hadn't seen before. He didn't look much older than Gourry, maybe in his 20's. However, instead of Gourry's easy-going attitude, he exuded a kind of cold hostility. The customers had quieted down because they felt overwhelmed by his aura of aggression. I knew just from looking at him that he was skilled...skilled enough to impress Gourry. He was handsome, but not my type at all.    

"I'm looking for bodyguards," the man drawled, and his voice was just as I'd imagined it being, icy and clear, like an oversharpened knife. "Whoever needs money and thinks they're good enough, come forward. The sponsor is Mr. Tarim, and the deal should impress you," he said, getting right down to business. There was no charm, but his message was clear as day. However, the diner was as quiet as a windless desert. At that point in time, there was a case under investigation. The guildmaster of the city's Mage Guild, Halshifom the White, had vanished about six months previous. Since then, the two vice guildmasters, Tarim the Purple and Daymia the Blue, had been fighting over the empty position of guildmaster. This man was obviously scouting for Tarim. Of course, I had no intention of becoming a pawn in some power struggle. However...    

"Let's hear the specifics," I answered flatly, standing up.   

"Ahh! YOU!" The voice that interrupted me belonged to the man who's grabbed my behind, the evil Lance-kun. He'd been beat up pretty bad, and his pretty face was ruined. I held in my laughter...poor baby. However, the man in black interrupted Lance, his tone a rebuking one.

"What are you doing here?" Apparently, he knew Lance. Choose your friends wisely, both of you...    

"Ro...Rod-san," Lance mumbled. His fingers danced nervously. "Mr. Tarim sent me on an errand, and..."    

"Once you're finished, go back," the man in black replied bluntly, then paid Lance no more mind, moving toward me. The black eyes studied me closely, and I felt a chill run up my spine. "A sorceress," he observed. I was dressed in an off-white shirt, a red robe on top of that, and recently-tailored red pants. The black bandanna, a short sword at my hip, epaulets made from giant turtle shell, and amulets at various places on my body...truly the style of a sorceress. Even IF some moron before had said he thought I was a fishmonger or a waitress...    

"I like the look in your eyes. What's your name?"    

"It's proper to identify yourself before asking for someone else's name," I replied boldly, since I knew his name anyhow. Inside, of course, I was scared. He had the air of a man who could lash out at any moment, but it was important not to be overwhelmed by it.   

"It is Rod," he said, a bit more freely than I expected. I secretly sighed in relief...dealing with this guy was exhausting.    

"It's Lina," I replied in kind.    

"Ah? So you're her..." he replied, with some admiration. "I've heard rumors about you." I sighed internally. They were probably bad ones like "Bandit Killer" and "Empress of Destruction", but regardless...  
"Alright. Follow me," Rod said, and turned to go.    

"Alright," I echoed, then motioned at Gourry. "Let's go, Gourry."    Gourry blinked. "What, me too?" he whined, standing. However, at the moment Rod leapt straight at him! He kept a certain distance from Gourry and reached for the hilt of his longsword. Everyone assumed he was going to draw it, and there would be a bloody battle. Well, everyone but Gourry, who was either playing dumb or was too stupid to know what was going on. When Rod took a fighting stance, Gourry merely leaned down and took a piece of meat from my plate. Rob blinked, and his aggresion died down a little, though it was still much stronger than an average swordsman.    

"You're very good," Rod said.    

"Well, not really...okay, maybe I'm better than average," Gourry replied jauntily. Contrary to appearance, Gourry had nearly no knowledge, common sense, understanding, or intelligence. However, his skill with a sword was masterful. I was better than an average fighter, and I was nowhere close to Gourry's skill, something Rod had figured out at a glance.    

"Sometime, I'd like to fight you."    

Gourry blinked. "Shouldn't the details of the job come first?"   

"Yeah! You two can kill each other to your hearts' content after the job," I agreed.    

Gourry lightly tapped me on the head. "Don't say such barbarous things."    

Atlas City. Surrounding Lord Litoharn's Castle Vail, it was a city that prospered, being at the center of an important trade route. During the day open storefronts dominated the streets, many people stole or fought, or sometimes both. It was an interesting city, but around that time of year the city became less exciting. Merchants were tidying up shops and women in jewlery danced through the streets on their way home. The castle on the rise overlooking the city was awash in red from the sunset. We were heading in the direction of the castle, and the buildings got bigger and bigger the closer we got. Just like any other city with a castle at the center, there were lots of public buildings and resources and the standard of living was pretty high. The Mage Guild building was right next to the castle. Usually in cities like Atlas there would be churches, Mage Guilds, and soldier barracks, each with some kind of political influence. Even though Atlas City's Mage Guild was no part of the Coalition of Priests of Saillune, it had considerable political power, sometimes surpassing that of Lord Litoharn. Being the master of the Guild would mean weilding considerable power, so it wasn't surprising that there was a dispute going on over the position. However, magi are really supposed to be 'seekers of truth', and as a fellow mage, I couldn't forgive the fact that they were grasping for political power.    

We'll leave aside whether or not I'm a seeker of truth.    

It was getting to be late in the evening, and magi working for Lord Litoharn were wandering around, casting Lighting on the street lamps. That meant we'd either entered the diner a bit past noon, or we'd spent way more time eating and in the brawl than I'd thought. Either way, it hadn't been a very productive day.    

"Ne, Lina..." Gourry whispered, just loud enough for me to hear but not so for Rod, who was walking a bit ahead of us. "Why are you interested in this job? You were the one who said we wouldn't take work while we were here..."    

It was true. I had planned on taking a little vacation while we were in Atlas City. Only just before I'd been involved in a major incident and it had tired me out, so I had told Gourry not to take on any jobs while we were in Atlas. But... "The only way to really get out of that diner without a fight was to say that," I replied quietly. "Besides, I only said I wanted to hear specifics."    

Gourry scratched his head. "But...based on rumors I've heard about Tarim, I have a feeling he's not going say 'Oh well, thanks away, bye!' if we refuse."    

I shrugged. "Then we'll fight our way out. We'll be alright in any case, Gourry."    

The swordsman's face scrunched up sourly. "You know...I have a feeling that I'm not going to live a very long life, travelling with you."   
I smiled, but that smile quickly froze as I looked around, seeing only the masses ambling by.    

"What's wrong?"    

"Nothing, I guess. I just had the feeling that someone was looking at us..."    

Gourry nodded, saying smoothly, "Oh, you felt that too..."    

I sighed and was about to respond when Rod interrupted us. "We'll go through the alleys," he said flatly.    

The place smelled awful, with the sound of a barking dog somewhere in the distance. The appearance of the city changed completely, into a row of dirty, shady buildings and apartments where the sun refused to shine. Hard to believe that just one lane over, the city was that different. We were the only ones walking, and I knew why Rod had picked that street: we were going to fight whoever it was that was watching us in an isolated alley. What a bloodythirsty guy...   

"This should be enough," Rod commented smoothly.    

I interrupted after a moment. "He's saying, 'Let's cut the nonsense', you morons," I finally said, loudly. I sensed movement as several men appeared from the shadows of buildings, blocking our path. I glanced behind us and saw there were men there too, and the entire lot of them were dressed like bandits. I blinked. Even though many people were looking at us, one of the gazes gave me goose bumps, and no common thug could do that.    

"You're all Tarim's bodyguards, right?" one of the men asked, snapping me back to reality.    

"Well, not yet anyway," Gourry said plainly.    

"No matter what, you're planning on attacking, right?" Rod threw back, his tone icy. The men chuckled, and the black-garbed swordsman addressed us. "Well, I guess this is the time for you to show us what you can do."    

I paused. Wait a minute...who would set this up? "Sorry, pass," I replied without hesitation. "We never decided if we would take the job or not, and fighting these guys will only drag us into it. Things just aren't going to go as you planned."    

Rod turned his cold gaze to me. "I'd rather you two didn't take the job."    

Erk. "What?"    

"I can't work with partners," he said flatly, looking at Gourry. This guy had serious problems. "But it is as you say. I'll take them on alone." The attackers flushed a little. Defeating ten people alone...that's easy to claim, but impossible to do without a skill difference a thousand miles wide. However, I assumed Rod would do okay. Most of the time I can judge someone's skill by their stance alone and to be honest...the thugs were weak! They were probably hired by Daymia, but even still...these were SERIOUSLY low-quality. The best of them was probably only a little better than a green soldier.    

Keeping that in mind, I pointed at Rod and called out to the a ttackers. "It's just like you heard! If you want to fight us, you'll have to defeat him first!"    

"Isn't that a bit sadistic?" Gourry asked, smiling wryly. He probably had come to the same conclusion I had about Rod.    

"Damn you! Making fun of us..." one of the men said, with no hint of creativity or originality, and rushed Rod. The other men drew their swords. Rod's eyes were still cold as he grasped the hilt of the sword strapped to his back, dashing at the incoming attacker. The moment the two met, the thug's head flew into the air.    

Figuring out the calibre of the opponent, finally, one of the men right behind his late comrade took a few steps back, but it was too late. The instant Rod ran by him, his life was over. The thugs quickly lost the will to fight. "Damn...retreat!" one shouted from behind us. Cowardly, but the wisest decision. However, as they turned to retreat, a man stood in their way. His face is swollen and he is carrying a drawn bastard sword: Lance, the man from the diner. The thugs stopped moving. One of them attacked, but in a few short strokes he was easily dispatched. I muttered...Lance was actually pretty good.    

Rod arrived after cleaning up the other group, and the one-sided slaughter was over quicker than an eyeblink. Neither Gourry nor I had the time to put a stop to it. Rod wiped the blood from his blade on his scarf, then turned to Lance.    

"Some men were following you after you left," he blurted out. "So I followed them, and it was just as I'd thought. I figured it wouldn't be necessary for me to help out, but..."    

"It was unnecessary," Rod snapped coldly.    

Lance was at a loss, then decided to change the subject. He glanced at Gourry and I with resentment. "Anyway, what use will this underdeveloped girl and moronic guy be to you?"    

I blinked. U...u...underdeveloped? I was about to give him a piece of my mind, when Rod interrupted.    

"Lance. I chose them."    

Lance shuddered and turned blue, finding the hidden meaning in those words.    

"Err...I'm sorry, Rod-san..."    

"Alright," Rod replied coldly, then walked off without so much as a second glance, Gourry and I following after.    

I clearly heard Lance sticking out his tongue at us, and whirled around, hand at my waist. If you've got something to say, then how about saying it clearly? However, before I got a chance to throw that back at him, a loud bubbling sound caught my attention.    

"Wh...what the...?" Lance yelled, buried up to his knees in a street that was once stone but had rapidly turned to mud.    

"Lina..." Gourry commented calmly, in a similar situation, "...this is your department."    

"I know," I replied, nodding. Rod simply stood there, feet encased in mud, watching, and my eyes flickered toward a new presence.   

"Hoho...a sorceress." The voice belong to a man floating in midair, wearing a black cloak and hood. A jewled amulet hung about his neck, and well-crafted demon-hide epaulets on his shoulders. His face looked pale and gaunt too...he was a typical sorcerer.    

"I guess this mans you were the one who sent those attackers after us, in order to gauge our strength?"    

"Exactly," the sorcerer replied, smirking. "The6y did their job well."

"Calling on the power of Bephimos to turn the ground into mud, so we couldn't move to attack you while you hit us from above. Good plan...just your rotten luck I was here," I responded coolly, looking up at him. I was standing on top of the mud...as soon as I felt the ground change, I cast Levitation to keep myself safe.    

"Your presence makes little difference. Any who stand against  Daymia-sama shall be defeated by me, the sorcerer Kaluas!"    

"You shouldn't claim what you can't do!" I floated partly into the air, then changed the spell. "Ray Wing!" Instantly, I was beside the sorcerer.    

"What?!" he cried, bewildered. With the Ray Wing spell, the caster is surrounded by a windy shield, and can fly at high speeds, but it's harder to control than Levitation and since there's not many practical uses, it isn't a common spell. If you're clever, though, it can be very useful. I knew the sorcerer in front of me was using two spells: one to turn the ground to mud, and Levitation. No spellcaster can use more than two spells at once, and powerful spells are impossible. Since I was using Ray Wing I could cast something like Lighting, but an offensive spell would have been impossible. I knew I couldn't cast, but I knew he couldn't either.    

The sorcerer turned my way. "Take this, little girl!" In front of him, several Flare Arrows appeared...impossible!    

"Uwaaaa!" I screamed, zooming out of the way. By controlling the windy shield I could have just blocked the arrows, but I was too surprised. 

"Heheh...what's the matter, girl? You seem surprised," the sorcerer taunted, laughing. His epaulets were laughing too! The epaulet s...normally, epaulets DON'T laugh. Those couldn't be normal, a fear Kaluas confirmed. "These are not normal epaulets...they're alive!"   

I blinked. Alive? Blow-demons in the shoulder-guards...but blow-demons can't use high level magics. They're not very large; a blow-demon's head is about as large as one of the epaulets. But where were the bodies? True, blow-demons are smaller than humans, but there was no way to hide them in his cloak. "They're not normal blow-demons," the mage explained. "Daymia-sama created these chimaera for me, they're my servants. I can use up to three spells at the same time!"    

Why was he boasting? It wasn't like HE was doing anything; it was the damn chimaera! The earth-to-mud spell, the offensive magic, the Levitation; Kaluas and the two chimaera are responsible for that. Apparently, however, he thought it was all him. People like that get on my nerves. "Lighting!" I hurled a ball of light at Kaluas; since Levitation has low maneuverability, I knew he couldn't dodge.   
"Gaaaah!" he howled, covering his eyes, blinded by the ball. "

Wh...where are you, girl?!" he shrieked, the blow-demons shrieking with him. "Above?" Kaluas asked, as if he understood the demons.   Right beofre he recovered, he looked up, and with a loud WHACK I landed right on his face. After casting the Lighting to blind him, I flew directly above the sorcerer and cancelled the Ray Wing. With a thick splut, Kaluas landed in the mud headfirst. He was buried completely from the torso up, and I stood on his exposed backside, finishing a spell: "Freeze Arrow!" The ice arrows I released struck the ground, freezing the mud solid. Kaluas trembled once, then stopped moving. The blow-demons were defeated too, so the spell they were maintaining wore off, the ground regaining its solidity. He acted big, but in reality Kaluas was nothing. He thought it was the number of spells you could use that determined your strength, but in reality it's how useful the spells you use are. "Alright!" I turned around and faced the three...ah. Still stuck.    

"Forget your bragging and do something!" Lance said. Just like the other two, he was shivering in the cold, from the waist down frozen into the mud.    

Steamed Loania-sheep is absolutely delicious! The spiced meat and vegetable saute, the watered honey-wine, and the fried Muul-shrimp tasted great too! The food we'd been offered was splendid. If there hadn't been talk about the job, or if Rod and Tarim weren't present, I'd probably not have spoken at all.  The man named Tarim the Purple was a fat man, just hitting old age. Colors like 'blue' and 'purple' are just titles given to important Mage Guild officials, and those who've done a service for the Guild along with the same colored robe or cloak. There's no rank in it, so no color is better than another. This has nothing to do with the story, but as a guest of honor, I also had a color title from the Mage Guild where I came from. When participating in official guild ceremonies, I was supposed to wear the robe and cloak, but I always avoided 'em. How could I wear such a color? Pink! When I took the clothing home and showed them to my older sister, she laughed her head off. "Lina the Pink?" she had asked. "Are you a prostitute or something?" I told her to shut up.    

It's all the fault of the person who chose the color. "You're a girl, so how about a cute pink?" In what world is there a black magician who wears PINK?! I couldn't just go berserk and scream "Who'd want THIS?", and instead I just plastered a smile on my face and accepted it.   

Anyhow, the color purple, which Tarim was wearing, is a color that should only be worn by certain people. It's a color which would go well with a slightly mysterious, slim, handsome guy. However, on the other side of the table filled with delicacies, right in front of me, sat an old man stuffing himself silly and wearing purple. It wasn't a very appetizing sight.    

His head was completely bald, and his small eyes were constantly blinking. The unforgivable thing is that, instead of wine, he was smoking a cigar! Ewwwwwww! Smoking a cigar while you're eating...honestly. I wanted to shout that, or toss a Bram Blazer at him or something, and barely fought down the urge to do so. I wanted to think of myself as more mature than that. His story about how he and Daymia have been at odds since he disappearance of the guildmaster isn't any different from the city rumors. The only difference is that, according to Tarim, even though they're cmpeting Daymia is the one who's 'attacking' and hiring bodyguard mercenaries.    

"The only thing I would like the two of you to do is be my bod-eh-guards," he said in a high-pitched voice which didn't match him at all. He couldn't even say "bodyguards" correctly. "He constantly sends assassins at me, but that doesn't mean I'm going to do the same." I doubted that. "Once I'm guildmaster, I'll have him removed." He paused. "Don't misunderstand...I mean remove his political power."   
"But what are you going to do if Daymia becomes guildmaster?" I asked. Tarim laughed and waved his hands dismissively. "Ah, that won't happen. I'll be the next guildmaster. True, his magic power is stronger, probably at least twice as strong as me. Plus he is the second son of a noble, so he should have some connections. But..." Tarim paused, then pointed at his own head. "He is a little screwed up in here."    

"Ahhh," I murmured. Gourry had no intention of listening, and was silently concentrating on removing the green peppers from the meat and vegetable dish. Not that I objected, anyhow. Rod was standing next t Tarim, watching Gourry and radiating murderous intent. He was tiring to be around.    

"In reality, the job of a mage is research," Tarim continued. "But he thinks of it as some sort of game."    

"Doesn't that hurt your ears?" Gourry suddenly interjected.    I muttered. Don't just pay attention to that! Under the table, I stepped no his foot, hard. However, without so much as a bat of an eyelash, he went back to what he had been doing. Admirable, in a sick kind of way.    

Tarim continued as if nothing had happened. "Calling it 'Research on Immortality', he spends his time making homonculi and chimaera. He's unfit to be a sorcerer because he plays with living things for fun..." 

Tarim seemed fairly displeased.    

"Immortality...right," I muttered. The number of people who had striven for immortality isn't small. 500 years previous, the Kingdom of Letidius had reached the height of its power. However, the King at that time desired immortality, and so offered a colossal reward for it. As a result, in the name of 'research on immortality' people were openly kidnapped or killed, and the kingdom fell into chaos. In the end, because of civil war and invasion, the kingdom fell apart and the king was beheaded., only two years after the offer was made. Sorcerers called that time 'The Dark Age'. I'll avoid examples, but around that time many obvious and cruel experiments were performed blatantly. Think about it...what's the quickest way to see if your 'potion of immortality' worked on the person who drank it? There are no clear records, but there was apparently a mage who lived for 200 years. Then there are those who have formed the 'Contract of Immortality' with Mazoku. But in each case, they only gained false immortality. Things live, so things die...you can't change that even with magic.   

Anyhow, judging from Tarim's words, the vice guildmaster wasn't someone I wanted to get to know. "The judges on the voting committee kniow that too...it's doubtful they'd vote for him," Tarim concluded. I nodded again, having no other way to respond.    

"On the other hand, I do research on the words involved in chanting spells," Tarim said, starting in on a tangent. Could he be...boasting? There are really people like this! People who, whenever they find the excuse, start boasting! They have this tendency to repeat themselves over and over again until the listener is bored to death! "In magic, there are spells that require tools and ceremonies, but the most important thing is the chant...that controls the laws of nature...THAT is the spell. Why words have such power, why they can break the laws of nature, why these things occur...that is my research."    

I sighed...oh no. This speech could go on for a seriously long time. I decided to change the subject. "What kind of research was the now-missing Guildmaster Halshifom doing?"    

Tarin trembled at my forceful interruption...eh? Or was it? It didn't look like he was mad at having his speech interrupted. It was obvious something was nagging at him. "Ah, yes...the Guildmaster was..." He started to stammer. "Life. Yes...he was doing research on life." It sounded as if he'd just imagined that answer. He was obviously hiding something. "But is that what we really ought to be discussing?"   

I glanced at Tarim. "We haven't accepted this job."    

"Ah..." he replied, waving his hand dismissively again. "If you don't want the job, then of course, none of this ever happened."    

"Eh?" I replied, confused.    

"Even if I offer you a sugar cube, or if I crack the whip, if you don't want to do something, I can't rely on you to do a reliable job," Tarim replied. "In the end it all depends on your wishes."    

So ne. To be honest, I had expected a much uglier scene. In all seriousness I was prepared for a fight. I wasn't sure I believed his words but he did reassure me a bit, as if I were worrying needlessly. Tarim continued. "Anyhow, I am old, but I don't want to die yet. The fact that I am looking for strong guards is undisputedly true. I'd like you to say yes." He winked.    

I made a slight choking sound, almost spitting out my pork...   

By the time we were done, darkness had already enveloped the city. Gourry and I were the only ones walking the main street. A little further downtown there would be inns, taverns, and brothels with the lights still on since they dealt with travelers, but we were in the residential area. Most of the houses lining the street were dark, the occupants asleep. Of course, street lamps enchanted with Lighting were present, but the make the spell last long enough the brightness had been dimmed so that even the full moon in the sky above was brighter.  We had left Tarim's mansion saying "We'll think about it," but I didn't feel like taking the hob a all. What I didn't like the most was the fact that when I introduced myself, his reaction was something along the lines of "Oh, I see..." I didn't expect him to kneel and kiss my feet or anything, but I'm pretty famous, and that's not a boast. Even if it's a negative kind of fame. It's said that I destroy nature all over the countryside by recklessly blasting away with the Dragu Slave or how I turned a beach into a massive wasteland of a bay, calling it an 'experiment in magic'...and others. What really got on my nerves is that all those rumors didn't have a hint of truth! And there was no way the vice-guildmaster of such a large city wouldn't have heard such rumors. But even after hearing my name he didn't react, which means he didn't believe me. 'They're probably fakes, but who cares if they can fight?' was probably what he was thinking. Whenever the subject of Guildmaster Halshifom arose, Tarim got distressed and changed the subject to something innane and harmless, which meant he was obviously hiding something. I didn't press the subject because I had no intention of taking the job.    

As I was thinking about all of this, I suddenly felt my collar pulled from behind. "Hey!"    

It was Gourry. "The inn is this way..." he chided. "Even if it was watered down for kids, wine is still wine. Just because it tastes good doesn't mean you should drink a lot of it; you'll get drunk."   

I was NOT drunk! "Hey...who're you callin' d-d-drunk?" I demanded.

Alright, so maybe my speech was a little slurred, but my mind was absolutely clear! The only reason I took the wrong turn is because I was thinking...of course, Gourry drank a lot and his steps and words were fine.    

"Just follow me," he instructed. I hiccuped and followed, using his back as a landmark.    

After a step or two, I rammed into him and sighed. "Don't stop so suddenly!" However, the moment I said that, the familiar darkness had changed into something different. I followed Gourry's gaze, and saw the moon was shadowed. It wasn't clouds...two shadows standing on a roof were blocking the moonlight. Murderous intent hit me like a tidal wave, sobering me up in an instant. "Thoshe arrre..." I murmured, but my speech was still kind of slurred. But I was NOT DRUNK! At least I knew the shadows weren't some kind of alcohol-induced illusion though. And that murderous intent...it's hard to describe. For those who've never met a demon, it's hard to describe. Something like the combination of ice and a disctinct, alien smell.    

"Mazoku," Gourry uttered.    

A mazoku stood, arms crossed, cloak fluttering in the wind, wearing a white stone mask like that used in the theatre, and a black cloak and turban which covered everything but the eyes. It could have just been the shadows, but it looked like nothing but blackness inside the cloak. Crouching beside it was a black lump that looked like a disfigured human, wearing a long black mask and on the left side of its face, atop the black mask, was a tiled white mask. I finally figured out who had been watching us alongside Daymia's hired men.    There was a fluttering sound as the the two-masked demon's hair blew in the wind. He extended an unnaturally long arm at us, pointing. "Tarim's guests..." it said in a low voice that could only be described as 'sticky'. For a moment, a green gem in the white mask glowed...probably his eye. "You didn't take the job, did you? Don't, if you want to live long..."    

"Heeding our words is good, ignoring them is also good. Because that is the way you two choose to live," the other masked demon intoned quietly. He had the kind of voice that would attract female parishoners to a church where he was a priest.    

I laughed nasally. "Wha't are you shaying? Lou hav' no right ta lell us whadda do!" The mazoku, obviously overwhelmed by the force of my words, stepped back.    

"What are you saying? You two have no right to tell us what to do, is what she's saying," Gourry translated flatly.    

The two-masked demon clicked its tongue. "What should we do, Seigram-sama? I don't feel like fighting a pair of drunkards..."   

"Don't be worried, Gio. Our task was only to warn them...that is all that must be done," said the white-masked mazoku, apparently named Zeigram, bitterly.    

Gio said to us with a sigh, "Anyway, don't get involved in this matter, understand?"    

"It's saying: Ally'all don't ged involveled in this matler," Gourry said to me flatly. I blinked...there was no need to translate that! Are you out of your mind? I began to wonder if Gourry was smashed, too...    

"You have been warned," Gio finished, and the mazoku floated into the air and melted into the darkness. The murderous intent started to dissipate, leaving only the bright full moon behind.    

"Hoho...liling a figh' wit' me huh, lou'be gol gluts!" I slurred.   

"Hoho...picking a fight with me, huh? You've got guts!" Gourry said, perfectly translating something I had only mumbled to myself. Drunk! He HAD to be drunk...    

When I awoke the next morning, I didn't feel sick at all. I woke up Gourry, who was sleeping in the next room, and as we ate a light breakfest in the first floor diner of the inn, we made plans.   

"Who do you think they were?" I asked. "Mazoku hired by Daymia?"   

"They?" Gourry asked blankly, stopping a fork halfway to his mouth.   

An opening! My right hand was a blue and the piece of broiled chicken on his plate was speared and eaten in a flash.    

"Hey!" Gourry shouted, snapping out of his daze.    

"It's your fault! You weren't paying attention!" I retorted.   

"If that's how you wanna play it, fine!" he snapped. "Kyah!"   

"Hey! You took my eggs!" That did it! I wasn't gonna forgive him! I raised my middle finger, lightning crackling in the air. (How rude of me...) "Even though you are a comrade, stealing eggs from I, fighter and sorceress, Lina Inverse, is an act which,even if forgiven by= Heaven, the Earth, and people everywhere, I cannot!"    

Gourry raised an eyebrow. "Normal people call that 'selfish'."

"Shut up!" I fumed. "If you're gonna be that way, then take this!"   

"Aaagh!" Gourry wailed. "My sausage! Then how about...this?!"   

A voice piped in quietly. "Excuse me, sir, madam..."    

"You're inhuman! Prepare yourself!"    

"Incredible, what a cruel attack! How about this double attack, with a feint!"    

"Demon! Devil! Alright, then..."    

"...Excuse me, sir, madam..."    

"Now take this, my secret technique! Kyah!"    

"I won't let you have my last piece of chicken! Hyah hyah HYAH!"   

"SIR! MADAM!"    

Gourry and I both blinked, screeching to a halt as we regained our self-control, knives and forks clashing together in midair. The middle-aged male inkeeper frowned, and the last piece of chicken fell from our meeting flatware. "Please eat quietly!"    

We retired to Gourry's room. "Anyhow...who do you think those guys are?" I asked again.    

"So, who are 'those guys' you're talking about?" Gourry asked for the second time, sitting across from me at a small table.    

"What are oyu saying? They're the two mazoku who we met last night."  

"Mazoku?"    

I sighed. Oi. "The ones who came out as we were coming back from Tarim's."    

"Aa!" Gourry said suddenly, clapping his hands. "I don't remember that at all!" With a loud thud, I fell over to the side, chair and all. 

"Well, when I drunk enough, my memory just kinda fails on me from that point onward. According to others, I don't look drunk at all. Since my memory only goes back as far as Tarim's mansion, I don't remember anything after that."    

I sighed. Having no choice, I filled him in about the events of the previous night. I knew he was drunk...    

"Ah," Gourry nodded. "So something did happen."    

"Yes," I muttered. "Something did."    

"I still don't remember it. But you drank so much and had such a clear mind. That's pretty good."    

"Don't be impressed by that!" I ranted, then recovered. "It'll only sidetrack us."    

"Yeah..." Gourry put his chin in his hand and thought for a while.

"The most obvious conclusion would be that the mazoku are Daymia's assassins, right?"    

I nodded. "Right, though that's a really stereotypical pattern."   

"Then you're going to...?" Gourry asked, smiling wryly. assassins."   

"Right. Thought it is a rather commonplace pattern."    

"Of course!" I stood up. "I had no intention of taking this job, but if I don't take it now it'll mean I was scared of mazoku and ran away. So let's take the job!"    

The city was overflowing with vitality. The marketplace had opened, the stores and the streets were full of people, people, people! AAAAAGH, it was so IRRITATING! Where did they all COME from? It was practically impossible to walk in the crowd. Irr-i-tat-ing! We left the main street and came out on a less crowded one, stopping to take a rest. However, 'less-crowded' didn't mean much when you compared it to the main street. Even on the side street there were a fair number of people wandering around. If I got seperated from Gourry, it would have taken a long time to find him.    

"Agh, why in the world are there so many people walking around?" I complained.    

"You ask that," Gourry replied, "but aren't we just two people walking around?"    

"I know that! I just wanted to complain," I snapped, then continued to grumble as I walked along the street on Gourry's right side. However, I suddenly felt a presence directed at me. It wasn't enmity or murderous intent, but definately aimed at me.    

"Please," a woman's voice pleaded. I looked at the speaker, a woman wearing white clothing with hair the color of sunset. She wasn't looking straight at me, but she kept on speaking anyhow. "Please don't get involved in this affair."    

"Eh...?" I paused.    

"What's wrong, Lina?" Gourry asked.    

"Just now..." I started, turning...but the woman was no longer there.

I hastily scanned the crowd and found here a little way away in the sea of people. She turned to me and bowed once, a troubled look in her eyes.    

"Hey!" I shouted, but by the time I tried to catch up she was gone, swallowed up in the crowd. I stood there, looking perplexed. Suddenly, I oof'ed as someone bumped into me.    

"You idiot, don't stand in the middle of the street!" he ranted.   

Runt? Grrr... Without hesitating I kicked the rough-looking middle-aged man who bumped into me in the groin, then continued to look onward. That jerk ruined the mood!    

Chapter 2: Unnatural soldiers, roaming the night streets of Atlas...  

"Hohooo, so you decided to take the job...good, that's good," said the genuinely pleased Mr. Tarim, who then bit into a slab of barbecue. As he chewed, he smoked his cigar...could he really even taste the food? As we sat around the table in the backyard of his manor, we talked about the job. All of a sudden, I was calling him 'Mr. Tarim', but that was because since we had taken the job, he was our employer. "Now I feel a lot more at ease. Even if that idiot Daymia sends assassins after me, I can sleep comfortably," he said, laughing lightly. Even if his smile was carefree, his expression seemed a little odd. "You can relax, but don't be unwary," I warned. "Now...about the length of time we're supposed to guard you." "Let me think...voting for the new guildmaster will be held in two weeks, so for now it's until then. The wage is expenses plus...hmm, per day, about..." The amount Mr. Tarim named was much more than I'd expected. Either he had a ton of money, or he rated us more highly than I'd thought. Still, it was a small amount to be fighting Mazoku, but I took it anyhow. I had no regrets. After settling the main details with him, we decided to take a look around. Surveying was important. "The two of you taking a tour?" The mocking voice was heard just as we finished looking around the first floor, and were about to climb the stairs to the second floor. "Oh...it's you," I said, with a look of distaste. Leaning against a pillar with his arms folded, and looking at us scornfully, was the one and only Lance. "This is called surveying, not touring. It'll be easier to fight if we know the good points of defense and escape routes." I paused. "Feh. It's no use explaining to someone whose head is filled with thoughts of chasing girls, isn't it?" I said with a glare. I thought Lance would turn pale, but instead he replied, "Now I see, it was the two of you. I was wondering what a child was doing roaming around with her guardian." Ch...child? Jerk! It's true that I'm shorter than most people, but said that way, it really gets on my nerves! "Oho, so you enjoy asking children out and touching their bottoms? With that kind of personality you're gonna be pretty lonely." "Egh...?" Lance was struck speechless. "Judging from that reaction, it's apparently true. You don't have any friends." "Sh...shut up!" he replied, getting worked up. I nodded my head. "Like I said. Not surprising, with a guy like you..." 

"Yeah, you should try to fix your personality," Gourry chipped in.

Yeah! Great, say some more! "Or else in the end, you'll end up like Lina." AAAGH! I hit my head against the banister in frustration, which hurt a bit. "Why did you say that?" I demanded. "Whose side are you on?"    

Gourry looked disturbed. "Do you think of yourself as a caring, kind girl?" I twitched. "Don't go for the low blows!" "Anyhow. Lance, was it? What you basically don't like is the fact that two people, whose skill you don't know yet, were picked by Rod and are favored by Tarim, and are making a big scene, right?" "Well...yeah," he replied, making a sour face. "You saw it, didn't you? When I beat Daymia's sorcerer?" "What are you saying? All that was, was you tackling the guy and him falling in the mud. It wasn't skill, he was just an idiot." I grumbled. It's true that the sorcerer was a fool, but...I knew it! He still had a grudge toward me for what I did at the diner! God, that idiot. Don't hold a grudge just because you were bashed in the head with the corner of a tray! That's just arrogant. Well, alright, I guess you'd normally have some resentment... "Alright, then I'll show you a bit of my skill," Gourry said casually, drawing his sword. What was he doing? "Bring it on!" "Ah, no no no..." Gourry waved his hand, stopping Lance from drawing his sword, and took out a gold piece. With his right hand he held the sword horizontally, the edge vertical. He put the gold piece on the blade. It balanced just right, then stopped moving. Up to that point it wasn't a big deal, just a simple trick, but...what was he going to do? "Ha!" He pulled his sword back straight, and there was a small clinking sound. Two...Lance and I gaped. The gold piece was split perfectly in half. Just by pulling back his sword, Gourry had halved the coin. The level of concentration, skill, and speed would need to be superhuman to do this. "W...wow!" Lance was truly impressed. I climbed the staircase a little bit. "Heh." Gourry proudly sheathed his sword. That was when I acted. "You ungrateful bastaaard!" WHACK! The jumping knee kick I had aimed running down the stairs got Gourry right in the forehead. "Why'd you do that to Bro?" Lance yelled as he picked up Gourry, whose eyes had completely glazed over. Evidently, Lance had come to look up to Gourry as a better. "What was THAT for, suddenly? If you'd done that to someone else they'd have died..." Gourry responded as he regained consciousness. He shook his head. I put both hands on my waist and responded boldly, "To waste money, even for a demonstration, is an unforgivable act, so I punished you in the name of Heaven!" I'm a sorceress, but I come from a merchant family. A person who wastes even a single bronze piece would never become a successful merchant! I was born and raised learning things like this. However, my sister works part time at a diner in our neighborhood, and I'm a sorceress. If things stayed the way they were, neither of us was going to become a merchant. I didn't want my life to be ruled by money, but I also don't think it's okay to waste money. So when Gourry wasted that gold piece, I got angry. "Well...hmm. Basically, you'll have no complaint if the coin I cut serves a useful purpose, right?" Gourry asked. "Yeah. But how could it?" He picked up the two halves of the former gold piece, and showed it to Lance. "What do you think? Isn't that a beautiful cut?" "Ye...yeah. Wow." "I don't show this skill for just anyone, you know. How would like this gold piece as a charm? Let's say...15 leeves?" "Yeah! Sold!" Leeves were the currency of Atlas, and ten leeves was about equal to a gold piece. He was quite a merchant. "So," Lance said as he pocketed the coin halves. "What can you do? Since you can act so big toward Bro, I'm sure you have an amazing skill of your own. Or are you just the goldfish's feces that follows him around?" Go...go...goldfish's feces?! Alright, that did it. I'll show YOU, I thought to myself, and started chanting a spell. "Nooo! Stop, Lina! I'm begging you, please stop!" Considering he asked so nicely, I generously stopped chanting the Dragu Slave at Gourry's request.    

"Huh, there aren't many people here," I said as I walked along the street with light steps. Lance gave me a look which meant 'of course'. After surveying the manor, we left to survey the city. For some reason, Lance offered to be our guide. Apparently, he'd taken a considerable liking for Gourry. The marketplaces were mainly downtown. There, near the castle, there was hardly anyone. "We're here, Bro." Lance stopped walked. Across the street, there was an unusually large house. The amount of land was about the same as Tarim's manor, but the size of the building was different. It was three stories high and used up most of the space, leaving barely enough room for a yard. "Oh, this is..." "Yes. This is Daymia's manor," Lance answered Gourry's whisper. "But...I wonder why he built such a large house...?" "Think about it," Lance said. What was with the sudden change in attitude? Just like I thought, he still held a grudge against me! "Ca...calm down, Lina..." Realizing the angry look on my face, Gourry tried to soothe me. "Well...shall we go?" I said. Both of them raised their eyebrows. "Go...where?" "Daymia's house, of course!" "Wha?" Lance exclaimed. "Are you insane? You're so...attacking during the day with only three of us is..." "Nobody said we were going to attack," I replied. "We just go in through the front door, and do a little talking at the doorway. If we do that, he can't do anything extreme, and it's important to get a picture of what he looks like." "I don't think we should," Gourry said, folding his arms. "According to Mr. Tarim, he doesn't seem like a reasonable person and if something goes wrong, he has a lot of status and a reputation in this city. We could be branded criminals." "Huh. Hmmm..." I didn't know what to say. Gourry had said something that made sense, so I was a little taken aback. Mostly he's normally extremely dull, but he sometimes has flashes of genius. "You've got a point," I said, bending easily. He didn't seem like the kind of person I'd enjoy meeting anyway. "Let's go, then. How about...Halshifom's manor?"   Knock, knock. I knocked the door-knocker, in the shape of a dragon's head, twice. According to Mr. Tarim, an assistant by the name of Rubia, who lived along at the manor, was still waiting for the return of the missing guildmaster. There were some things I wanted to know about the matter. Silence was my only response. "Maybe she's out," I muttered as I looked up at the house. "Yeeees?" Inside the house, and far away. I paused. That voice...After a moment, there was the sound of the door being unlocked, and it opened. I directly looked at the woman who emerged, and both of us froze. Hair the color of sunset, and the sad eyes...yes. This morning, as we headed for Tarim's manor, it was the same woman who had asked me not to get involved. She didn't do anything that would call suspicion like slamming the door. She looked at us warily. "May I help you?" she asked, as if we'd never met before. Hoho, so THAT's how you wanna play it. "Rubia-san, isn't it?" She nodded. "Hello. We're investigating the disappearance of the guildmaster..." I said, using the obvious lie. Her expression changed slightly. "I've already told the guild all I know. If you're really guild investigators, then I've got nothing to tell you. Please, don't get involved." Without waiting for an answer, she tried to shut the door. "Just one moment!" I said, in order to find the truth Mr. Tarim had hidden in his answers. "What was the guildmaster res earching?" She trembled, reacting just the same as Tarim. A brief pause before she looked directly at me. "Research on life. That's all I can say," she replied, then shut the door. "...What's WITH her?" Lance said, making an unpleasant face. "Huh. Don't get involved. Right." "What are you smiling at?" Gourry asked. "Nothing. Just..."

I turned around. "I was just thinking that things are getting  interesting."  

Moaning and still unable to sleep, I shifted position for the nth time. It was one of the guest rooms in Tarim's manor. We left our belongings at the inn and moved in there. It goes without saying that assassins are most active at night. It's not like we're children, and if as bodyguards we'd said "It's late, I'm heading back to the inn," then we wouldn't be doing our job. The reason we left our stuff behind is that if something happened at the manor like a fire, my first priority would be to protect Tarim, not my things, and I'd be in deep, deep trouble if I lost them. Inside my belongings were various magic items, which would be useless to a normal person but which could still be sold for immense amounts of money, enough to buy a manor like Tarim's and retire in style. Magic requires money. If that much wealth was burned to ashes...granted, there's a chance the inn could catch fire, but if I was THAT paranoid I wouldn't be able to do much of anything. The reason I couldn't fall asleep had nothing to do with my belongings. Call it a premonition. Actually, I have a lot of those. Nights when I may be tired, but for some reason can't sleep...and usually on those nights, there's an attack. Tonight felt like one of those nights. I rose up in bed. A fairly gorgeous single room. It was a little much for a hired bodyguard. Tarim said it was because he's a feminist. Gourry and the other men were sleeping together in the same room while they traded shifts guarding. I got out of bed and put on some slippers, still in my day clothes. Of course, I'd taken off things that would get in the way, like my cloak, but otherwise I could respond to an attack at any time. Just in case, I took my sword and buckled it on, then left the room. Nothing special, just using the bathroom. Several men were nodding their heads in the hallway. Some were wrapped up in blankets and lying down, others (probably the ones supposed to be on watch) were leaning against their swords. I tried not to step on them as I walked ahead. During the day it was really warm, but at night it was a bit too chilly without my cloak. I needed to go to the bathroom, but it was cold going back to my room. "Brrr, it's cold..." I muttered silently and then paused. I walked into the shadow of a nearby door, one leading to the  backyard. The air outside felt strange. It wasn't a 'presence', though. Of course, there were about a dozen guards in the yard, and nothing had happened to them. But there was something outside that was giving me goosebumps, but wasn't murderous intent or enmity. Just then, I felt something ice-cold go through my head. "It's here". That instant, without any reason or proof, I sensed it. I heard the sound of iron and screams echo.    

"Wake up! Everyone! We're under attack!" After kicking a couple of the guards awake and shouting, I ran out into the yard through a nearby door. The smell of blood stung my nose. There already seemed to be casualties. Lit by moonlight, swords danced through the air. The scariest thing about fighting at night is that allies sometimes attack each other. Being cut down from behind by Gourry or Rod, and then hearing them apologize wouldn't do me much good. I chanted spells and threw out several Lightings. And then I saw. The attacker's unnatural army. There were more than ten large humanoids. They were only slightly taller than average, but the thing was their volume. Their upper arms were as thick as my waist. The tremendous power in those arms could be imagined from the inconceivable way they fought: with an iron pole that looked like a wagon axle in their left hand, and an executioner's sword in their right. Even for fun, they weren't the kind of opponent I'd want to cross swords with. But their most unnatural feature was that all of them had exactly the same face. Judging from the faces, they were about twenty years old, completely bald without a hair on their heads. Completely expressionless. Even when they cut down an opponent they showed no emotions. Probably combat homunculi created by Daymia. Just as Tarim had said, if someone who created things like that were to become guildmaster then it wouldn't take long for Atlus' bad reputation to spread all the way from Zefilia in the north to the Kelun Federation in the south. The troops created for the purpose of killing were not just comprised of the large men. The red spots glowing in the darkness, illuminated by my Lighting, turned into the eyes of large wolves covered with purple scales and numerous thick needles. There were several dozen of those. Of course, we had greater numbers, but in terms of quality we were at a huge disadvantage. There was no way that the morale of a mercenary greedy for some money could match the strength of the lifeforms built solely for combat. Several men came out of Tarim's house, but the moment they saw one of Daymia's creatures, they became scared or even ran away. Of course, there were those that fought. Blending into the darkness, Rod ran. Grasping the hilt of the sword on his back, Rod charged directly toward a large man. Just as the man brought down his sword, Rod changed course, running toward his right side. The  executioner's sword only mournfully cut through the air as Rod's sword, lit by my Lighting, carved a path through nothingness. Half of the man's iron pole fell to the ground with a thud at the same time as blood spurted from his side. Rod's swing had not only cut through the pole the man used to block, but had also cut through his stomach.

However, the large man's sword moaned again. Even after having his stomach hacked, he had, without flinching, counterattacked. Maybe they'd been created not to feel pain. Rod easily dodged the horizontal swing by ducking, then surged up. Instantly, the man was bisected, the bloody sword glimmering red. Gourry's drawn long sword hung limply in his hand as he walked up to another of the large men. Emotionlessly, the large man took a stance with his sword. The two met in a silver streak. Instantly, Gourry got through his opponent's guard, and stabbed the large man through the forehead. The body began to fall forward onto Gourry. "Whoa!" He jumped out of the way in a hurry.
Then something flew through the air. Gourry's sword flashed and deflected it to the ground. It was something like a small, sharp horn. A purple-scaled wolf had, like an arrow, shot one of the needles growing from its body. The wolf inhaled and started gathering  strength. The next instant, several needles flew at Gourry. An average person wouldn't have been able to avoid the needles, but to think of killing him with such a weak attack is wishful thinking. "It'll take more than that!" Gourry roared as he kicked the ground. Dodging the needle attack easily, he headed for the wolf. It inhaled air again, but Gourry was instantly in front of it. His upward swing split the purple-scaled body, and it burst with the sound of a popped balloon. The person who was doing a better job than I'd expected was that Lance. He charged a large man straight on. The bastard sword he was holding with both hands met the large man's sword. Then, in an instant, using the clashing swords as a fulcrum, Lance turned and got close up to the large man. Letting go of his right hand, he slammed his elbow into the large man's chin. Without even grunting, the large man fell back and Lance stepped forward. A second before the large man could even regain his balance, Lance side-swung a glancing blow at his chin. It didn't miss. The large man fell to his knees on the spot; the attack had stunned him. Lance, who had circled around to his opponent's back, lopped off the large man's head. It appeared that he used a combination of sword-fighting and hand-to-hand combat. "Ha! Bring 'em on!" he said confidently. "No...I'd prefer those large men..." Lance mumbled. Of course, I wasn't just calmly watching them fight all this time. To begin with, the attackers wouldn't have let me. Nearby, a wolf inhaled. That could mean trouble! I immediately started chanting a spell, and the wolf launched a volley of needles at me. "*Diem Wind*!" The air in front of me compressed, forming a shockwave that attacked the wolf. It's a weak wind spell which can only temporarily prevent the target from moving, but it was enough to blow away the wolf's needles. All that was left was a wolf without needles. "Take this!" "Scum!" "Oi, oi, here!" Seeing that the opponent had no offensive capabilities, as if they'd been waiting for the moment, mercenaries gathered around the wolf and started beating it up. While I was watching that charming scene, a black shadow loomed over me. A large man, behind me! I barely avoided the swung executioner's sword, and as I dodged further attacks, started chanting a spell. With a cry, I placed my hand on the ground. "*Bephis Bring*!"

A spell which normally calls on the spirit of the earth to dig a tunnel...that's what I'd cast. Right beneath the large man, who grasped at the air, and the next instant was swallowed into the pit trap. The hole wasn't deep enough to kill, but it wasn't shallow enough that he could climb back up. "You guys take care of this, ok?" I called to several nearby mercenaries. "Sure!" came the  enthusiastic replies. The mercenaries started dropping rocks down the hole and then poured down oil to start a fire. Mercenaries are very strong...against weak opponents. "Poor guy..." The instant I thought that, I felt someone's gaze on me. I turned around. Near the main gate, on the inside of the white wall, a black shadow as floating. A white mask...Zeigram! I started running toward the Mazoku. "I see you've chosen to ignore our warning. Well, that's alright." Zeigram

whispered, as thought he were talking to himself. I stopped right in front of him and grimaced to myself. Last night, probably because I had been drunk, I hadn't realized at all that he was a powerful Mazoku. Just once in the past I'd fought and defeated a Mazoku far more powerful than Zeigram. However, there were several factors that allowed me to be barely victorious. Of course, if I decided to use my strongest spell, I was confident I could defeat Zeigram. But...the spell is just a little bit too powerful. If I cast it, half of Atlas City would be a gigantic crater. If only I could use the Ra Tilt, a spell which destroys a single target's very being from the Astral

Plane; then there was a chance I could win, but I can't use the spell. Or rather, I hadn't learned it. It's not very useful, and it lacks visual impact. I had thought there was no need to learn it since I can cast the Dragu Slave, but if I had known that something like this would happen, I'd have learned the spell...ah well! No point in regretting past mistakes! I had a job to be done, no matter what! 

"Is Two-mask taking the day off?" I asked. There should have been another one named Gio, but there was no sight of him. That was worrying me a bit. "You mean Gio Gaia...that's not something I am supposed to know. The only orders I received were to observe the outcome of this battle." "By Daymia the Blue, right?" Zeigram went silent. I didn't know about Gio, but only a powerful mage would have been able to summon and control a strong Mazoku like Zeigram. For a while, the two of us faced each other. I could feel the cold sweat on my back in the moment as I wondered what his next move would be. "Need any help?" a totally carefree voice said from behind. There was no need to turn around; it was obvious who it was. "Are things taken care of back there, Gourry?" I asked as I continued to glare at Zeigram, but relief was spreading inside. "Mostly. Well, Rod is there, so I figured my presence wouldn't be absolutely necessary. But this is the Mazoku, right?" What did he mean by that? I stepped back and lined up next to Gourry. "Alright, I'll accept your offer of help." Since I couldn't use any powerful spells, Gourry's weapon would be a great help. However, just as I thought I found a way out...
"I am sorry, I cannot do battle with the two of you," Zeigram said quietly. "...Huh?" Gourry and I glanced at each other. "The only commands I received were to observe the outcome of the battle. Since nothing was said about fighting, I have neither a desire nor a reason to fight." "What do you think you're saying?!" I shouted. "Do you think you can attack someone's house with homunculus berserkers and wolf-chimaera and just say 'I don't want to fight'?! You may not have the intent but WE DO!" "I see. Then I have no choice," Zeigram said, walking toward us. Gourry and I took a few steps back. Zeigram kicked off the ground and flew into the air. In the next instant he was over the wall. He had feinted, made us defensive, and then ran. "I'm not letting you get away!" I ran through the main gate and started chasing the black cloak. "Hey, wait! Lina!" Having no other choice, Gourry came with me. The midnight chase had begun.    

The city was ruled by silence. The moon was hidden by clouds, and the only sources of light were the street lamps. Zeigram ran through the crisp night air as if he were swimming. His cloak fluttered so undlessly in the night air. Maybe it was a dream...that thought crossed my mind. The only sounds were the sounds of our footsteps and breathing. White Mask didn't melt into the shadows like he had the previous night. If he had, there would have been nothing we could have done, but he didn't. Maybe it was Gio's ability...or he was trying to lead us somewhere. There was no way to tell what Gourry was thinking, or if he was thinking at all. The strange party ran through empty streets and crowded alleys. I had already realized...the path led to Daymia's manor. Zeigram vanished without a trace just as a large, old manor house appeared in front of us. Just as I'd thought...this was Daymia's manor. The yard, which was small compared to the plot of land, didn't appear to be guarded. Light leaked from the windows of the house. But I didn't like it. Things were going too much like I'd expected. No matter who was looking, this was an obvious trap. "I knew he'd come here." "Do you know this place?" After hearing Gourry's question, I fell to my knees. "You...you CAME here during the day! Lance brought us here." "Really?" Gourry crossed his arms and started thinking. "Ummm...well, things don't look the way they did during the day," he said, nodding sagely. I didn't think that was the problem.

"So...where is this?" "Day...mia...a's...HOUSE." "Ah!" Gourry said, clapping his hands. "That's what I thought." "Since you can say that after hearing the answer, you must not have many concerns in life. Wait. This isn't the time to be joking around in the middle of the night! Let's go!" "Where?" AAAGH! Please, somebody take care of this guy! "To. Day. Mi. A's. House..." I said, barely keeping my temper in check. "Well, you know," Gourry said, straightfaced. "My instincts say this is a trap." "I KNOW THAT!" I finally shouted. "How can this be anything but a trap? But unless we fall for it, there's no way to figure out their intentions! Of course, a person who purposefully falls into traps without thinking past step one is a fool, but one who preaches caution and never does anything is an even greater fool!" Taking deep breaths, I blurted out the words. Gourry placed his hand on my shoulder. Wha...? "Lina..." Gourry said quietly as he looked into my eyes. Wait...don't get so serious all of a sudden! "Alright, listen well." "What are you being so serious about?" I knew I sounded nervous. "Don't shout in the middle of the night. People are asleep right now." My wordless punch struck Gourry's chin. 

"Just as I thought. This is a trap." "It's a trap, all right..."

We exchanged hushed words as we walked through the unguarded hall. There's no point in saying so, but right then we were walking through the hall inside Daymia's manor. Since lights could be seen from outside, I thought the building would be densely packed with guards, but...instead there wasn't a single person. There were several doors along the hall and behind the doors the sound of snoring could be heard. Probably the guards' bedrooms. All the other rooms were simply storage. Would a person who sent assassins to other people's homes leave their own so pitifully guarded? Obviously, the answer is no. There could only be one reason: Daymia was trying to lure us somewhere. Well, I thought, it's about time we reach that someplace! The house was huge! When I saw it from the outside I thought it was pretty large, but inside it was even larger than I expected. It was like a maze. Once when we thought we were walking in a straight path, we somehow ended up back where we started and another we ended in a third floor attic without climbing a single step. No one in his right mind would build a house like that...then again, no one in his right mind would make homunculi or wolf-chimaera either. Anyhow. After wandering aimlessly for quite a while, we finally came to a stop in front of a single door. Engraved on the door was a pentagram, a rune that protects against evil. Obviously, the room was intended for magical experiments. There was a presence behind the door. "Is this it?" Gourry asked in hushed tones. "Probably," I answered. "We know it's a trap, but we're going in. Ready, Gourry?" "Of course not." I glared at him. "What are you saying? We've already come all the way IN here, don't get wishy-washy NOW!" "Why should I do what you tell me, when the reason I'm here is all your fault?" "Life is inequitable, Gourry." "Don't try to explain the situation with the term 'inequitable'!" "Wow..." I was impressed. "You know what  'inequitable' means?" "No! I just had to say something!" "Ah." Our conversation lacked vitality because we couldn't raise our voices or risk falling to the floor and making lots of noise. "But if you hadn't planned to confront Daymia, then why did you come in the first place?" "To make sure you don't do anything reckless!" "What would I do that's reckless?!" "Everything! Absolutely everything! Okay, let's see...what's the first thing you'll do after opening that door."

"Well, for starters I'll throw in a couple Fireballs, then..."

"That's what I'm saying is reckless! There's probably more going on here than meets the eye." "I know that. Tarim acted strangely when we asked about Guildmaster Halshifom. But it's obvious that Daymia also has something to do with what's going on, so first let's make him do some talking." "Wha...?" Gourry stared at me, dumbly. "Wa...wait. If you know that, then isn't that more reason to be cautious?" Aaaagh! All the way there and STILL saying we should be careful.

"Wait, Gourry..." "Eh?" I shushed him, then put my ear to the door. "What's the matter?" He was still underestimating me. He couldn't see my next move. "It seems like we have no other choice but to go through this door." "What?!" Gourry started looking around. But there wasn't anybody around except behind the door. He looked at me, confused. "...Because I'm going to do THIS!" I kicked open the door. Hehe...now we were both in it together. Gourry's eyes turned to little dots.    

The two of us went through the door and came to a stop in the room. A wide open area was spread out in front of us. The room was perfectly circular, and was probably half the size of the whole building. Drawn on the floor was a magic circle: a pentagram facing the north, an anti-evil sign. A 'Rune Breaker'. By creating a field with a pentagram, the spell weakened the effects of all magic within the field. The thing about the spell is that the strength of the field isn't dependent on the strength of the mage, but rather on the size of the pentagram. In other words, anyone could seal my magic as long as they made a big enough field...but a field that big shouldn't have had any effect. On the other side of the room was an altar. A single man stood in front of it, wearing a crazy expression. A half-bald head with a black moustache and black hair. His eyes were wide open and nervously roaming around. He also wore blue rodes. "Mister...Daymia?" As I spoke, he moved back. "Assassins sent by Tarim!" He opened his already wide eyes even further as he screeched in a high-pitched voice. Gourry and I were a bit overwhelmed. "No...well, right now we're sort of working for him..." Gourry answered honestly. "I KNEW it! Haaha! I knew you were assassins! That toad! How dare he make me help him do such a thing then try to kill me in the end? Yes, yes! Hahaha! I knew that from the very beginning! Did he think I didn't know?" The two of us glanced at each other. "Gourry...he's insane!" 

"Don't whine. You're the one who took this job." On the other side of the room, Daymia continued to gibber nonsense as he periodically laughed hysterically. Uhh...no. He was too scary. But Daymia did say something interesting: 'That toad! How dare he make me help him do such a thing?' I thought there was need to talk to him about it. 

"Wait! We don't mean you any harm!" I said, raising my voice. Daymia fell silent and looked bewilderedly at us. "You're...not assassins?"
Daymia started examining us. "Yes, we're not assassins." A brief silence. Daymia smiled insanely. "I see...hahahaheehee! I know! Yes, I know! Since you aren't Tarim's assassins, you must have come to steal my chimaera! Well, I know about it and I won't give them to you! They're my children! There's no way you can have them! No way!" I blinked. "No, no, we don't have any intention of stealing your chimaera!" "You're...not burglars?" He started examining us again. Then he smiled. "I see! I know! Since you aren't burglars, you must be Tarim's assassins! AAHAHAHAHAHAH!" I held my head in my hands. "Expecting a proper conversation was a mistake from the very beginning," Gourry commented. "Yes, it was my mistake," I apologized. "Alright. The plan is, we capture him then make him talk. Don't rough him up too much." "You do the same thing." "I know, I know," I said nonchalantly, waving my hand. Daymia took exaggerated steps backwards. "Don't come near me! Don't come any closer! Fuhahaha! Y...you mere commoners think you can hurt Daymia the Blue? You can't! You couldn't do such a thing!" Yeah, yeah, whatever. Ignoring him, we ran straight toward Daymia. "Don't come any closer! If you...if you come any closer..." "If we come any closer, then what's going to happen?" "This!" Daymia pulled a nearby rope-like cord. FWAP...the magic circle instantly turned into a giant pit trap. "Ah...I seeeee...!" "Lina!" Gourry grabbed onto me in midair. "Do something with your magic!" There was no need for him to tell me that! I had already started chanting a spell. "*Levitation*!" With my Levitation magic, it's possible to lift even a carriage with ease. There was little effect on the spell even with Daymia's field. Our descent...didn't stop?! Waaa! Even though we were falling a lot slower, we were still falling down into the pit. "What's the matter? We're still falling!" "I know that! Don't worry. I have an idea as to why but now isn't the time to explain. I can carry my own weight." There was a slight slipping sound, then a another louder sound as Gourry grabbed onto me tightly. "He...HEY!" "Lina! Let's die together!" 

"Hey, it was a joke! HEY! Take your hand off of...waaaaaaahwah wahWAAAAAH!" We lost our balance in the air and started falling. With a loud splash, water jetted up around us...I think. Of course, at that time I had blacked out.
Chapter 3: The thing that sleeps in the water of the field    

"Uhn..." I moaned and got up. "I see you're finally awake," I heard Gourry say from the side. I could barely see his silhouette in the darkness. "Unn...wait a minute, will you?" Still sitting on the ground, I placed my hands in front of my chest and started chanting a spell. "*Lighting*!" A ball of light appeared in-between my hands which I softly tossed upward. The ball stopped at the height of were a ceiling would normally be, but released a glow which was weaker than normal. "This is..." I scanned my surroundings. Water spread out everywhere. Water filling an area larger than the room we were dropped from. Daymia's entire manor would fit there. Sticking out of the giant pool were the tips of five pillars which were large enough to build cottages on. We were on top of one of the pillars. The pool was perfectly circular. A pentagram facing north could be drawn, if you connected the pillars. The same rune that had been drawn in the room above. "...a Rune Breaker," I said, grimacing. "What's that?" Gourry asked. "I won't explain the theory behind this because it'll be confusing, but basically, within this field magic is weakened. The reason why Levitation didn't work when we were falling is because of this." Normally a Rune Breaker weakens the effect of offensive magic and curses that are harmful. But if a harmless spell like Levitation was weakened, it meant that the strength of the field was doubled...no, probably further than that...by combining the fields, and in addition to that Daymia probably made some changes so that magic in general would be affected. As if illustrating that fact, the Lighting I had cast a moment ago was already starting to weaken. "Boy, this complicates things a lot," I mumbled to myself. "But all you have to do is destroy the field, right?" Gourry asked lightly. I sighed heavily. In order to destroy a Rune Breaker, the pentagram-field needs to be destroyed. But... "You're right, but breaking this field means destroying the base of one of these pillars." "Just use a spell." Ha! "Have you been listening to what I said?" "Why?" "I just told you! The field weakens spells! If I could DO what you say I'd have done it already!" "Oh, really?" AAAARGH! I could feel one of the veins on my head about to burst. "Why are you holding your head and crouching?" "Nothing!" I said, standing up. Water dripped from my cloak and clothing. We were both as wet as water rats. Judging from the fact that my clothes hadn't dried at all, I hadn't been out for long. "First, we need to do something about our clothes." "You're right. If we stay like this we'll catch cold." "Hmm...then I guess what we should do is..." Gourry said, leering. "...Undress and warm each other with our body heat!" Waah! I clapped my hands in front of my chest, slowly spreading my hands apart as I chanted a spell. Gourry's face changed color. "Stop! Lina, it was a joke! It was only a joke! I'm sorry! I apologize!" The ball of light I'd thrown, a ball of fire that would melt iron, struck Gourry. "Aaah! St...huh?" Wisps of heat surrounded his body, as he made a stupefied sound and then started checking himself over. Because of the Rune Breaker, my Fireball which would normally have melted iron, had become just normal heat. "So what do you think? Now your clothing is dry." I laughed and winked at him. 
"Alright...now that I'm dry..." I took a look at my surroundings again. Well, at least I knew that the problem wouldn't be solved simply by looking around. "How are things? You think you can do something?" Gourry asked, with a worried look. 

"Mmm...I can't really say," I said as I looked up. The opening which we had fallen through was probably closed shut. There was only darkness where even the glow of the Lighting couldn't reach. "As you said, the only thing we can do is destroy this field, but..." I stared at the pool of water. "Can't even tell how deep it is," Gourry said, looking into the water. "By the way...why is there water here?"
"Probably, Daymia has the status of 'water'," I said, glancing briefly at him. "What?" Agh, I knew he wouldn't understand. Hmm, how to explain. "Umm...how should I put it? You know sometimes you say a person is like a fox or a cat?" "Yeah," Gourry said after a brief pause, nodding. "In other words, even with magic there's the same kind of thing, and there are some people with an affinity for 'fire', and others with an affinity for 'water'." Well, what I'd just told him only related to Shamanism and the elements of earth, water, fire, and wind. But if I'd told him about how it related to Black magic, White magic, enchantments, and Shamanism using the Astral Plane, it'd only confuse him, so I decided not to. "And, for example, when a mage who has an affinity to 'water' uses a spell related to 'water', the effect of the spell increases." "So, in other words, having the 'status of water' means the same thing as having an 'affinity with water', right?" Gourry asked after thinking for a second. "Yup, that's basically what it means. Those kind of people can also increase the power of a spell by somehow involving the element they have an affinity for. For example, covering the pentagram-field with water increases the effect." "I see," Gourry said, folding his arms. "So Daymia created a field which weakens magic, and then submerged it in water, increasing its effect. Right?" I nodded. "Well, that's just my interpretation. Anyhow, the problem is what finding out what's underneath all this water." I cast Lighting again and threw the ball into the water. "Huh?" After seeing the ball of light still glowing in the water, Gourry looked puzzled. Ahh. "You're wondering why the ball is still glowing, even in the water?" "Eh...yeah." He nodded in response. "Things like lamps and fires make light by burning something, but Lighting is magical light. It doesn't glow by burning, so it can glow underwater." "I see...pretty useful. And that's fine, but..." he said, arms crossed and looking into the water. I was also at a loss for words. It was deep! The field was very deep. It didn't seem like carnivorous fish had been put in there, but diving all the way to the bottom would be close to impossible. At the very bottom, the lines that made up the pentagram-field could be seen, and at its center... "What's that?" Gourry asked. At the center of the field there seemed to be something like a large gemstone...something like a very light-colored emerald. On the surface of the stone there was a shadow of what was inside, but because of the distance and refraction I couldn't tell what. "I don't know," I answered half-heartedly. The two of us stared at the object. After a while, Gourry spoke up. "To me, it looks like there's somebody inside the emerald." "Whaaaa?" I said, raising my voice. "Mmmhmm. Looks like a person to me," Gourry said, leaning over the edge of the pillar. He must have exceptional vision. My eyesight is pretty good too, but all I could see was a black shadow. "I think we need to make sure. I don't have a logical explanation for it, but I have a feeling that object is a crucial part of this field." "Make sure...how?" "For starters..." *BOOT* I suddenly kicked Gourry from behind. "Ahhh! Wooo!" *SPLASH* Raising a loud splash, he fell into the water. "What was that for?!" he yelled, pulling his head above water. Sitting on the edge of the pillar, I calmly told him, "Oh, I just decided you should go and investigate. I don't want to get wet." "I seeee..."

Gourry grinned and...eh? Waaah! With a splash, I fell into the water and reflexively inhaled...then blacked out.    

*Cough* *cough*. I raised myself up and coughed a couple of times. "You awake?" Gourry asked, for the second time. "What was that for?!" "You don't have the right to say that, I think," he said, brushing aside my cry of displeasure. "I never thought you'd drown, but you don't have to speak to me like that when I performed resuscitation on you..." "What do you mean?! Just because you performed resusci...tation..." I stopped in the middle of my sentence. Resuscitation...mouth to mouth! Blood instantly flowed into my face, and I stole a glance at him. "Umm...by resuscitation, you mean..."
"I flipped you over and stepped on your back." *Thunk* My fell over and hit my forehead. What does he think a lady is?! "What? Ah, I know, you thought I performed mouth to mouth, did't you?" he said teasingly. "No...no I didn't!" I countered. "You're blushing."
"I'm not! Anyway, this field is the problem." "Hmmm..." He turned his attention to the pool. "Well, it's a fact that teasing you won't solve anything." H..hey... "But this water is too deep for a person to dive under. There's no way they could get enough air." "Hmmm..."
Still wet, I crossed my arms and started thinking. "By the way, isn't there a spell that allows you to breathe underwater?" "Huh?" 

"I asked if there was a spell that would let you breathe underwater." 

"Hmm..." I scratched my head. "I take it there's no spell like that..." Gourry said, with a dejected expression. "No, that's not it. I just remembered there was such a spell..." 

Once again, I was thrown into the water. "Alright. Now I think I'll go and take a look at what's down there." I had gotten out the water, dried my clothing, and then prepared myself for the coming dive. There wasn't much to do. All I had to do was cast a spell but...I know two spells which would let me breathe underwater. The first is a water-type spell that would allow me to actually breathe water. The second is a wind-type spell which would surround me in a shield of wind, which I'd dive in with. Think of it as going underwater inside a giant soap bubble. I picked the latter. The first had one major problem: I'd get wet. I started to chant the spell. wind started blowing as it surrounded me, and my feet began to float above the ground. "*Ray Wing!*" I charged into the water at high speed. The reason I found out it was possible to use a flying spell to swim underwater is that once, when flying near the coastline, I lost control of the spell and flew into the water...that's a secret. The shield of wind surrounding the caster makes it possible to breathe underwater. Of course, even that spell couldn't avoid the effects of the Rune Breaker: the shield was smaller than usual, and it was moving slower. I decided to return to the surface as soon as it became harder to breathe. If I suffocated there, even my grandkids would be laughing at me. Well, I didn't think I'd run out of air inside the shield before reaching the bottom. The gemstone was getting closer. From above the water it was hard to judge the size of the stone because of the distance, but then I could see that the stone was large enough to fit a person inside. "Hmmm..." The Lighting I had just cast only illuminated the area dimly. I cast another one and threw it out. "...!" I was speechless. Yes, inside the gemstone, there really was a man, with his eyes closed as though asleep. "Th...this is..." I moved right next to its side. It was the center of the Rune Breaker...in other words, the place where the field was strongest. The man was lying down inside the giant, pale emerald-color stone. Long hair, and robes that showed he was a mage of high standing. Neither tall nor short, too young to be called middle-aged, but too old to be called young. His eyes were still closed, but he was still rather handsome. It was hard to tell what color his clothes were because of the emerald filter. Could he be? A certain thought crossed my mind. But, if that was the case... I moved in a bit closer. Part of the emerald came in contact with the shield. In that instant, a voice echoed in my head: Who are you? "Telepathy..." I uttered. You're a woman. You don't seem to mean any harm. I guess this doesn't mean Tarim and Daymia are up to no good. "Huh? Wait, I don't see what you're talking about..." Ah, there's no need to voice your thoughts. This is telepathy. I blushed. Telepathy is a spell which allows a person to communication with his or her mind rather than speech, and so there's no need to speak out loud. Mages that can use the spell are rare because to do so, you have to be born with the talent. Even I couldn't use it. What was going on was that someone was communicating his thoughts to me, and then reading my mental response. Maybe that spell is different than normal magic; even within the Rune Breaker, it didn't seem as though the spell was being affected. "Who are you?" The man's answer was  nonchalant. Ah, it seems I forgot to introduce myself. I am the Guildmaster of the Atlas City Mage Guild. My name is Halshifom. 

"Ha...Halshifom!?" Again, I raised my voice. So, he was who I thought he was. There was a moment of silence. Please don't raise your voice. I mean, don't be so surprised. "Anyone else would have been just as surprised as me! I heard you had vanished six months ago..."
Those two. They made me vanish. "Those two...you mean?" Yes, Tarim and Daymia. Whaaat? I knew there was something going on behind the scenes but...that old man! "Those two were probably blinded by greed for the position of Guildmaster. One day, Tarim..." Wait. 

"What's the matter?" Now that I think about it, I don't even know your name. Since you're in a place like this, I don't think you're just passing by. "I'm Lina. Lina Inverse." I see...you're the one. I briefly explained what'd been going on up to that point. In between, I had to resurface because the shield of wind had weakened. "So that's basically what lead me to meet you here." I see. Leaving your personal opinions aside, I basically understand how things fell into place. So you were tricked by Tarim. I was also tricked, then sealed within this strange material. Haha, he is rather hard to eat.
 True, his face doesn't look too delicious. Delicious? Ah, I'd forgotten that he could read my thoughts. "No, it's nothing. Now, since I'm already deeply involved, it'd be nice if you could tell me what's going on."

Sure. About six months ago, Tarim came to me and said he had something important to tell me, so I foolishly followed him. Well, so I ended up at Daymia's manor...in the middle of an upper room, I was attacked by slimes. I tried to fight back with spells, but it was no good. The slime-like creatures covered me, then started to harden. Then I was dropped in here. "So, this emerald color came from the creatures..."
Correct. Probably wanting the position of Guildmaster, Tarim and Daymia joined forces, but...ah, so the two of them are enemies. Ahahaha... I didn't think it was a situation were you could just 'ahaha'. Don't make it sound as if it's someone else's problems. Anyhow, the one who really made me mad was Tarim! No wonder he reacted strangely when I asked about Halshifom. I wasn't going to forgive him...I could just leave Halshifom there, but Tarim tricked me and that was punishable by death! Umm...I can read all your thoughts. Please don't leave me here. "Ha...ahahaha... Sorry. A slip of the tongue...no, that's not right...anyhow! Don't worry, because I'll avenge your death!" I'm not dead yet. I just think I'd be very grateful if you free me. "Hmmm...free you. Does that mean breaking this shell?" Probably, Halshifom answered unhelpfully. Sorry for being unhelpful. Boy, it's hard dealing with a telepath.    

"Gourry!" I said the second I broke the surface of the water. "Lend me your sword!" "Wh..wha? What happened?" Gourry got up in a hurry; he'd been laying down on the pillar... ...while I was taking care of things underwater...how dare he? Ehehe, anyhow, right then there were more important things. "Just as you said, there's a person held captive inside that shell. I want to let him out...but to do that, I need your sword." "Alright." He placed his left hand on the sword hanging from his waist, and with his right hand brought out a thin needle. Then he inserted that needle into the hilt of his sword. There was a clink as a small piece of metal fell to the ground. It was the piece of metal that connected the blade to the hilt. After taking apart the sword, he handed me the hilt. It wasn't a joke or anything. I held the hilt in my hand, and then brought both it and my other hand in front of me. "Light, come forth!" A blade emerged from the hilt; a shining blade of light. This...was the legendary Sword of Light, which was supposedly used to defeat the magical beast that plagued Sairaag City. In fact, more than half the reason I was travelling with Gourry was for that sword. A weapon which materialized a person's spirit in the shape of a blade; to me, an extremely interesting item to study. However, even with the magic dampening field, the sword didn't seem to be effected. I was prepared for something pitiful like a short blade to appear, but...I considered that maybe the sword was different than other magical items. Anyhow, I'd need to study it more to be sure. "Ah, by the way, Gourry...do you feel like giving me the sword?" He waved a hand at me. "No way, of course not. Just get going." "Miser." I puffed out my cheeks and cast the same spell for the nth time: "*Ray Wing*!" Yet another underwater dive...hopefully it'd be the last. 

"*Val Flare*!" "*Dam Brass*!" CRASH! The two beams of light which Guildmaster Halshifom and I fired broke through the ceiling. Dust and chunks of rock fell, and light could be seen from the hole. The three of us started climbing toward the light. After diving underwater, I managed to free the Guildmaster, then worked on destroying one of the pillars. I just happened to break the one Gourry was on, but that was a rather cute but totally honest mistake. After that I briefly explained what was going on to Gourry, and we blew a hole through the floor...or rather, ceiling...and were heading upward using Levitation. Above us, a rather hysterical voice was shrieking. "I must warn you, Mr. Halshifom, that Daymia seems to have two powerful Mazoku at his side." "Ah...yes, yes," Halshifom answered cheerfully. I hoped he understood the danger...really... We flew out of the hole in the floor. Daymia stood, gawking at us. "Sorry to keep you waiting," I said, grinning at him. The fact that Gourry was still hanging around my waist ruined the image. "Aiyaaaaaaeeeehaaaahaha!" Daymia raised an unintelligible scream and fell right on his backside. The three of us landed on an undamaged portion of the floor. "Gu...Guildmaster Halshifom!" "Hello. It's been about six months, hasn't it, Vice Guildmaster Daymia?" Halshifom said, still with the smile on face. There's something scary about thiiiis... I thought to myself. Daymia's face was already white with fear. "Aiii...n..no! No, it wasn't me, it wasn't my doing!" he squeezed out in a rather pitiful squeal. I couldn't believe he could say 'It wasn't me!' after creating a field and holding the person right in ront of him captive right in his own basement. "I see...then I wonder. Who did this, hmm?" Halshifom was still smiling. I'm telling you, it was scary! "I...it was Tarim! He made me do this! I never had any ill will toward you! So...so...please forgive me!" I blinked. Hey... "Oh, I see...then I guess I shall go pay Tarim a visit." Halshifom's statement was completely unexpected. I looked at him. "Ye...yes! Haha, yes! That's what makes you the greatest Guildmaster of Atlas City. Yes! That's exactly why!" "Now...Lina-san, Gourry-san. Shall we go?" he asked, turning around and, without taking a second glance at Daymia, started walking toward the exit (or what seemed like the exit). We hurriedly followed him. "Was that really wise? Leaving 'that'..." I asked, glancing at Daymia, who was still on the ground with an insane smile. "I'm sure it was alright," the Guildmaster said in a light tone. "He never could hold a straight conversation. But while I was immersed in the water, it seems he's lost a few more screws. Anyhow...tomorrow, or maybe the day after, I'll talk to Lord Litoharn and settle this in a court." He paused. "Ah...please don't tell Tarim that I'm back." "Sure...actually, we don't plan on returning to Tarim's manor. Since he tricked and used us, our job contract is nullified, and we don't have any intention of cooperating with him," I replied. "Yes...that would be a very good idea." In that instant, for some reason, I felt something was not quite right.

The three of us stepped out into the open. The sun had been up for a while, and people were walking along the streets. "Well...I think I'll be going home." "Okay. I'm sure Rubia-san will be glad to see you." Upon hearing my words, Halshifom's smile tightened. "I see you know Rubia." "Your assistant, right? Tarim said so," I lied, not knowing exactly why. Gourry wore a perfect poker face. Or maybe he just didn't remember anything about Rubia. "I see. Well, both of you take care. Tarim may still try to do something. In the near future, I may have to ask the two of you for your help again." 

"Sure," I replied. "We're staying at the Silver Dragon Inn downtown. Please, be careful too." "Yes." There was a pause. "Well, good day." He waved his hand and then turned around, cloak billowing. For no particular reason, I continued to gaze at his back.    

When I woke up, the city was already covered in darkness. A little before noon we had returned to the inn where we had left our belongings. After eating, we each returned to our own rooms to sleep, but... Along with Gourry, who was already awake when I got up, I was eating dinner while talking about our plans for the future. 

"Well, no matter what we'll probably support Guildmaster Halshifom."

"Hmmm..." Gourry looked dissatisfied as he poked his salad. "What?"

"Nothing...it's just that something has been bothering me. If those two Mazoku had been working for Daymia, then why didn't he summon them when he saw us?" I sighed as I chewed a piece of pork saute. "You see...that was right in the middle of a Rune Breaker, a field that weakens magic. Mazoku draw their strength from magic, so they wouldn't have been much use inside the field." "Then what about after we destroyed the field? Why didn't he summon them and get rid of all three of us at the same time? What do you think?" "I don't know...he didn't seem to be in good mental health. His ideas also seemed to be on a slightly different plane from normal people."

"That's why I'masking you." "What's that supposed to mean?" Gourry waved a hand.

"Nothing, no special meaning. I just thought it would be a good idea to ask you because you aren't normal." Hey, that's enough meaning!

"But maybe he just couldn't do it. He could've sent the Mazoku to some other place because he didn't expect us to escape so easily." 

"Hmm...well, that explains that, but then why didn't Tarim and Daymia just kill Halshifom?" "They probably planned on using him for something in the future...I think." "I see." Still looking unconvinced, he started guzzling watered herb wine, making rather rude sounds. I took sips of my hot milk. "The question is, what will Daymia's next move be? He seems to make slightly unexpected moves which make it harder to judge the next..." "True," Gourry said, nodding with a wry expression. I can think of a lot of possibilities, but it's impossible to know which one Daymia will take, because he isn't quite sane, I thought to myself. He might even try to dispose of Guildmaster Halshifom and us. Daymia probably left Halshifom alive because he had something in mind, but now there's no guarantee that the plan will work. So now he may try to kill Tarim to earn Ha lshifom's forgiveness. Of course, it didn't mean his actions would be excused...in fact it may make his position worse. I seriously doubt he'd realize that. Another possibility is that he'll stay home trembling in fear. Again, he might even try to leave the city. Halshifom-san said not to, but I think I should've done something at that moment. "Another thing that concerns me is what Tarim will do next. He may find out we're missing, try to do something, and then come into contact with Daymia," Gourry said. "If that happens, there's a good chance that they'll join forces again," I responded. 

"Exactly." "So the only thing we can do is..." "...Protect Halshifom in secret." "Right. We won't get paid, though." I sighed. "We'll leave as soon as we finish eating. Oi, barkeep! One more Special Dinner Set, please!"
Chapter 4: Who's pulling the strings behind the scenes?    

Nobody was to be seen on the streets. The sky was dark. Light leaked from the windows of the homes that lined the street and the two of us walked side by side in silence through the chilly air. Since I had left my cloak at Talim's place, I wore my spare- or rather, its replacement. Used to the weight of shoulder-guards, I was uncomfortable just wearing a cloak so yesterday- no, this morning- on the way back to the inn I went and bought some leather ones. Thank God I didn't forget my sword. Ha! That giant turtle-shell shoulder-guard had been pretty expensive! I made a note to myself to be sure and get it back once the business was over.    

The street began to rise. A mage in black robes was casting Lighting on street-lamps.    

"Where are the two of you going?" A familiar, 'sticky' voice wondered. Gourry and I stopped in the middle of the street. The only person nearby was the mage. Mage? No. Silver hair blew in the wind; the arms that reached for the street-lamp were unnaturally long. With a small smile on my face, I said, "Have you come to delay us, Gio Gaia?"   
"No." The thing slowly turned around, green eyes gleaming. "Not delay, *remove*." With wobbly footsteps, the thing walked to the middle of the street. Its tattered robes fluttered in the wind.    

"Gourry, make sure you're ready to use it any time." I whisper. He nodded slightly. 'It' of course meant the Sword of Light. Against pure Mazoku like Gio or Seigram, physical attacks have no effect. Magic doesn't have much effect either, and certain spells won't work at all. The Sword of Light deals damage to both an opponent's body and spirit. I guess one way to put it is that the sword destroys a target's very being. Because of that, it's an effective weapon against Mazoku. Well, if the Mazoku is too strong that's another story but... it should be good enough against the likes of Gio and Seigram.    

"Well, you aren't up to the job." I said quietly, but directly.

"Though, I couldn't say for sure about that if White Mask were here." 

"White Mask? Do you mean Seigram the Faceless?"    

Seigram the Faceless? Did that mean that there was nothing underneath that mask?    

"He has other business to attend to. So, you think I'm not good enough to defeat you two alone? Shall we see about that?" Soundlessly, Gio glided toward us.    

"For your own sake, I don't think that would be a good idea." I silently raised my right arm and turned the palm of my hand towards Gio. Gio watched me wordlessly as I started to chant my spell. "*Dug Wave!*" The ground beneath the mazoku exploded. Of course, there's no way the spell would've dealt any damage to Gio. It was just a blind. With the Sword of Light drawn Gourry charged into the cloud of dust and smoke. At the same time, Two Mask jumped into the air. He didn't notice Gourry was in the haze.    

"*Elmekia Lance!*" I immediately threw the next spell. I had cast the spell after calculating the place Gio would land, but he dodged that magical spirit-damaging spear by stopping in mid-air.    

"Impudent girl!" He said, and brought down his right arm.    

Sensing something evil, I jumped to the side. Voom! A low humming, like the sound a buzzing insect makes, passed right by my ear! A few strands of my hair were cut off, and the tip of my cloak was torn; a sort of discomfort remained. A shock wave of corruption! That's a pretty dangerous move. Even a giant wouldn't be able to survive a direct hit from that! Even if the shock wave only strikes an arm or leg, through the wound, the corruption would spread throughout the victim's body and eventually lead to death. This definitely wasn't an opponent I could fight carelessly. The longer the battle dragged on, the worse our situation would become.    

"*Dam Blas!*" I cast another spell. That spell was a small red ball that sends high-speed vibrations through any object. Once it strikes, it self-destructs, and then destroys the object. As it struck, the ground erupted, creating a smoke screen, which hid both of us.   

Of course, there's no way I could have figured out Gio's location. Mazoku have the ability to sense people's negative emotions, but Gourry and I had completely hidden the sense of our presence. The demon wasn't able to pinpoint our location because of that.    Before the bad guy could come up with the idea of wildly shooting off shock waves, I shouted, "Here!" Then I cast a spell right at my feet, moved out of the way, and made myself as small as possible. A shock wave came flying out of the smoke. It accurately cut through the area where I'd been just moments before. "Waaah!" I purposely cried out, even though it was a complete miss. In order to trick the Mazoku, I had to imagine I was in real pain. Perfect acting was necessary!   

"Hmph! That was too easy!" Completely falling for it, Gio Gaia stepped out of the smoke. He probably thought he was invincible, and so didn't seem to care about the fact that Gourry wasn't anywhere to be seen. The Mazoku didn't know about the Sword of Light, a fact I planned to use to my advantage. The purpose of the fake scream wasn't only to lure Gio out of the smoke- it was also a signal to Gourry.    

"Hmm, strange... no sight of her." Two Mask looked around for me.

Without a battle cry, a flash of light descended on Two Mask. 

"Gwaaaaaaaaah!" Gio's scream echoed.    

Gourry's blow cut off the Mazoku's unnaturally long right arm. Unfortunately, Gio had probably reflexively tried to move away and so was still alive.    

"You!" As he jumped back, Two Mask swung his arm. A shock wave whipped towards Gourry. At that distance there was no way he could have dodged the attack. "Haaah!" Gourry released his aura, and both Gio and I stared wide-eyed. Using the blade of the Sword of Light, Gourry had blocked the Mazoku's shock wave; the attack dissipated into a harmless breeze!    

Frozen, Gio exclaimed, "Impossible!? The Sword of Light!? Nothing was said about this!" Of course not! The only ones in Atlas who knew about our secret weapon were me, Gourry, and Guild Master Halsifom. There's no way he could've known! In addition, there's another thing Gio didn't know...    

I don't follow the code of chivalry.    

I had no intention of waiting until the Mazoku was no longer dazed. "*Elmekia Lance!*" This time my spell pierced the demon. "Gauaaaaah!" Gio screamed yet again. This spell weakened his spirit. When used against a human, the Elmekia Lance makes a person feel extremely exhausted, and unable to move for a while. However, since Mazoku are more like beings of spirit energy, the spell deals the same amount of damage to them that a deep sword cut would to a human.    

Unfortunately, he still wasn't dead!    

"Gourry!"    

"Ok!" Gourry ran, Two Mask jumped. The flashing Sword of Light missed by a hair.    

"The next time we meet I will kill you both!" Gio says, then ran into the darkness at a speed impossible for humans to match.    

"Damn." Gourry sheathed the Sword of Light and walked up to my side.

"He escaped."    

Well anyway, his parting words were right out of the villain's handbook. The dust cloud was settling. We'd made such a commotion that there was no way people couldn't have realized what was going on. Probably not wanting to get involved, no one came to investigate. Smart. Things were easier for us that way anyway...     
Wait, there was one person who had come to see. A man stood quietly at the top of the rise. The dim light of the street lamp illuminated his red hair.    

"Lance!" Gourry calls. For some reason Lance' face was white.   

"Whe...Where were the two of you until now?" He says in a trembling voice.    

"Does it matter? Is something wrong? You're acting funny," I said and started walking toward him. He stepped back.    

"Did the two of you ...go to see Daymia?"    

"*Eh?*" Gourry and I glanced at each other. For a moment, I thought he had found out we had switched sides to Guild Master Halsifom, but his behavior was too strange for that to be true.    

"What happened?"    

"I'm asking if you went!" Lance answered my question with a yell. Not out of anger, but to hold back fear...    

"Yes, we went. But..."    

"Then!" His voice turned rough again. "Were you two responsible for that!"    

'That?' By 'that' I thought he might've meant freeing Halsifom, but then he shouldn't have had anything to fear. "What do you mean by 'that'? What happened at Daymia's manor? It's true that we went there, but we came back without doing anything. We're here for a different reason," I lied. Telling the truth would only have complicated matters. The first thing that had to be done was to calm Lance down.  

"You did nothing?" he asked in a daze.    

"Yes. I swear we did nothing. It's true. Look at my eyes." I looked directly into his eyes. The two of us gazed at each other for a while. I felt the urge to look away, but I knew the situation was too serious for such jokes. I desperately fought off the temptation. "Please, tell us. What happened at Daymia's place?" I still looked into his eyes while asking.    

Lance took a deep breath. "How to explain ... I don't know, but... Just follow me!"    

Gourry and I glanced at each other and nodded at the same time. "Ok, let's go."    

Daymia's manor stood silent, illuminated by moonlight. A feeling of tension, a cold chill, ran through my body. Physically, nothing looked any different from last night. But... the level of evil emanating from the manor was far greater.    

"What happened? What's this air..." Gourry uttered. I noticed beads of sweat gathering on his forehead.    

"All right, let's go." I don't want to, but I pushed the group on.   

I heard Lance swallow. The three of us passed through the open front gate. I could feel the heavy, moist air clinging to me. The very air itself was changed inside, different than it had been on the street- a perfect blend of enmity, sadness, and despair. In other words, negative emotions. That's what we called it.    

The door to the manor house was unlocked. Creak... Opening the door, I let out a small cry. The air inside the manor smelled like raw meat. "What's this? This odor..." I can understand the smell of blood, but this...    

Gourry grimaced, and muttered to no one in particular.    

"Over here." Not looking too happy about it, Lance led us deeper and deeper into the manor. The pungent odor became stronger.    

"Last night, the two of you vanished right?" Lance suddenly started talking- probably to repress his fear. "Well, we managed to defeat those monsters, and were resting when we realized the two of you were missing. If you'd been killed there would have been bodies, but... Well, we figured it would be dangerous to be out at night, so at dawn this morning, Rod and I split up to search for the two of you. We had planned on meeting back at noon at Talim's to talk about our progress. However... Even at noon, this time Rod didn't return."    

"Rod too?" I asked in surprise. We had every reason to vanish, but Rod... I had no idea what was going on with that.     
"Anyway, I started looking for the three of you... A thought crossed my mind and I reached here around evening. What I thought was this: last night the two of you for whatever reason came to Daymia's place. And there either were captured or killed, or ran into some other kind of trouble. Rod thought the same thing I did, came here, and ran into the same trouble. But when I got here, instead of the presence of people, there was something else in the air. So I entered... And this was the way things were..." Saying this, he looked around.    

This was the hallway we'd passed through last night. Some of the doors lining the hallway had been left open. Out of curiosity I stuck my head into one of the rooms. ACK! What's this! The floor was soaked in some kind of strange colored liquid. Broken pieces of crystal flasks littered the floor. And lumps of meat, which were still moving, grotesquely: a cat-like thing without hair or eyes. Lying on the ground, it waved its unnaturally short arms and legs in the air as it growled. A white, bat-like thing littered the room with things that looked like intestines, as it batted its wings, which were transparent enough to see the veins. There were also things like puppies with the eyes and scales of a snake, a bird with about a dozen tentacles growing out of its stomach... If all this had been shown to a small child, it would have twisted the kid's personality!    

"Wha...what the! These things!" A voice yelped right next to my ear, and I jumped out of the way. That was Gourry.    

"They're Daymia's chimeras!" I shot back. Unusual tools covered the desk in the corner of the room. I recognized them- in the past, I had seen the same thing inside the building of a certain mage guild. There, small dragons were being created as pets and guards, but the living things here...    

"Let's go, this isn't our goal..." Lance was hurrying us.    

Of course, I had no objections. Watching things that made me feel like barfing wasn't exactly one of my hobbies. There were various things inside each of the rooms. I couldn't even figure out what some of them were for: a slime with various weapons and armor embedded in its body, a room packed with armed, mummified mercenary...    

And... "What? That voice..." I paused.    

"Voice?" Gourry asked.    

From some place far away, I'd heard the faint sound of laughter.   
"Laughter, right?" Lance whispered in a dry voice.    

"You heard it too?"    

He shakes his head sideways. "No. That...that's what I saw..." He trembled slightly. "It's laughing..."    

"What? What do you mean by 'it'?" For some reason, Lance didn't answer my question.    

Yes! We were standing in front of the same large door we'd stood before last night: the room with the giant Rune Breaker. Just that morning, we'd come out of it. The familiar laughter was louder now, audible from behind the door. No mistake... it was 'Daymia the Blue' in there.    

When we had met his laughter wasn't normal, but now his laughter sounded even more deranged.    

 "Is it here?"    

Lance nodded silently in response to me.    

"I'm going to open the door." Without waiting for our answers, Gourry pushed open the door. The maniacal laughter leaked out of the gradually opening passageway. Gourry took one step into the room, and looked around, then came to a dead stop when facing a certain  direction. That was my blind spot- from my position, I couldn't see what he was seeing.    

"What's that?" Gourry whispered dryly.    

I turn to Lance. With a haggard look, he waved his hand. "I'll stay here. I never want to see anything like that again."    

I walked past Gourry, and faced the same direction he was still staring. 'It' was there. "Ч!Ч" Without raising a sound I froze.    'It' was a single, large ball of flesh. The intestines on its surface pumped, twisted and turned grotesquely. So long, I'm OUTTA here! A bump formed on its surface, giving birth to a small fleshy snake. This snake-thing grew out of the hideous meatball, extended about halfway out, formed an arch, bit off a part of the flesh and tore through it, then burrowed itself back into the meatball. All over the lump of meat, the same thing happened. Each time a snake ate through the flesh, Daymia's crazy laughter got louder. The laughter came from the center of the lump of flesh- where Daymia's face was.    

"Raugnut Rusyavuna." I whispered. Sweat trickled down my cheek. In the past, I had heard about this in the rumors of a certain court.   

About 20 years ago, the ruler of the Kingdom of Gailia, Dils the Second (Dils Luon Gailia, more commonly known as 'The Fallen Hero King'), led an army of 5000 elite soldiers in an attempt to defeat the 'Demon King of the North', said to be the source of chaos in this world. Neither Dil's soldiers or he returned; rumor among the people said they were probably defeated. In reality, King Dils did return. Alone. At dawn, when the guards took up their posts in the main hall, 'it' had already been delivered. A lump of flesh had been placed on the throne. As it was being eaten by the very snakes it gave birth to, it begged the soldiers to kill it, pleading in the voice of the king. That was the 'Fallen Hero King', enchanted by a spell unusable by humans. Unable to stand his king's suffering, a guard brought down his sword. However, doing that only caused the one who had been their king further pain. Unable to save or to kill their king, the guards and the king's close officials agreed to keep quiet about it, and locked 'it' somewhere in the castle. Even now, it is said that at night in the halls, carried by the wind, the voice of the king begging to die can still be heard.    

The only way a person enchanted this way can die is when the caster dies. Daymia had been enchanted by that hideous spell. I fought not to vomit. Humans couldn't do this- the one who had cast this curse on Daymia was 'White Mask', Seigram.    

Ahhh, the air outside tasted great. After tumbling out of the manor as if we were on fire, the three of us took in deep breaths of the night air.    

"Well, could you explain?" Lance asked me after a while. "Judging from the look on your face, you recognized what that was, right?"   
I weakly nod. "Yeah." The moon probably isn't the only reason why Lance and Gourry's faces look blue. "*ThatЧ is what's left of 'Daymia the Blue'. Mazoku magic turned him into that thing."    

"That used to be a *person*?" Lance whimpered. "Then...Then what we're up against is a Mazoku powerful enough to do that to a person!?" His voice rose another octave. "Wai...Wait a minute! Do...don't tell me the two of you plan on fighting that Mazoku!"    

I nodded. "That's our plan. We got involved in all of this because two Mazoku threatened us in the first place."    

"T! T! Two!" Lance literally peeled open his eyes. "You've gotta be kidding! No matter how many lives you had it wouldn't be enough to fight against Mazoku! Are the two of you sane!?"    

"Of course!"    

"I'm not so sure."    

In response to my assertion, Gourry tilted his head. Lance looked at us as though we'd sprouted extra limbs. "Who, what are you two? Of course, I knew you weren't just any mage and mercenary, but..." Well we are just mercenaries and mages- but not 'just any'! I was about to reply something along that line, but Lance cut me off.    

"No, there's no need to answer! I'm quitting!" He stepped back. "No! Don't say a word! There's no need! I don't care if you think I'm a coward! But I'm warning you don't do it! It's for your own good! No good's gonna come out of dying! Okay?! Don't do it! I warned you two, all right!?" He started running, stopping only once to turn back and shout, "Don't say I didn't warn you!" Then he disappeared into the night. Gourry and I watched him go, having nothing to say to stop him. Actually, I'm glad he didn't say 'I'll help you fight'. He wasn't weak or anything, but the opponent was a Mazoku. Neither Gourry nor he could cast spells, and there was only one Sword of Light. So really, no matter how good he was, he couldn't have been any help against the demon. "Hey, Lina." Still looking at the direction Lance ran, Gourry quietly asked me, "So, how do the Mazoku fit into the picture?"    

"*Eh?*"    

For a while I stared at him and... "Ahhh!" I yelled. I had thought the Mazoku were working for Daymia but... Talim the Purple! I looked where Lance headed. Right to Talim's manor.    

"We're going after Lance!"    

"*Eh?*" Gourry stood there confused.    

"He's in danger!" I said, already having started running.    

"Hey! What do you mean he's in danger!" Gourry asked as he followed me.    

"I think the one who's been behind everything is 'Talim the Purple'!" 

"Whaaat!" He stopped for a second, and then started running again.

"What do you mean!?"    

"I think he used Daymia to seal Halshifom, and he had planned on getting rid of Daymia too, but Daymia proved a hard nut to crack. As long as he stayed within the Rune Breaker, there was no guarantee that the two Mazoku could kill him. So, Talim figured to use human  mercenaries to get rid of him!"    

I explained that while running. Pretty tiring, but if I didn't explain to him then, before he fought, his blade wouldn't have been as sharp during the fight because he wouldn't know anything. A little bit behind me, he was listening to what I was saying, I think. "He hired Rod and found us. But we showed no sign of taking the job. So he had the Mazoku provoke us. If we backed off, it would mean we wouldn't have been much use anyway..." " "And we fell for it..."    

"Right!" I cursed myself internally for my stupidity. "He tested our skill using homunculus he had secretly created. Then White Mask, for whatever reason- Gio called him 'the Faceless', but he's also called Seigram- he lured us to Daymia's manor. Making it seem as if Daymia was the one who was behind all this. According to his plan, we would have defeated Daymia there, but..."    

"We fell into a trap."    

"...Yeah... That completely messed up his plan. There, we met the Guild Master and freed him. Talim somehow found out what had come to pass, and before things came out in the open, he decided to have the witnesses, us, removed at the same time as Daymia, who no longer had the Rune Breaker to protect him... "    

"Then isn't Halshifom in danger too?"    

"No, there's probably a reason why Talim had him sealed instead of killed. So even though things have changed, he probably won't move to kill him right away. But there's still Lance." I said. There still was no sight of him. He knew more about the city than us so he could've used some shortcuts, though. "He doesn't know that Talim is behind everything. Think about what would happen if he went back and told Talim what had happened! Talim no longer has any need of him, and he knows a little bit about the situation... There's a good chance he'll be killed on the spot!"    

"But... "    

"What?"    

"Your 'sure hypotheses' seem to change rather often..."    

Fumble! My feet got tangled up, and I fell flat on my face! Squish! 

"Gupepepeh!" Don't step on people and run ahead, Gourry!    

As I raised my head, I saw Gourry scratching his head as he jogged on the spot. "Haha, sorry. I just couldn't make myself stop..."    "What do you mean 'just couldn't'!" I stood up and started running again. "As a situation changes, of course the conclusions reached about it change! And this isn't a 'hypothesis' yet, it's still just a 'theory'!"    

Gourry tilted his head as he ran. "There doesn't seem to be a difference... Anyway, all this just means that things'll become clear once we reach Talim's, right?"    

"Right! Let's hurry!" I felt things were going to be bad, as I raced through the dark streets. Night had just fallen over Atlas.    "Wha..." At a loss for words, I stood there. Gourry did the same. Not even a few steps inside the entrance, we found Talim's manor was already a graveyard that thickly smelled of blood. Mercenaries lay in what could only be called an ocean of it. I covered my mouth, holding down the contents of my stomach. I've fought my own share of battles, but no matter how many times I fought I never got used to the smell of blood. Well, if I ever started to like the smell of blood I'd think that would be a pretty dangerous sign. Mixed in with the mercenaries hired by Talim were the corpses of the large men. Could he have had them massacred just because he didn't need them anymore?    

"Where's Lance!?" Hearing Gourry's words I return to myself.   

"Let's go further in!" I took a step forward. My boots made a sick wet sound, like squishing in mud. We went around a corner, through the door and into the lobby. I stopped there. Lance was lying among the corpses and furniture; he was still breathing, but moaned softly as he held his stomach. And nearby stood ... Rod?! Holding a blade soaked in blood. He turned his dark eyes toward us. "At last we can fight."   

I knew he meant those words for Gourry.    

" What's the meaning of this...?" I said in a dry voice.    

"I can not fight allies." He swung his sword, cleaning the blood from it. In the lamplight, the blade shone dull purple.    

"I see, that's why..." Gourry hisses. There was cold anger behind his words.    

"That is why I betrayed Talim and sided with Halshifom."    

Wha ! I open my eyes wide. Th...then...the one who did this was... but, then, why?    

"That's a nice way to behave... So, it's all right to do anything you want to master the way of the sword?" Gourry stepped in front of me. He hadn't even touched his sword yet.    

Rod shifted his attention to me. "If that isn't a good enough reason for you, should I kill that girl too?"    

"There's no need for that." Gourry replied. As I took a quick step back, for the first time I felt overwhelmed by Gourry's aura. "Lina, heal Lance. And..."    

I nodded. "Got ya. I won't interfere." I moved towards Lance. I was worried that Rod could have cut me from behind, but I knew that his attention was totally focused on Gourry. Lance' wound was pretty deep, but I thought he would be all right. I lightly placed my hand on his wound and cast Recovery. "Here?"    

"Here is fine." Rod answered Gourry bluntly.    

Gourry's hand reached for the hilt of his sword. For an instant, tension strong enough to make me forget about the smell of blood could be felt in the lobby. Gulp... I swallow and realized I had stopped casting, started the magic again.    

Gourry drew! Rod sprinted! Two rays of silver light met! Gourry deflected Rod's blade as he stepped inside Rod's guard. Rod jumped back as he swung his sword. Rod's blade had a slightly longer reach than Gourry's, giving him a small advantage. Gourry hurriedly brought back his weapon to block Rod's swing. Rod's swing suddenly changed direction. Gourry blocked the sweeping attack aimed at his legs by holding his sword vertically. He slid his blade along Rod's and pushed up his sword. There was too much space!    

Rod stepped back and twisted the upper half of his body sideways, easily dodging the attack. The two of them separated. I was barely able to follow the battle. A moment before I had told Gourry I wouldn't interfere, but I knew right away that even if I wanted to help I wouldn't have been able to. By trying to help him, there's a good chance that I would've gotten in his way instead.    

They ran at each other again. Gourry blocked Rod's downward swing. Rod pulled back his sword and thrust. Gourry blocked again. It appeared as though Gourry was barely parrying or blocking Rod's repeated attacks. However... Rod was the one really being pushed. Even while being on the defensive, Gourry's aura was becoming more powerful. Apparently he was planning something. Rod knew that, which is why he couldn't stop attacking. And...    

"Ha!" Gourry released his aura. But, that left him open for an instant. Rod didn't miss the opportunity- no, that opening was what Rod had been waiting for. Gourry brought up his sword from below. Emanating powerful murderous intent, Rod's blade flashed. Neither one was in a position to avoid the other's blow. Both were going to die! But...    

Clang! A clear metallic sound! Rod's sword changed direction in midair, and Gourry hurriedly jumped to the left. The two men silently faced each other. Rod's sword had become shorter, the blade broken off about midway down- no, cut off! Gourry had gone for Rod's sword, seeing that if he went for Rod, Rod would go for the killing blow. But, the instant Rod realized his blade had been broken, he moved closer, and changed the direction of his swing. The tip of the blade had managed to strike Gourry. Gourry's right sleeve was becoming stained in blood- his sword arm was wounded!    

"...It seems I'm at a slight disadvantage..." Gourry said, smiling wryly. "This is the first time that I have met an opponent I can fight with full strength..."    

Rod also smiled. It didn't seem right somehow that this situation was the first time he'd shown a satisfied, kindly smile. "Here I come!" Gourry held his sword vertically before himself. Saying nothing, Rod lowered his body, placed his single-edged blade on his right shoulder as if he were carrying it. Gourry spurted. Rod rose to his full height. Blade and blade, aura and aura clashed, and the next instant both of them jumped away from each other as if they had been struck by something. But... Gourry lost his balance!    

Because of his wounded sword-arm his strength must have given out, or he slipped on a pool of blood... Rod leapt! Gourry's position didn't allow him to avoid or block the blow- he fell forward. As he kicked the ground, it looked as if he was charging Rod headfirst. Rod lowered his sword! The blade ripped open Gourry's right shoulder...    Or would have done that, if the blade had been its original length.

Instead, the reflexively lowered blade merely scratched Gourry's iron serpent shoulder-guard a little. Gourry's blade, on the other hand, left a deep cut along the side of Rod's stomach.    

"...You're...good..." Rod looked to Gourry, the fighter who had wounded him, with a satisfied smile. His expression was almost adoring. He still stood, as blood flowed from his stomach wound. Rod lowered his sword, his hand hung limply from the hilt. "Someday, just once more I want to fight you again." Rod breathed with a child-like innocence on his face.    

"I don't." Gourry answered bluntly. His forehead was covered with beads of sweat.    

"I see... too bad..." The aura left Rod's body. He fell to his knees, but he didn't collapse. Leaning onto his broken long sword, the black fighter was silent.
Chapter 5: Serious! The fate-determining last battle 

Hmmm. I was confused. Even though things were nearing the end, I still couldn't figure out what was going on. After the battle between Gourry and Rod was over, we took Lance, who had managed to stay alive, to a magic doctor, had Gourry's arm healed, and then returned to Talim's manor. It was a busy night. My hypothesis that Talim was responsible lacked the facts to back it up, and Rod's words 'I have sided with Halshifom,' kept nagging at me. I'd hoped to find some kind of clue... In a room further back in Talim's manor, we got one.    

"...Lina...what's this about...?"    

The only answer for Gourry's whisper was the sideways shake of my head. Even I couldn't figure it out. The corpse of a fat man dressed in purple robes was lying among the broken furniture. Probably, this was Talim the Purple... but I say 'probably' because the corpse was missing its head.    

 "What the heck is all of this about?"    

"I don't know." While walking through the night streets, Gourry asked that same question over and over, and I gave the same answer for the nth time. There were several possibilities. Halshifom had told us he would handle things civilly, but he lost his temper, and sent  assassins after Talim. Or the headless corpse was just a fake, and the real Talim was actually still alive, and the reason why Rod said stuff about Halshifom was just to mislead us again. But none of these hypotheses had any real basis in fact... Which is why we were heading towards Halshifom's manor.    

"You said we were going to Halshifom's manor, but will things clear up if we go there?"    

"I'm not sure..." I could only give a vague answer.    

"What do you mean you're not sure...?"    

"We may find out nothing, or we may find out everything. There's no other way to find out except to go..."    

"That's pretty vague..."    

"That's why we're going, to clear things up! Hopefully we'll be able to sneak in..."    

"Sneak i...hey, why'd you want to do that?" Gourry looked surprised. I held my forehead in my hand.     
"*sigh* If what Rod said about Halshifom was true, do you think that if we marched in the front door and asked, 'Did you do it?' that Halshifom'd say 'Ha-ha, yep, as a matter of fact, it was me'?"    

"Well...he seemed like the honest type so...I thought maybe..."   

There's no chance of 'maybe'! I stopped the discussion there, partly because talking to Gourry drained energy from me, and also because we'd come within sight of Halshifom's manor.    

There were no sign of guards in the yard. We circled around the house looking for a place to break in. The yard was well maintained, and the low cries of night birds echoed.    

A small window led to the basement. "How about here?" I whispered. The window was small, but just big enough for me to wriggle through. Gourry wouldn't have made it though.    

"Well, I'll be going now. I won't do anything rash, and I plan oncoming back soon, so just wait here." I said it lightly, winking.   

"H...hey, wait!" Gourry panicked. "You going alone?"    

"You scared of waiting alone?"    

"No, it's just that, letting you go alone..."    

"Don't worry. I won't do anything like blast Dragu Slave." I waved my hand. "No, that's not what I meant..." Gourry mumbled.    

Ah! Could it be... "Are you worried about me?"    

In response to my words, Gourry looked the other way, scratching the tip of his nose. "...Is there something wrong with me worrying about you?"    

"I see, you're in love with me aren't you?" I said it with a serious expression.    

He got flustered! "Why would I fall in love! I'm your 'guardian'...of course I'd be worried."    

"Excuses, you're blushing, you...!" *poke, poke!*    

"Daaah! Cut that out! ...So now, why do you have to go alone!"   

"Well...because, I can go through this window, but you can't."   

"That isn't exactly true." He drew the sword hanging at his waist. A single streak of silver light flashed in the night. Zing! The sword was returned to its scabbard.    

"...What did you do?" He answered me with a smile, grabbing the bars of the window, and tugging lightly. The whole window popped out. He'd cut it away! "...Heh!" If he'd just cut it normally, the window would've fallen into the basement and made a lot of noise but... I've heard that when a skilled executioner beheads a criminal, he leaves a layer of skin to prevent the head from flying away. What Gourry had done was probably something similar to that.    

...Okay, so it's not a great example...    

"Now, if I take off my armor I can go through right?" He grinned.   

The only source of light in the room was the moonlight leaking through the window. We stayed still until our eyes were able to adjust to the darkness. Casting Lighting was out of the question- it would have increased the chances of our being discovered. It was already late enough that most people would've been deep asleep, but if what Rod said about Halshifom being the one who sent the monsters was true then with Rod not having returned, there's no way he would be peacefully asleep. But still, there was nothing that could be done in that darkness. My eyes had somewhat managed to adjust to the lack of light, but only enough that I could just tell that '...That's probably a table' or 'That's a closet, I think...' In that darkness, there was no way to look for clues...    

"Damn..." I whispered a complaint. "See anything, Gourry? You have good eyes. Anything suspicious?"    

"I can see things..." Gourry frowned, troubled, "...and can tell there're magical items here, but I dunno which of those count as 'suspicious'..."    

...I see... That made sense. He basically had no knowledge of magic... Hrmm... Now that I was thinking about it, this whole situation seemed rather stupid. I scanned the area. Furniture and various other items, appearing as dark shadows, were crammed together in the basement. Hey! My eyes found an area where the shadows weren't as concentrated. Being careful of where I stepped, I moved to that spot.    

In some spots, objects were stacked on the floor on top of other things, but here that wasn't the case. There was a large tapestry hanging on the wall. Before it there was a wooden table, but nothing had been placed on or under the table. Had things been easier to see, my attention would've been drawn to the other spots and I might've missed this one. This is what they call 'the good that comes out of harm'.    

Why was this the only spot that wasn't cluttered? There could only have been two answers: it'd been recently cleaned, or else was used a lot. I moved the table aside as quietly as I could, then tore the tapestry down. Tracing my hand across the wall, my fingers found an indentation. Moving my hand along the indentation, it traced the outline of a door. Bingo! Of course, that was just the proper reward for my daily good deeds! However, there was no guarantee that what lied behind the hidden door had anything to do with what'd been going on.    

The homes of mages often had hidden rooms. The reason was... well, I don't really like to talk about it because it means revealing things which make us sorcerers look bad but... Magi often did some kind of research. For example, Talim was doing research on chants (at least that's what he said), and Halshifom was doing research on life. But there are always bad people, and for a while there were a lot of mages who tried to steal other's information and get all the credit. As a result, mages built secret rooms in their homes, and started the unhealthy practice of conducting research alone, in secret. Behind that door, there might have been just such a room. I just couldn't know for sure without looking.
"Gourry! Over here!" I called. He strode over as confidently as though he were walking down a street in broad daylight. It seemed that he could see pretty well even in that darkness. "I think this wall is a hidden door," I said. "There's probably a switch to open it somewhere around here, but finding it in this light's close to impossible, so I want you to cut this up like you did with that window..."    

"Hey, hey hey hey hey!"    

"...Shhhh!... You're being too loud!"    

"Oh, sorry... But don't you think that's going a bit too far? We don't know that Halshifom was the one who sent Rod to kill Talim yet."   
"True enough, but... We came here to verify that, and it's also true that whatever lies behind this door is suspicious. And if there's nothing there, as long as we properly apologize later, he'll understand." "...I don't think so..."    

"*A*NY*WAY*! Nothing'll be solved for sure if we just stand here!"   

"Well you're right, but...alright, alright..." He sighed, pulling the sword from his waist. "Step back a bit, will you?"    

"Ah, just a sec." I stopped him so I could cast a spell. Instantly the flow of air changed around us. This was a slightly stronger version of the shield of wind used in spells like 'Ray Wing'. Within that shield, it would be harder for sound to escape. Even if a table loaded with dishes and silverware were turned over, a person outside the shield would only think 'Maybe I heard something'. "Okay, go ahead." He silently nodded in reply and his sword flashed. After a brief pause, the door fell outward. Crash! There was a fairly loud noise, but the shield muffled most of the sound. Plus, this was the basement, so unless there was somebody behind that door our chances of being heard were almost nil.  "Whoa..." "Geez..." Gourry and I were both impressed. Behind the wall there was a long hallway, the ceiling and floor glowing dimly. For a second I thought it might have been light-moss, which can often be found in caves, but it wasn't. The walls were made up of some kind of strange shimmering tiles, which were probably made from dirt, rocks, and fluids extracted from light-moss. I re-covered the entrance with the tapestry before we set out.    

The path was a lot longer than I had expected it to be. We moved on as quietly as we could; there was a chance that Halshifom could have been  head. The hallway had no branches, but after a while we turned a corner, and then continued walking on and on. After turning around a second corner, we walked for a while longer, then came to the end of the path. On our right there was a single double-sided door. The door seemed unlocked, and there was no hint of anyone behind it.    "I'm going to try the door, okay?" Gourry asked, placing his hand on the doorknob. I just nodded sure. Without hesitation, Gourry opened the door wide... "...Wha!?..." The two of us froze there.    

Wide! The room was really wide. The room with the magic circle in Daymia's manor was huge, but this room may have been even larger. The interior was crammed to the roof with crystal tanks of all sizes, and miscellaneous tools and materials for experimenting with magic. But what surprised us the most wasn't the size of the room or the amount of equipment.    

 Inside the nearby crystal tanks we saw purple, scaled wolves with needles and bald giant men with eerily identical faces. They were curled up asleep in liquid containing the 'Water of Life'- a substance necessary for organisms like that to continue living. All of the members of the force of homunculus that had attacked Talim's manor were here.    

"...Wh, why are they here...?"    

"...I'm the one who wants to ask that question..." I murmured. With our eyes glued to the tanks, we walked farther and farther into the room, being sucked in by what we saw. The room was like a marketplace of chimera- a poisonous serpent with wings, carnivorous fish with insect feet, and a half-troll half-dragon- all really dangerous stuff. The one similarity between all of the creatures was that every one of them was combat-worthy. There'd been something creepy about the chimera that had attacked Daymia's manor, but these things had far more evil intentions. Since they were there, it was obvious that alshifom himself had made them- there's no way somebody else could have brought all that equipment in. But that would mean that the person who sent the homunculus to attack Talim's manor twice was Halshifom... Things were getting more complicated. Just what was going on?    

"Oh, it's you two." Suddenly a muffled voice sounded behind us. I turned, but of course nobody was there. "What are you two doing here?"

The voice was muted, but familiar... I found its source soon enough. At first it took me a second to fully realize just what it was... And then... I crumpled to the floor.    

"What's the matter? Li..." Gourry looked where I was looking and suddenly fell speechless.    

The tank was about the size of a slightly large goldfish bowl, filled to the brim with the 'Water of Life' and connected to several tubes running from somewhere to the object inside the tank. Inside was the still living head of Talim the Purple! "Well... It's no big surprise that you two would be shocked," it said.    

"Ta...ta..." Still on the floor, I somehow managed to squeeze out a few trembling syllables. It still didn't even come close to proper words though. For some reason the head managed to wink more expressively than it had when it was connected to a body.    

"Yes, indeed it is me. Well, my appearance changed a great deal, but I am Talim the Purple himself."    

"B..bu.." Gourry staggered verbally too.    

"Bu...? Ahh, I see: 'But how did this happen?' In other words, you have no idea what's going on, right?"    

Gourry nodded vigorously. I had no idea what happened, but how could Talim have managed to speak normally even after this happened to him? 

"Hmmm...Now where to begin..." The head gazed away thoughtfully. "For starters, I didn't trust the two of you, and didn't explain the truth about what was going on- that was my mistake. When you freed Halshifom from Daymia's seal you heard, didn't you? About how Daymia and I sealed that thing..."    

"Thing... You mean Guildmaster Halshifom?" I had finally calmed down a bit and opened my mouth, but my voice was still sounding weak. Gourry kept quiet. There was a moment of silence. Apparently the head was trying to nod. "Yes... That story itself is true. But, if the  Guildmaster was in the way, why didn't we just kill him- didn't you ask yourself this?"    

"...I did think that, but I couldn't just ask Halshifom, 'Why didn't they just kill you?'..."  "True, you couldn't do that. It wasn't that we didn't kill him, but that we /couldn't/." And... that  meant...? He must have seen the expression on my face and continued. "Remember you asked me once what kind of research Halshifom was doing? Well... at that time I just answered 'life' but...what he was really after was 'immortality'."    

Ack...! Quietly I moaned.    

"Then, then, the one who was doing research on immortality wasn't Daymia, but Halshifom?" I asked.    

"No... Daymia was also doing research on immortality. Actually, the one who made Daymia Vice-Guildmaster was none other than Halshifom. He probably made a deal behind the scenes along the lines of 'If you help my research then I'll give you power.'... He probably sought to find some kind of key using Daymia's powerful magic and abnormal imagination... But contrary to expectations Daymia became engrossed in the creation of disgusting chimeras and didn't produce any results. And it seems the two of them gradually started to dislike each other. It was around that time I found out about Halshifom's research..."   "His research?"    

"Yes. On the surface, he said he was researching ways to prolong life and promote health... But one day, a sorcerer came tumbling into my place. He said he'd broken into Halshifom's home to steal his data, and saw some things there. Halshifom wasn't just researching health, but immortality. Halshifom'd managed to obtain some writings from the time when research on immortality was popular, a few hundred years ago, and was performing experiments based on those writings."    "Experiments...what kind...?"    

Talim closed his eyes for a while then said, "...At that time in the city, there were a number of cases of people vanishing..." Wha..? "I'm sure you can guess what I thought when I heard that." I nodded.   "What does that mean?" Gourry asked.    

"Basically," I said, not taking my eyes off Talim, "what he thought was that Halshifom was abducting people from the city and performing experiments on them..."    

"Whaaaat!?"    

"Shhh! You're being loud! This is the inside of Halshifom's manor, remember?..."    

"Ah yeah..."    

"So...You obviously confirmed this right?" I returned to the subject. 
"Of course. According to the mage, there were a number of people being used for experiments. But from what he said, there was no way to determine whether those were people who had been abducted from the city or just homunculus. So what I did was send a spy to Halshifom's manor..."    

I didn't agree with the idea that it was wrong to perform experiments on people, but okay to do so on homunculus, but there wasn't time to start a debate about ethics. Instead I just decided to stay quiet and listen to the rest of the story.    

"The result was," Talim closed his eyes, coming to odds with himself,"...just as I had thought." I swallowed. "No, in a way things were worse than I thought. By that time he had obtained 'false-immortality'..."    

"False...immortality...?" Something icy crawled down my spine. Could it be... A picture of Seigram's white mask crossed my mind. "A compact with...a Mazoku..." Talim's expression told me I was right. In the past, there had been a number of mages who entered a contract of 'immortality' with Mazoku. Since there were no reliable records, nothing was certain, but apparently the immortality granted wasn't absolute. Supposedly, a person who entered a Contract of Immortality with a Mazoku had his or her soul sealed inside a 'Pledge Stone'. A person who gained false-immortality wouldn't die even if cut or impaled with a sword, but would continue to live at the age when the contract was formed. If the stone was broken, or the Mazoku the contract was formed with destroyed, the person would lose immortality. That must have been why Seigram had avoided fighting with us...    

"After finding that out I went through materials from the time when 'Research on Immortality' was at its peak, and finally managed to find out how to defeat him. Of course, I thought of telling the Guild or Duke Litoharn but...there would've been no point in doing so... There aren't many ways to defeat him..."    

"The only ways are to either defeat the Mazoku the contract was formed with, or to destroy the Pledge Stone."    

"Ohh..." Talim opened his small eyes as wide as they could go. "You're very knowledgeable. And one more way..." One more way...? There's such a thing? "When a Mazoku more powerful than the one who formed the contract is invoked. By calling on the power of the ruler of darkness in this world, Ruby Eye, and casting his spell- in other words, by using Dragu Slave- it may be possible to destroy Halshifom."

"D...Dragu Slave... Wait a minute..." Dragu Slave, said to be the most destructive black magic spell... the strongest spell in the world. But...    

The head looked directly at me. "You can use it right, can't you? You of all people, Lina Inverse..."    

"I can...but if I use it in the middle of the city..."    

"I know." The head sighed (with no lungs?) deeply. "You can't just blow away this manor. I've seen the spell once, but it's a bit too powerful... If things go wrong half this city could be destroyed... But you know, I don't think that Halshifom's only goal is to become immortal... Whatever he's planning, the one thing I know is that he must be stopped at all costs..."    

I swallowed. "Bu... but, as long as the Pledge Stone is found and destroyed there's no need to resort to that, right?"    

"Yes, you're right. You're right but the problem is whether or not you can even find the Stone... I don't know what it looks like. Which is why all I could do was tempt Daymia, who at that time was at odds with Halshifom, with the idea of becoming the Guildmaster, and have Halshifom sealed..."    

"And we freed him... Just as Halshifom had wanted..." I bit my lip, finally beginning to see what was going on.    

What Halshifom had probably done was to communicate (using Telepathy?) with Seigram to get the Mazoku to find people who had a chance to free him, and we were the ones he picked for that. But when Seigram saw our disinterest, he warned us against getting involved, to excite our curiosity and our dislike for losing. Next, Halshifom had Seigram lure us to Daymia's manor. What he must have planned was to have us free him after we defeated Daymia. Well, that wasn't the way things turned out, but the fact is, in the end we still freed him, just as he'd planned.    

"As soon as he was freed, he convinced Rod to join him, and then led a group of homunculus assassins to attack my home. 'I have a debt to repay you, so I'll have you participate in an experiment' he said, then, I was beheaded, and when I regained consciousness I was in this undead state. Probably Daymia has also met a similar fate..." The picture of Daymia, turned into a ball of flesh by a curse, crossed my mind. "But there's no need to be concerned," Tarim said. ...Ummm, how was I not going to be concerned...? "All of us were dancing in the palm of his hand. Neither Daymia nor I realized that Halshifom was at the heart of it all... I had chosen not to tell you the truth, even knowing your skills, fearing that the reputation of the Guild would be sullied. That was my mistake. But, I have a feeling that the two of you can do what I couldn't, and defeat Halshifom..."    

I nodded agreement. "We'll definitely beat him."    

"I see... In my present state I can't even give you any advice- just be careful. Oh...I nearly forgot, but before you leave could you grant me one wish?"    

"Sure, if it's in our power to do so, then anything..."    

"Could you pull out those tubes which are stuck to me?"    

"!?" I couldn't say a word. It was clear that the only things keeping him alive were those tubes. Of course, he knew that himself, so...what he was really saying was "Kill me". "...I..." I rasped, "I

can't...I can't do such a thing..."    

"...Please, I beg you," poor Talim said.    

"Bu...but!"    

"Right now I'm able to speak and think, yes. But instead of breathing air, I breathe water, and speaking through water is harder than it looks. In this state, I can't smoke the cigarettes I like, or eat my favorite dishes. What kind of a meaning is there to a life like this? Talim the Purple is already dead..."    

"But, but you're..." But you're still alive... But as I tried to say those words, murderous hatred grew behind me. Talim's eyes opened wide. "Get out of the way!" Gourry grabbed my arm and yanked me to the side, just as a wind of destructive pressure whipped by- right through the area I had just been standing in! It ripped up my billowing cape and shattered poor Talim's tank. "...!" I cried out soundlessly.   

"Hehehe, it seems I missed... If he hadn't been there it would have been a hit for sure." From behind me came a cheerful voice that didn't match the situation. I slowly turned around. Halshifom the White, the Guildmaster, was standing quietly, still wearing the exact same smile he had worn when we last met, with his eyes filled with infinite hatred and insanity. "My my...please, don't look so angrily at me. All I wanted to do was grant you an easy death, but as a result I've lost one of my experimental samples."    

"...Sample!?..." I whispered dryly, and took a step forward. Beside me Gourry had already drawn the Sword of Light.    

"Hmm... I take it you didn't like it? The fact that I called that talking head a sample..."    

"You're right...I don't like it..."    

"I see. But..." Halshifom's eyes narrowed, as his lips curled up in a smile. "Can you do anything about it?"    

You!  I kicked the ground, chanted a spell and cast it. "*Flare Arrow!*"    

About a dozen flaming arrows flew towards Halshifom. He didn't move! A direct hit! At the very least, several arrows must have buried themselves inside him... I ran past him on one side, and Gourry ran by the other. As he passed, the Sword of Light glimmered, directly cutting across Halshifom's chest! Without looking back the two of us ran towards the hallway. Murderous intent rolled after us from behind. "Damn! The guy really isn't dead!" Gourry hollers. We both knew that he would remain immortal until the Stone was destroyed. Even knowing that, we still fought... I heard a spell being chanted behind me; recognized its rhythm. I hurriedly started to chant a counter spell while glancing quickly behind me. Coming! Just as I thought, Flare Arrow! An eye for an eye I see... I extended my left hand behind me.   

"*Mos Valim!*" The white ball I had released flew down a random path towards Halshifom's Flare Arrow and extinguished both spells.    

"What!?" Halshifom stood there dumbly. In the past, a certain  individual had taught me that spell, which was really just a fire-extinguishing spell with minor alterations. But against the popular fire-type spells, Mos Valim usually had a significant effect. Not losing this chance, the two of us ran down the hallway. As soon as we reached the basement, I cast Damu Brass twice, sealing the  entrance, to buy us some time. It was enough time to escape, but not enough to find the Stone we were after...    

For one thing, we didn't even know what the stone looked like, just that it was some kind of magic item. It should have had some kind of magical characteristics... however there weren't enough clues, slimming the chance of finding the Stone to near zero. But, we didn't have the time to back off even a little. Giving Halshifom any kind of time could have led to disastrous results.    

"Okay, lets get out of the basement!"    

"You're not going to search here!?"    

"It isn't here!" I said to answer Gourry's question, running for the stairs. Hiding the Stone in the basement would have been unexpected, but the thing is his life. He probably wouldn't be able to sleep comfortably because he'd be worried that the Stone would be broken or lost. On the other hand, there's little chance that he would leave the Stone in such an obvious place like inside a safe or locked cupboard. Then where could it be...? There's no need to ask. Think as we search! Because of the way things have turned out, stealth and secrecy no longer mattered, so I released a 'Lighting' towards the ceiling and started up the stairs. A little bit behind me Gourry followed. The door to the basement automatically opened in front of us, and there a red-haired woman stood.   

"A~lright!!" A second after shouting, I grabbed the base of Rubia's neck and pushed her against the wall. "Tell us where it is!" Rubia looks fearful at hearing my words. I guess the look on my face must have been a bit scary. She probably just heard the racket down in the basement and came to take a look. "Where's the Guildmaster's precious, precious Stone?"    

"...Lina, calm down a bit." Ignoring Gourry, I glared directly at the girl. A deep sadness grew within her eyes. Huh?  My hand loosens. "If..." Rubia whispered. "If you had the Stone then could you stop him, stop Halshifom...?"    

"What's that...mean...? That 'Stop him'..." I pulled my hand away from Rubia's neck.    

"I," She began, "I knew what he had been doing... Many times I asked, tried to convince him to stop doing it, but..." She bit her lip and lowered her chin. Even she couldn't do it, stop Halshifom... That's why she told us not to get involved, so that Halshifom, who had been sealed by Talim and Daymia, would never be released...    

"Didn't you think of...ummm, talking to somebody, like Duke Litoharn?" That was Gourry.    

"...Hey..." I sighed deeply. "She couldn't tell anyone. Oh, it would've been easy to tell somebody about what was happening. It also would've been easy for that someone to reveal what Halshifom was doing to the public and then have him arrested. But if Halshifom decided he had nothing to lose and fought his captors, then there would've been no one to stop him... Isn't that right?"    

Rubia nodded in agreement. I placed my hand on her shoulder, looking into her eyes. "Listen, for us to stop Halshifom- that means destroying him, got that?"    

Again she nodded. "I believe I understand."    

...Ack, so melancholy... Ahhh! I won't let myself be dragged into depression! "Alright, then it's decided. Now, about the 'Pledge Stone'..."    

"...I'm not sure if it's the stone you're looking for, but he once showed me a crystal orb like the ones fortunetellers use and..." BOOM! As if to cut off her words, a muffled explosion came from the  basement. Could it be he'd already managed to get through there!?   

"Anyway, take us there!"    

"Ok." She started running.    

As we ran down the hallways, we sensed murderous intent behind us; for some reason, a lot of it. I glanced back and... Ehhhhhhhh!? Along with the giant men we'd come to recognize, several other types of chimeras were coming after us! All of them were ones we'd seen downstairs. Probably, as soon as Halshifom found out that the exit was sealed, he'd returned to his lab, released the chimeras, and used them to remove the rubble sealing the exit. The way things stood it was only a matter of time before they caught up to us. And if that happened, since the halls were rather wide, they could have swarmed us! Alright then! I twirled around, pressing my right hand against the wall. "*Van Reil!*" From my hand, a dozen ice threads crawled across the wall, floor, and ceiling, heading for the other end of the hall towards the chimeras. As soon as the threads touched the chimeras' legs, they entangled them, and crawled upward. Voila, ice sculptures! That slowed the other chimeras down.    

Again, I started running with Gourry and Rubia who'd waited for me. "I wonder," I asked no one in particular, "What was he thinking when he made those chimeras?"    

"He said it was part of the experiment..." Rubia answered. "He was trying to combine things with high constitutions..." Now I see- that approach ended up creating battle-ready chimeras... What a nuisance!
"Over here, please!" Rubia indicated a stairway leading to the second floor. As I started to climb them, there was the sound of wings flapping. Sensing the murderous intent from behind, I ducked without looking back, and loud humming barely missed my head. Dodged it! Just as I thought that, something heavy slammed into my back, knocked me forward, and crunched my face into the edge of a step. O...ow...! Well anyway, no time to be crying! I hurriedly got up.    It landed at the top of the staircase. White skinned; the vicious face of a lesser demon; wings that grew from its back. It was the t roll-dragon chimera we'd seen earlier; it'd probably had flown over the heads of the frozen chimeras who had become obstacles. Another troublesome monster!    

"Lina, you alright!?" Gourry asked.    

It seemed I had dodged its claws only to be malleted by its tail. There was a lot of impact, but not much actual damage. "I'm fine. Rather than worry about me, right now we've gotta do something about this." Being delayed here for too long would mean the other chimeras, and Halshifom too, would catch up.    

"I hope it doesn't breathe fire..." Gourry spoke up, shielding Rubia behind him.    

"It's probably alright." I replied. I thought it was safe to assume that Halshifom wouldn't send something that might burn down his house. The thing took to the air. Gourry drew, and I began chanting spell words. His sword-thrust punched through the creature's hard skin and pierced its chest deeply. The 'dragon' ignored its wound, and swung a claw at Gourry. "Damn!" There was no time to pull out the sword. With his sword still embedded in the creature's chest, Gourry jumped down the stairs, still facing the creature. Rubia hurriedly got out of Gourry's way, narrowly avoiding getting hit.    

"*Bam Rod*!" I flung the spell at the 'dragon' as it tried to chase after Gourry. The fiery whip I flicked from my hand burned the creature's head, or so I thought... Clomp! The chimera's open jaws bit through the fiery whip! That wasn't normally possible! Even though the whip was magically created, fire is still fire! Among the dragons, maybe particularly fire-resistant ones could have done that, but... now the creature'd changed its target to me. I drew the sword sheathed at my waist, but knew I lacked the strength to pierce the 'dragon's' skin and deal it a killing blow. "Gourry!" Without hesitation I tossed my sword to Gourry.    

"Okay!" As soon as he caught it, he ran at the 'dragon'. The thing's attention shifted back to him. While I started a fresh spell-chant, Gourry lopped off one of the 'dragon's' wings. The 'dragon' lost its balance and fell. Unfortunately Gourry was also injured, blood staining his left shoulder. Not one to miss an opportunity though, Gourry attacked again, but the 'dragon' countered with the tip of its tail. "Mmph!" Unable to dodge, Gourry got knocked back and grabbed the stair-handle, while the 'dragon' got up.    

"*Damu Brass*!" Direct hit! This time my magic crushed the creature's head. Somehow, even after the body had fallen down the stairs, it still wriggled about.    

"...Boy that thing's tough..." Gourry exhaled.    

"Gourry, that monster's just as bad as you. Ah, you'd be fine even if your head got crushed... unless hot water was poured on you! Then you'd die!"    

"...What am I, a cockroach?" Gourry turned around to argue, but burst out laughing after a moment.    

"...What?"    

"There's...there's a line across your face..."    

"Eh...ehhhhhh!" Th, then it must've been when I fell down and hit my face against the stairs... "Whatever! Let's hurry!"    

We finally managed to end the 'dragon's' life, and retrieved Gourry's sword.    

"It's on the second floor!" Rubia prodded the two of us.    

The long hallway stretched out right and left with a lot of doors facing each other, and statues of gargoyles beside each door. All the gargoyles were exactly the same size and build, and each statue held an orb in its mouth. Su...suspicious! Since there might be people who don't know, I'll explain that gargoyles are demon beasts that look just like statues, and attack when unwary people come close by. In a direct fight, gargoyles aren't a threat to either Gourry or I but... We didn't have the time then to sit around and wonder 'Is this a normal statue, or is it a gargoyle, worry worry'. I glanced at Rubia. "...Don't tell me that there are gargoyles mixed in with those statues..."    

"That...won't be a problem," she informed us. "I've cleaned those statues a number of times... Those are genuine statues. Master Halshifom once said, 'This is a very important orb...' and made the red orb look like regular stone, and placed it in the mouth of one of the statues. That's probably..."    

"Got it, that's pretty fishy... so which statue is it?"    

"The problem is..." Rubia mumbled, "I was just told to be careful when cleaning the statues on the second floor because one of them had the orb..."    

"Hrmmm. Then that just means that there's no other way but to check each statue one by one."    

"That is, if you had enough time..."    

*!* The three of us turned to face the darkness the voice had come from. Darkness, black hooded with a white demon's mask, strode out of the shadow of one of the statues...    

"Seigram..." Cold sweat trickled down my back. Halshifom must have contacted the Mazoku using Telepathy!    

"I have been ordered to buy time. Halshifom doesn't seem to like having his home ransacked... you humans think only of yourselves..."  

"Wow, so you decided to come out." I projected confidence I didn't have. "If I recall correctly, destroying you means Halshifom loses his immortality."    

"True, if you can destroy me..."    

Ghhh... I didn't know how to respond. Once 'immortal' Halshifom arrived the fight would be over. I was also concerned about Gio Gaia, who hadn't shown himself. If I could've used Dragu Slave the battle would have been over easily, but this wasn't the middle of some barren plain. If I'd cast it, unimaginable damage to the city would be done. Just about the only other ways we had to win were to either destroy Seigram, or else find that Pledge Stone. Those weren't many chances for victory, but since that's all we had, there was no other option but to go for it!    

"I'll beat you!" I declared. "I will. Before he comes."    

"Well...I think that's impossible don't you?" My insides turned to ice as I heard the voice behind me. Fearfully, slowly I turned around. 

"Because I'm already here." Halshifom the White was quietly standing there, wearing his white robes. Wearing the same smile.    

"Now come over here, Rubia." Halshifom said it in a kind voice.   Rubia shook her head sideways, sadly. "Please... Master Halshifom...Please stop...doing these things..."    

"What are you saying, Rubia... I'm doing this so that I never have to lose you again!"    

"You're making a mistake!" Rubia shouted vehemently. "What you're pursuing is the illusion of a dead person! I can't... I can't be the dear Rubia you loved! No matter... no matter how much you based me on her, all I am is Rubia the homunculus!"    

Wha?!    

"Rubia, you're wrong... " Halshifom's face was filled with sadness and confusion. "You're Rubia, you're nobody else, you're my... "   

"Master Halshifom." Seigram's heavy voice interrupted their dialogue.

"It would be wise to leave such foolish matters for later, right now...?"    

"Foolish matters!?" Halshifom glared at Seigram. After a moment of silence, Halshifom quietly exhaled. "Alright. Resolving the battle comes first. Seigram, why don't you just watch?"    

"As you wish," White-Mask answered with a hint of ridicule. "'Master Halshifom'!"    

"Rubia, stay back." I stopped Rubia, who was about to stand in front of Halshifom, with my hand.    

"...Eh?..." She stared dumbly at me.    

"No matter what happens, in the end, this is a battle which has to be fought out..."    

"That's correct..."    

Gourry nodded wordlessly to Halshifom.    

"Mr. Talim warned us that you were after something more than just immortality..." I prompted. Beside me, Gourry drew the Sword of Light. Halshifom fearlessly closed the space between us. "All I wanted was to gain eternity, so that I'd never have to lose what I care for..."    Maybe we can't defeat him... That thought popped into my head at that moment. I knew that if we could destroy White-Mask, Halshifom would then lose his immortality. That was also precisely why we couldn't just attack Seigram. Unless we got him in one shot, Seigram would escape, and if strong>that happened, that would've been the end. But if the less powerful Gio Gaia had been able to withstand a direct hit by the Elmekia Lance, was it even possible to defeat Seigram, who was a lot more powerful, with one hit...? I guessed we had to try!    

I can't say it was a very intellectual way of approaching things...    Halshifom signaled the start of the battle by silently raising his right hand. We heard the low chanting of a spell from his lips. Gourry and I moved together at the same time. I drew my sword as I started chanting. Halshifom finished his spell. That instant I jumped right, Gourry went left. There wasn't anything special about the move, just a simple feint in which Gourry and I just switched positions, but it was enough to make Halshifom hesitate for a second. He might've been immortal, but in terms of battle he was still an amateur. My s pell-chant finished. "*Flare Bit*!" Several dozen small balls of light struck Halshifom, causing miniature explosions.    

"Guhh!" Sight of him temporarily disappeared in the smoke.    

"The stones!"    

"Alright!" With just two words to go by, Gourry figured out what it was I was about to do. With a swing of the Sword of Light, Gourry cut through one of the stone orbs held in the mouth of the statues. Several dozen Flare Arrows, wild shots with no aim whatsoever, shot out of the gradually dissipating smoke. Gourry and I just turned our bodies to avoid them easily. One of the arrows flew towards Seigram's mask. If it hits it'll be funny, I thought, but the Mazoku easily dodged the burst. Tsk! Darn! ...But now that I think about it, even if 'fire', a physical object, had struck it would have had no effect on the Mazoku. ...I shouldn't have even gotten my hopes up... Before the flames settled, I cast my next spell.    

"*Balus Rod!*" The target wasn't Halshifom. The whips of light that extended from my hand shattered the heads of two more gargoyle statues, along with the orbs in their mouths. Since we didn't know which one was the Pledge Stone, we just broke all of them. There wasn't a method to it, but given the situation it was our best gamble. "Ghh!" The look on Halshifom's face changed as he realized what we were trying to do. "*Fire Ball*!" A ball of light flew at me!    "Che..." Gourry picked up a broken bit of statue and hurled it at the fireball. He made it! The ball of light exploded, spreading flames in midair. More flaming arrows came flying even before the explosion settled. I avoided the arrows using a gargoyle statue as a shield. A single Flare Arrow landed right at Gourry's feet; right in the space he'd just jumped back into! Gourry lost his balance. His flailing left arm caught hold on a gargoyle statue's face and he righted himself up using it as a crutch. At least, that's probably what he had meant to do. His left hand slipped free, and he fell on his butt! Inside his hand there was a stone orb; the object he had tried to use as a crutch had come free. If it came loose, then...!    

"Gourry! That's the Stone!" I shouted.    

"Wha!?" Halshifom's face changed color.    

Gourry understood. I started casting. "It's over..." Gourry swung the Sword of Light, "... NOW!" He shattered the stone in his hand! A moment ago, it'd been covered with normal stone- now the red orb was shattered into a million shards. Halshifom gave a muffled scream.    

"*Damu Brass*!" My spell squarely struck Halshifom's chest.   

"A~lri~ght!" Gourry cheered. That instant, a hail of fire rained down on him! "Gahh!" Gourry managed to avoid them all -nope, he limped a little with his left leg. The attack got him! Things didn't look good! But why...? "Impossible..." Gourry uttered. His forehead was beaded with sweat. He looked in the direction of Halshifom, his eyes blazing with anger. "I destroyed that Pledge Stone!"    

At Gourry's words, a look of confusion appeared on the white mage's face. "The Pledge Stone...?" An icy smile tugged on the corner of his lips. "Ahhh, so the two of you thought that was the Pledge Stone..."   

"Uhm...?" I looked at Rubia. Halshifom glanced briefly at her too. "I see...Rubia told you... Rubia, your feelings are... No, well, let's talk about this later... Gourry, what you just destroyed was a Memory Orb I was using to save all of my experimental data on immortality. It was indeed something very important to me, but it seems Rubia  misunderstood."    

No fair! But there was no sense in raving at her. Then where could the real Pledge Stone be? ...Now, what do we do...? Damn! I couldn't think of anything...    

"Now, I'd like the two of you to pay for breaking my Memory Orb..." A white glow lit up in Halshifom's right hand. He was after Gourry! I started readying a spell as I dashed toward Gourry. "*Fire Ball*!"
Halshifom cast. "*Ray Wing*!" I grabbed Gourry and both of us took flight. An explosion behind us- we'd barely made it out in time. Pushed by the force of the blast, we were accelerated faster than I'd expected. If we continued that way we were gonna hit the end of the hall. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Seigram standing there, and I got the sense that his mask looked like it was laughing. At that moment, a thought flashed across my mind.    

"Ku...!" Controlling the flow of Ray Wing, I drew my sword, still in the scabbard. Right before the wall, I shifted the direction of flight- towards Seigram. "Wha!" Seigram cried out in surprise. He was too close to dodge.    

"Seigram, duck!" The second Halshifom yelled the hilt of my blade shattered the white mask. 'Seigram the Faceless's mask... "Gaaaaaah!" Halshifom's cry of despair echoed.    

Slam! "Aah!" I cried out as I hit the wall. I'd tried to decelerate Ray Wing, but didn't make it in time. Sandwiched between Gourry and the wall, my bones made an ugly creaking sound. "Lina, you..." Gourry gulped as he helped me up from my crouch, "you...purposely placed yourself between me and the wall...?"    

"...You're imagining things..." Enduring the pain, I smiled at him as I said it.    

"Oh..." Seigram tenderly picked up the pieces of the broken mask.

"Ohhh..." The faceless face of the darkness in the hood looked down at the pieces in his hand. "My, my Pledge Stone!"    

Gourry cried out, "What?!" Yes! The Pledge Stone- the mask that had been covering Seigram's face- was just that. That's why Seigram had avoided fighting us. Why he wore a white mask when his own kind called him 'Faceless'. That was the answer!    

"Se...Seigram...!" Halshifom fell to his knees, whimpering in a voice filled with hurt. The cost of losing immortality, either intense despair or some kind of physical pain seemed to be coursing through his body. "Kill them...!"    

"Shut up!" I pincushioned him with a Flare Arrow. Rubia looked away as the White Mage crumpled to the ground. "... Now... " I turned my attention to Seigram. "That was your boss' will... But what're you going to do?"    

Seigram slowly turned his 'face' to me. "...Now that the stone which had sealed the contract between me and him is gone, I have no  obligation to obey him..." Nod nod, that's the spirit. He was a Mazoku, but he sure had an admirable spirit. Both Gourry and I were pretty spent and we would have liked to avoid further fighting if at all possible. "...But... " Hey, hey...! "I must resolve this fight with the two of you. For my pride."    

Take back what I just said about him...    

Seigram jumped soundlessly, to land next to the fallen Halshifom. "Let us begin!" A white-blue fireball appeared in the Mazoku's hand. I jumped, but Gourry didn't dodge!? He narrowly avoided the fireball by twisting his body. The fireball struck the wall behind him and exploded. Riding the force of the explosion, Gourry leapt! "Take this!" He brought down the Sword of Light. Seigram's body was  swallowed in darkness, and the darkness instantly disappeared along with the Mazoku that used to be there. "Wha!?" Completely missing, Gourry landed badly. His leg wound was worse than he thought and he lost his balance. "Gourry, run!" I yelled. As he was about to turn around a plasma ball burst against his back! "Gwaah!" Gourry was slammed into a gargoyle statue. The Sword of Light fell from his hand.
"Gourry!" He didn't move...!    

"...Now..." The faceless face focused its gaze on me. "One down for a start..." Seigram was controlling darkness to travel through the dimensions... "*Elmekia Lance*!" Again Seigram was swallowed in darkness, easily avoiding my spell. Sensing him materializing behind me, I hurriedly swung around- a ball of light was right in front of my face!    

"Waaah!" I pulled my body away, managing to dodge. The sphere passed by, burning the tip of my nose. You! I dropped the sword in my hand to bring out a knife. A ray of silver cut through the air, pinning Seigram's shadow to the ground. That was Shadow Snap, a spell that immobilizes a target from the Astral Side. The spell itself had no ability to deal damage, but would probably work against Mazoku who were closer to beings of spirit.    

"Hoo... You managed to pin my shadow. High capacity for a human."

Seigram said, unable to move. I wanted to retort, but the opponent wasn't one who would allow me to do so. I start readying the Elmekia Lance. Even Seigram wouldn't be able to escape that unscathed. "But because of that...you tend to underestimate your opponents." Crack. There was a small sound. I gaped. The knife I'd used to pin Seigram, firmly embedded in the floor, was slowly coming loose. Tinkle. With a clear sound, the knife fell over. Seigram started moving. "All that happened was that my strength in the Astral Side overcame that of the knife... This isn't something you'd see everyday I believe."    

"Ghh!" I continued prepping the interrupted spell. "*Elmekia Lance*!"

The Mazoku fled, wrapped in darkness. Damn! "Gah!" A sharp heat passed along the side of my stomach. An arrow of fire had gone by me from behind me. Seigram was standing a little ways behind Gourry. The Sword of Light was at his feet. I ran, wondering if I could do it! "*Fire Ball*!" I hurled it to strike the area near Gourry, right at the Mazoku's feet. Blown upward by the explosion, pieces of the floor rose, as well as... My right hand reached out.    

"Fool!" The Mazoku jumped out of the smoke. Ignoring the fire, he planned on finishing the fight before I could cast my next spell. "Are you trying to kill your ally!? Fire magic won't work against me!" Red light gathered in his outstretched hand. He planned on directly slamming his energy into me. There was no time to cast a spell, but... "Light, come forth!" With my call, a blade of light impaled Seigram's shadowy body!    

"Guaaaah!" Seigram's scream echoed. With his right hand raised high, the Mazoku's torso stiffened. "Whe...when...?" The empty hood stared at my hand. At the Sword of Light impaling him. I hadn't used the Fire Ball to attack, but to make the Sword of Light on the ground fly towards me. That's what I'd caught. Of course, doing that wasn't as easy as it sounds! Tell you the truth, I had little confidence that it would work. But against a dimension-shifting Mazoku like Seigram, only something really unexpected like this would have worked. I'd gambled and won.    

"Ho...how...dare you!" Strength gathered in Seigram's right hand.

"Die!"    

I'm not going to let that happen! I slammed my whole will into the Sword of Light. The sword chopped the Mazoku vertically. "!" Unable to even cry out, the Mazoku stumbled a few steps back, fell to his knees. ...It was over, finally.    

"...No, not yet..." The Mazoku uttered. Aw, come ON! "Not yet, I will...not be destroyed..." The strength of the Sword of Light was dependent on the user's will power. Even with my will power, he wasn't destroyed?! How much capacity did this guy have...? "Some day... For sure...!" Seigram's body flickered in the darkness.    

Oh no you don't! Letting him go would only make future troubles. I wouldn't be able to get any peaceful sleep while being hunted by something like that! "I won't let you go!" I swung the Sword of Light, but all I managed to cut was a small slice from the darkness. He got away... Well, at least the battle had reached some kind of conclusion. I worried about the other Mazoku, Gio Gaia, who didn't appear even at the end, but since he didn't show during the battle I doubted he'd appear at all. I turned my attention to Gourry who was still on the ground. I hoped he wasn't too hurt... With slightly unsteady steps, I walked towards Gourry, but Rubia screamed... "Miss Lina!" Behind me there was a sharp growth of murderous intent. !? A burning object burst against my back, blasting me against a wall!    

I guess I blacked out for an instant. The moment I tried to rise, "GWAHH!" unbearable pain coursed through my body! I somehow managed to raise my head to look at the end of the passage. The Sword of Light apparently flew away when I was struck from behind- now it was right at the feet of the man who stood there. Halshifom the White. I wondered if it was just my imagination or were the arms sticking out of his robes longer? Was his white hair ruffled just because of the battle, or...? But, then, what about the way his left eye glowed green? "Could it be..." I murmured, "Gio...Gio Gaia?"    

"Gio Gaia no longer exists." Halshifom wore a completely satisfied smile. "As punishment for failing to defeat the two of you...I 'ate' him..." Ate!? Halshifom glanced briefly at the Sword of Light lying at his foot and kicked it aside. "Rubia, please pick that up. It may come in handy in future experiments." He said it without even looking at her. "While researching 'immortality' I came across some ancient records... It was about 'eating' others to gain a portion of their abilities."    

"The...then..."    

The mage nodded. "What the experimenter had tried to do was extend his life-span by absorbing other people's life force. But, the experiment ended in failure. And what I thought was... What would happen if a more powerful being, with lives longer than those of humans, were to be 'eaten'? And. I selected..."    

"Mazoku..."    

"Yes. But there was no way they would let themselves easily be 'eaten'. So I told Gio who had been eager to fight the two of you, 'If you lose then you'll take part in an experiment...'" Now I got it... That's why he hadn't told Gio about the existence of the Sword of Light. Because he had the vitality of Mazoku, even after losing immortality and being damaged by my Flare Arrow he was still kicking...    

"Now, the explanations are over." He said and quietly stepped forward. The situation looked bad for us! I was in no condition to dodge. If I couldn't cast a spell and make it hit Halshifom before he hit us then we'd lose. No, even if I was able to hit him with something like an Elmekia Lance there was no guarantee that'll be enough to take him out.    

"Please don't be worried..." Halshifom grinned. "I have no intention of killing you here and now. Using you as a base, I plan on creating homunculus with high capacities that I will then perform experiments on. You, yourself..." Could it be...? Something cold ran down my spine. "...Will be 'eaten' by me. Your capacity will live forever..."  "Enough!" Rubia suddenly cried out. Halshifom turned to her. With both hands trembling, she held the Sword of Light, and a sad determination was in her eyes.    

"Rubia...?" The White Mage whispered.    

"Please... please stop! Don't do these things...anymore..."   

"What are you saying...? Now stop being foolish. Just go downstairs, will you? Don't worry, this will all be over soon."    

With a look near tears, she shook her head sideways. "...No..."   

"My sweet Rubia... Now, listen to me..."    

"No!" Rubia screamed and began to run. Right towards Halshifom!

"Rubia!" Halshifom extended his right arm. Light gathered in his palm.

No, Rubia!  The two figures met!    

"...Ah..." I was speechless. Halshifom held his attack, standing there, pierced by the Sword of Light in Rubia's hands. "Please ...stop...Master Halshifom..." Rubia pleaded, burying her face in his chest. The light flickered out of the mage's hand, that light he couldn't unleash on her. With that same hand he tenderly caressed Rubia's head.    

"Yes, I agree..." Rubia looks up. A man with a pure, kindly smile stood there. "No matter... no matter who I was up against...I would never allow myself to lose... But...Rubia...if I am to be defeated by you then there is nothing I can do to resist you..." He wore an unfathomable expression as the strength left his body. That was the end of the mage who had striven for immortality.
Epilogue

The sky was completely clear. The city bustled with activity, a completely normal day. "...As if...that incident had never happened..." I murmured. 

"What are you doing being sentimental? That's unlike you." Gourry gave me a good noogieing. 

"Hey! Don't mess up my hair! ...Sorry for not being like my usual self..."

"You should be. You getting soft is like some kind of sign of the end of the world."

"What am I, one of the Four Horsemen or something?!"
 

Gourry and I were going down the main street, heading for the eastern gate. It had been ten days since that whole incident. We'd fully healed, and were just then finished dealing with the mess created by the incident. Actually, Rubia had already taken care of the most troublesome details. 

As soon as he was fully healed, Lance left the city. He said he was thinking of visiting the town of Sailaarg.
 

Daymia... I don't know what became of him. According to records, a person cursed by Raugnut Rusyavuna can not die until the enchanter (in this case, Seigram) dies. The high-ranking officials of the Mage Guild only gave muddled answers in reply to my questions...

About Rubia... Well, at first she was treated rather harshly, because she had known what Halshifom had been doing, but hadn't said anything. Still, between my defense-threats on her behalf, the plain fact that telling other people wouldn't have done any good anyway, and also that she solved the problem in the end, the authorities chose to let her go. 

I wondered what kind of a person she was to Halshifom. In the end, there was no way to find out. If I'd asked her, she might have given me an answer, but for some reason I hadn't felt like finding out. 

And as for us...? 

"Now what are we going to do after leaving the city?" Gourry asked me. Neither one of us had any particular goal for our travels. So we were pretty much free to go anywhere... I'd heard interesting things were happening at Saillune, so sticking my head there would've been fun. Going back home to Zefielia would also've been nice. But while I was thinking about it, I wondered what Gourry's home was like? Well, anyway... 

"Hmmm... let's just think about that as we go along." I said with a wink. And the two of us left Atlas City. 

� Translator and Editor Note: This is a Japanese saying meaning "There's more to him than meets the eye", or "He's sly and cunning."


� Lina's original line here was "What am I, some kind of incarnation of a catfish?" In Japan, it's said catfish cause earthquakes. The clear implication's that Lina takes it Gourry's calling her some kind of walking chaos generator that brings disaster where ever she goes. There's no really clean way to analogue this to English, so I chose 'four horsemen' as an equivalent western reference- meaning, of course, the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, whose appearance precedes the arrival of pestilence, plagues, disasters, etc. This also made the most sense in terms of a response to Gourry's crack about the end of the world.)


� NOT a typo of "Sailraag/Sairaag". This is a different town entirely.
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