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      Prologue


      “Noooo! Walker? Walkerrr?! S-stay with me! Stay with meeeee!”


      “…Ngh, uh…? Why…am I…?”


      “Walker?! Walker, keep it togeth—Hng?!”


      I could hear voices.


      So loud. I couldn’t see well enough to tell who was speaking from above me and who was speaking from in front of me. I shifted sluggishly, as if rolling over in bed.


      I must’ve been a little disoriented.


      My master was wailing loudly. Geez, how overdramatic. Even though she acted like a textbook “kid grandma” character and put on her best old-woman imitation at every opportunity, she reverted to her true self, just like that, in the face of unexpected situations. I had merely gotten grazed while defending my companions, that was all. This wound barely hurt.


      A strange oily liquid slid down my face.


      “Uh…a potion? Thanks…”


      “Huh? Wh-what are you…what are you saying?! Walker?! Oh no, oh no, hold on!!”


      Master was seriously making a racket…wait, this wasn’t a potion? Then what the heck was this liquid? I sloppily wiped my face with the back of my hand and looked in front of me, my vision somewhat improved. The boss room in the dungeon’s innermost chamber was filled with a procession of fire-breathing skulls that loomed ominously. Pools of greenish miasma drifted about, the uncanny space filled with piercing-cold air. In front of me, I saw the crying face of my truly overdramatic master, desperately calling my name…


      …and behind her, a god of death, its sickle raised high.


      Considering the circumstances, I think I reacted pretty well. Shooting up like a bolt of lightning, I grabbed Master’s arm and used all my strength to fling us backward…or at least that’s what I meant to do. The moment I grasped her arm with all my strength, however, I pathetically lost my balance. Consequently, the fiend’s blade swung skillfully through the air, and there wasn’t a thing I could do to stop it.


      “Ngh!”


      Fortunately, it wasn’t a direct hit. The tip of the sickle grazed me, so it was safe to say it barely hit me at all. It certainly wasn’t a fatal wound, and it wasn’t even close to painful enough to take me out.


      …Or that would have been the case had the sickle not been comically large—like, even taller than me.


      The blade struck the right side of my face, from my forehead to my chin and straight down my eye. My head burned with intense pain, as though it had been split open, and I slumped helplessly to the ground. Master let out a bloodcurdling scream, the kind you would reserve for someone getting killed.


      …I was up against a Grim Reaper.


      The keeper of this dungeon, which should already have been cleared out, lying in wait at its very heart. It was a shadowy figure in the form of a ghost wrapped in a tattered robe, carrying a long sickle as fiendish as the concept of death itself. This thing literally harvested the lives of adventurers, so it had been classified as an extremely high-level monster. Even an S-rank party would have to steel themselves for the possibility of annihilation if they encountered one.


      Memories flooded my brain, comprehension suddenly gushing forth like freshly spilled blood. That knowledge took the form of despair.


      Why?


      Because I remembered.


      Because I realized.


      Dammit…


      …I knew what this thing was.


      …I knew what was happening right now.


      My entire party would wipe, right here.


      We were in that kind of story.


      Why now, of all times?


      If I’d caught on to this when we’d entered the dungeon—no, before we were flung into the heart of the dungeon by that teleportation trap—we could have turned back and found our way out.


      This was a brutal, depraved dark fantasy manga, one with intricate drawings and a ruthless narrative that threw my emotions into turmoil.


      And we were a party of side characters casually disposed of at the story’s outset, introduced only to die.


      That’s who we were. And right now, we were smack-dab in the middle of the moment our party wiped.


      I had assumed this was a classic “reincarnated in another world” setup. After finding myself here, I figured I would take advantage of being in a world of sword and sorcery and threw myself into sword training, something I’d longed for as a cringey teenager in my old life. I’d lived in this world for seventeen years, sticking it out through the kind of nonsensical training that only worked because this was a fantasy story, becoming independent enough to strike out on my own, meeting my companions, and after a decent amount of effort, becoming an adventurer. I felt like our party could walk hand in hand together through anything.


      Talk about a huge mistake. We were gonna die here. Any minute now, the horde of monsters the Grim Reaper summoned would swarm us, and we would meet our brutal end. They would dismember me alive and have their fun with my female comrades before eating every single one of us.


      …Ahh, it seemed this world was merciless through and through, even for people who were reincarnated here.


      If I was already on death’s door, that meant I was screwed for sure, right?


      “N-no… This can’t be… Ngh…”


      Master cradled me in her clumsy, shaking arms as she muttered to herself deliriously. Instead of dragging me out of the way or putting some distance between us and the enemy, in an empty protective response, she clung desperately to me as I faded.


      I didn’t need to see her face to know we were doomed. For someone who always acted like a wizened crone, Master was remarkably thin-skinned. I’m sorry I turned out to be such a worthless apprentice.


      As for my other companions…


      “N-no way… Ah, aaahhhhh!”


      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw our heavy warrior—a tomboy with brown skin who was just about the strongest member of our party—sink to the floor and fall into a stupor, her eyes unfocused. She looked like she might shatter to pieces at any moment. She’d always been calm and coolheaded, never showing much emotion, but now…well, being protected by someone weaker than yourself? Something that baffling was bound to mess with you. Forgive me, I just reacted on instinct.


      “Walker…! Walker, please run!! Y-you have to get out of here!!”


      Our last ray of hope, a brilliant swordswoman, the youngest person in our party, was thrown against the wall, unable to stand, and wailing with all the strength she could muster. I couldn’t make out much in the gloom, but it looked like a thin trickle of blood was streaming down her head. Hey, she’s the smallest girl in our party! You’d have to be heartless to knock around a girl like that! Not that those monsters would even have a heart…!


      As for me, I was well and truly drenched with blood, enough so that you would be hard-pressed to find a part of my body that was free of it. The liquid from earlier that I’d thought was a potion was actually my own blood running down my face. Even against the black gloves I wore, it was easy to see the bright red on the back of my hand… Wait, was that a bone sticking out of my shredded left leg?! Ugh, gross! So that’s why I suddenly lost my balance? You’ve gotta be kidding me!


      The Grim Reaper fired an Immobilizing Counter spell—a penetrating attack that rendered all defensive techniques ineffective—at our heavy warrior. I wished that spell was something you could only find in manga or video games…but since this was the world of a manga, I guessed it made sense why it was showing up.


      Not a single one of us could move.


      On top of that, there was a shitty mechanic in this room that made it impossible for us to teleport or escape until the battle was over. This was a sudden death floor, with one of two possibilities: Either we eradicated the monsters, or they would eradicate us.


      Our enemy was so ridiculously powerful that it would be sheer stupidity for an adventurer to face it head-on; running for your life was the optimal move here.


      …Yeah, this wasn’t going to end well. And it wasn’t like our odds of success would be any better against this thing if our party was in perfect condition. No matter how we struggled, our loss was a foregone conclusion, just like in the original manga—


      …No, not exactly.


      Maybe all the boiling blood being drained from my head had calmed my thoughts.


      That’s right. There was no reason things had to play out exactly as they did in the manga.


      There was someone here who had knowledge of the original story: me. I just barely remembered how you were meant to defeat this thing. And that was because the protagonist of the original story was going to show up any minute now and use that method to defeat it.


      The Grim Reaper was nothing like your standard monster; it was in a league of its own. It possessed overwhelming offensive power and totally unfair invulnerability. A direct hit from its sickle would instantly kill you, even if you were wearing a full suit of mythic-class armor or had received a blessing from a priestess.


      The Grim Reaper relished driving its victims to despair, so it wouldn’t outright kill someone until they were utterly miserable. The monster would hold out on using its ultra-powerful instant death skill as long as possible, flaunting its immortal flesh and harvesting lives as if toying with them using its absurd power advantage.


      That was why the thing had not finished me off despite my being on the ground, and why it was staring gleefully at my master as she wailed—it was savoring our suffering.


      However, there was actually one method of bypassing the Grim Reaper’s immortality and putting it down for good. If you could pull it off, you could even take the monster out by yourself. In the words of the manga’s berserker protagonist, who defeated the Grim Reaper in a single two-page spread plus one additional page, the “god of death” didn’t live up to its title.


      If we could somehow take this thing out now, there would be nothing to summon the horde of monsters who torture us to death in the manga, and we could freely teleport to the dungeon’s entrance.


      I was going to change the course of this story.


      And if I was gonna die, I might as well go down swinging.


      In the original manga, there’s a scene where the protagonist forces his injured leg to move using magic. I didn’t remember the logic behind it, but as someone who’d been an adventurer in this world for seventeen years, I saw no reason as to why I couldn’t do the same.


      What a strange feeling. My mind completely clear, free of all noise. I was as level-headed as could be, completely detached, and seething with fury.


      Screw this, I thought. I’d had it with this last-minute instakill party wipe bullshit. This was all exactly like the original manga, and it was awful knowing from the start the miserable fate that lay in store for us.


      Besides…


      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Walker. I, I, I—”


      Seeing Master reduced to a blubbering and crying mess made me want to keep the flame of my life burning a little longer.


      I supposed it made sense she was afraid. She probably never imagined things would end here. I was sure there were things she still wanted to do. Dreams she wanted to fulfill. I was sure she didn’t want to die. She wanted to keep on living.


      Having died once already a while back, I’d lived my second life believing that my being reborn into this world was like a mysterious dream beyond comprehension. I didn’t want to die, exactly, but I felt that if I could go out having accomplished something, then that must be what I’d been reincarnated for.


      In front of me was a formidable enemy of unparalleled strength, and though I was on the brink of death, there were still people I needed to protect. What doubt could I possibly have left? If it meant saving my friends, I’d struggle as hard as I possibly could, no matter how ugly things got.


      Bring it on.


      Deep down, I couldn’t accept our party getting wiped. Before I bit the dust, I was gonna turn this story’s bad ending on its head.


      I summoned energy back to my exhausted body. Untangling my arm from Master’s grip, I gave a quiet apology as I flung her behind me. Forming a mental picture, I sewed my shredded left leg back together with a magical thread.


      “Huh…? Walker? W-wait… N-no, don’t…! You can’t!! Walkerrr!”


      I ignored Master’s plea. In a single second, I gave the thread form, and in the next, I wove the spell. I rose to my feet, then moved forward. If I could just send this Grim Reaper to kingdom come, I didn’t care what happened next, whether that was my leg getting shattered or me dying from exhaustion. Steeling myself, I banished all thought from my mind.


      I drew my sword in a flash of light and knocked away the massive sickle coming straight for me.


      Somehow, I got the sense the Grim Reaper was staring at me in astonishment. There was nothing but shadow beneath the robe pulled over its head, and I couldn’t see its expression, but if I’d shocked it, then good.


      With my trusty partner in my right hand—a slim black sword reminiscent of a katana—I summoned all my strength. I was about to make it do something reckless enough to break. Save your whining for the next world.


      With a sweep, I sheathed my blade. Then I quieted my breathing, loosened the sword in its scabbard, and lowered my left hip into a stance: the iaido style.


      After being reborn in this fantasy world, I’d spent ten years pursuing a single goal—perfecting my ability to perform an unbelievably stylish skill that could only exist in fiction: battoujutsu, the art of rapidly drawing and cutting with a sword.


      …Ahh, not a bad feeling. I wasn’t hurting at all. Maybe it was because I had one foot in the grave already. Through my fingers on the hilt, my consciousness seemed to sink deeper and deeper into the sword. My soul mixed with the blade, almost becoming a single entity.


      It felt like I could cut through our entire horrible situation, exactly how I’d envisioned it in my mind’s eye.


      I’d decided on my life’s purpose. There was no more room for fear this late in the game. I emptied my head of any thoughts but that of the Grim Reaper, pouring all my remaining power into this moment. The monster readied its weapon again, unleashing its magic, recognizing me as an enemy at last. As it assaulted me with a murky stream of magic, I responded by baring my teeth in a smile. It materialized almost one hundred jet-black blades of magic in the air, which it fired at me with ridiculous speed. I intercepted them all with my sword, though I clicked my tongue when several of the blades grazed me; there’d been a few deviations between my movements and my visualization. I plunged deeper, deeper still into the depths of my sword. I could do this. The alternative was death. In a single stride, I came right within reach of the blockheaded creature who was now wide open…


      …and unleashed my blade.
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      …Still, no one knows what life has in store.


      Ten days later, after desperately avoiding a total party wipe, I woke up in bed for some inexplicable reason instead of the netherworld.


      “No! Nooo!! No matter what happens, I’ll never, never leave your side again…!! I will always, always, always, always, always be with you…!”


      “…Um, Master…”


      “Goodness, I want you to just take it easy. Okay, Walker? There’s no need to push yourself. Please just leave everything to us from here on!”


      “No, but—”


      “Now, now, hold still. It’ll feel good, don’t worry. Just trust me.”


      “Hang on! Let’s talk about this for a—”


      And then everyone in my party started acting strangely.


      I can wipe down my own body, at least!

    
  


  
    
      I


      Walker, the Adventurer


      “Aaaaaarrgh, why, of all manga worlds, did I have to end up in THIS one…? By some miracle, we just barely avoided getting wiped out, dismembered, and fed to monsters like in the original. Haaah… Seriously, now what am I gonna do? I can’t see outta my right eye, and I lost my left leg. How am I supposed to live without those…? Well, I guess I’ve made it this far, so I’ll keep on trucking somehow…right? Right?! Curse that brutal, depraved dark fantasy manga, and curse that freak of an author! This isn’t funny, you bastard! I won’t accept anything less than a happy ending…!”


      With the right side of my vision gone, even the ceiling of a completely unremarkable room looked novel to me.


      I guessed I’d let down my guard.


      I thought I’d been reborn into the kind of classic “sword and sorcery” fantasy that’s so common in manga and light novels.


      But the truth was, I was mistaken—gravely mistaken. It turned out I had ended up in the setting of a somewhat well-known dark fantasy manga from my previous life.


      Here’s the background. One day, I came across a manga with a cover that tried to pass it off as one of those popular “reincarnated in another world” adventure stories, but this was all a sham, for it was actually a relatively merciless tale about throwing away human lives.


      The design was right up my alley, so I’d clicked on the manga website without too much thought. That was where it all started.


      As a result, my emotions were utterly shattered.


      Why? It all came down to the author’s…let’s say, proclivities.


      “Dark fantasy” has a nice ring to it, but while the monsters in this story obviously ripped male characters to shreds, it was also very common for them to r*pe and then torture the women to death. Whether they were male or female, main character or side character, no one got off scot-free. It was as if the manga’s main objective was purely to torment the characters, which proved to be a devastating shock to a die-hard fan of happy endings like me.


      It also made sense why the protagonist was a berserker who was consumed by darkness.


      I’d found the manga so over-the-top that for the first time in my life, I threw my phone. Over and over, I doubted the author’s sanity. This creator is depraved, I thought. But I loved the art so much that I couldn’t bring myself to stop reading. And so I fell into a ridiculous cycle where every time a new chapter was published, I would glance at it with trepidation and marvel at the artist’s skill, all while having my emotions destroyed.


      Ultimately, I just enjoyed the art as though I was reading a collection of illustrations without getting too deeply invested in the story—that’s the kind manga it was to me.


      Although I liked the designs, little of the story and setting stuck with me. I never imagined I would be reborn into the world of a manga that occupied such a tenuous position in my mind, so I was a little slow making the connection.


      I was reincarnated as a character who appears at the story’s outset, a member of a party of side characters whose minor role in the narrative amounts to being wiped out by the Grim Reaper as a way to establish its strength and set the stage for the first dungeon the protagonist ventures into.


      I didn’t remember this character’s name or face. However, the scene that depicts the party’s end was seared into my retinas. The character whom I became is dismembered alive by the swarm of monsters, while my female companions have even their dignity taken from them and, in the end, are ruthlessly—


      It was one of the most sickening scenes in the story, and it filled me with rage to think about. I didn’t care what happened to the guy, but I always wondered, why couldn’t the girls at least be happy?


      The fact that I had survived in real life was nothing short of a miracle. In the manga, the protagonist takes out the Grim Reaper in three pages flat like it was a video game tutorial boss, all to show off his berserker fighting style. But the truth was, that thing was one of the highest-ranked monsters around. It was no exaggeration to say that encountering it meant you were as good as dead. Some suspected it existed to curb the excess human population, while others theorized that it might be closer to a concept or phenomenon than a monster.


      I didn’t have even the slightest expectation that I’d come home alive after battling a monster like that in a mortally wounded state. My memory was fuzzy, but at the time, I must’ve been desperate enough to throw away my life.


      Of course, there was a price to pay—namely, the loss of my right eye and left leg. What remained of my leg extended a little below the knee, but the rest was completely gone. And there was nothing left of my eye except a flashy scar extending from my forehead to my cheek, the likes of which you’d never see outside of this manga.


      The fact that my future as an adventurer and swordsman had mostly gone up in smoke left a wound that I felt just as keenly.


      But I wouldn’t lament my fate. On top of protecting every single one of my companions from that desperate situation, I’d scraped through with my life. When I thought about how the party from the original story was beyond saving in the end, I felt like I did pretty good job and even felt a sense of accomplishment.


      And with that, we averted a terrible fate and lived happily ever after—or at least, I wish it had turned out that way.


      In reality, I had a huge problem. The loss of an eye and leg was bad enough on its own, but there was more to it than that.


      Ever since I’d woken up, my party members had been acting sort of strange.


      “Hrmm, the beds here are terribly hard… Walker, are you sleeping well enough? All right, I shall arrange for a higher-quality bed tomorrow! Don’t you worry; as your master, I won’t let my apprentice want for anything. Just leave it all to me.”


      “…Master—”


      “Hm? What is it?”


      “I get that you want to protect me. But I don’t think sleeping in my bed with me is necessary—”


      “…Am I a bother?”


      “Huh?”


      “A-am I…a bother to you…? A-ha-ha-ha, I see. I s-suppose it’s unpleasant indeed to be with someone who makes things so difficult for their apprentice… At this point, me acting like your master must be a nuisance to you… I don’t deserve to be with you…”


      “Wait, what are you even talking about?”


      “S-still, I’ll do my darndest to make it up to you! I’ll never let something like this happen again. Next time, I will keep you safe! So please don’t abandon me…!!”


      “Uhhh, wait, hang on. What are you saying? Please don’t cry—”


      My master, Lisellarte, appeared to be young but spoke like a much older woman.


      “Now then, if there’s anything I can do to assist you, Walker, don’t hesitate to let me know!”


      “It’s okay, you don’t need to fuss over me so much…”


      “But you must have your rest. Please don’t worry yourself. Let me take care of everything!”


      “Everything, huh?”


      “Yes, absolutely everything.”


      “…Huh?”


      “Is there anything you require? I can bring it for you, so just say the word. It doesn’t matter how small it may be, I don’t mind. After all, your safety is my priority. I’ll also prepare your meals every day, so do put a request in if there’s anything you’d like to eat. And if there’s a place that’s calling to you, I insist you fetch one of us to take you there. You mustn’t use your wheelchair by yourself. The nuns said it could be dangerous if someone isn’t behind you to push it. The rest of us had a discussion, and we decided someone should be with you at all times from now. That way, we can support you and protect you should anything else happen. So please feel free to rely on us and hold nothing back. You have always tried so hard to do everything on your own, and it makes me sick with worry. I refuse to let you endure such hardships again. Your days of recklessness are over. So set your mind at ease, relax, and let your body rest. The three of us will take care of everything for you—and I mean everything. From now on, we will—”


      “Wait, wait, wait—”


      Our youngest party came in: Euritia, a swordswoman and feminine stunner of a girl.


      “Walker, I’ve hunted down most of the monsters in the area,” she said.


      “…Sorry, I didn’t catch that. You what?”


      “Hm? I’ve hunted down most of the monsters in the area. You can rest easy now.”


      “…”


      “I can rest a little easier now, too,” said Atri.


      “You might have gone a bit overboard…”


      “…I couldn’t protect you. I tried, and you wound up gravely injured. My grandmother told me many times that failing to keep someone safe is the one sin our God despises most of all. Our laws state that a comrade’s wound is also the clan’s wound, and if your life is saved, you must repay that debt with your own life. And so I offer up to you these: a lock of my hair, a fragment of my bone, a drop of my blood, even a piece of my soul. I would die for you… That is what I’ve decided.”


      “…”


      Even Atri, the tomboyish heavy warrior with brown skin, was making dramatic overtures to me. I felt like they were all doing and saying things that were sort of intense…no, clearly intense.


      It made sense when you thought about it. How would it feel to see your comrade left with serious wounds after being brough to the brink of death, while you were left without any injuries? In a world where dangerous monsters ran rampant, it wasn’t surprising my companions would feel incredible guilt at being unable to protect me or terrible regret from wondering what they could’ve done differently.


      If I’d been the one getting protected, I was sure I would lament my own powerlessness, too.


      In short, we were all the same. Apparently, during my trip to the other side, the girls ended up making things a whole lot worse…


      Naturally, my stomach was twisted up in knots from the emotional strain.


      One thing that hadn’t changed from my previous life was that I was still a staunch believer in happy endings. I firmly opposed any outcome where the light vanished from those girls’ eyes. It was hard enough to see it in anime and manga, but if I had to be the one experiencing it, then the light would vanish from mine, too.


      Things couldn’t continue like this.


      This was a dark fantasy world, and the author was a depraved bastard. I’d realized that much. But it was also true that the “me” of this world was indisputably myself. I’d lived here for seventeen years, and the true nature of this world didn’t change the fact these were my precious companions, whom I wouldn’t trade for anything.


      There was no chance I’d let my party be consumed by darkness.


      I had to pull everyone back together, by any means necessary. Now that I’d changed the course of the narrative, I should be fully capable of making sure everyone got a happily ever after. If I couldn’t give them a future where they got over their comrade losing an eye and a leg, then I’d be in trouble.


      When I thought of it that way, it was clear what I needed to do.


      I’d be damned if I let that dark, depressing end come to pass…!
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      …I was glad I’d reached the point where I felt that determined, but…


      “…I’m bored.”


      Suffering the loss of an eye and a leg limited the things I could do, forcing me to focus on nothing but how much free time I had while recovering in bed.


      To be perfectly honest, I didn’t remember a single thing about how I’d defeated the Grim Reaper. I woke up in a church bed to find I had been out cold for ten days.


      The fact that I was alive must’ve meant I successfully pulled off the technique to defeat it from the story, but no matter how hard I tried to remember, my mind came up completely blank. It seemed going from the brink of death to a literal life-or-death struggle caused my body to just cast off any memory of that particular moment. I didn’t know how I’d stopped that thing.


      Apparently, the original story’s protagonist saved me after I used up all my strength to defeat the Grim Reaper. On top of providing swift first aid on the spot, he’d shattered a valuable teleportation crystal to allow us to escape the dungeon and brought me to that church.


      Come to think of it, the protagonist was basically a berserker whose emotions were completely broken in the manga, but due to his past experiences, he never abandoned people who got tangled up with monsters. As a berserker with no interest in anything but destroying monsters, he’d already left town to seek out his next mark.


      I wondered if I’d ever get the chance to thank him someday.


      Now, a little about the “me” of this world—that is to say, Walker the adventurer.


      I didn’t remember a thing about how I was portrayed in the original story. I wasn’t even sure if my name was revealed or not; in fact, it was entirely possible I’d been a throwaway side character without a single line of dialogue. I imagined I was created to die from the very beginning as a means of highlighting what a grimdark fantasy world this was.


      I wasn’t a bad-looking guy. Although my expression was piercing and unsympathetic, I had a pretty decent face when it came down to it.


      This world was fit to bursting with gorgeous men and women. At first, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about how amazing it was, but now that I knew it was from a manga, it was hardly a shock. In the story, even the wicked, fat, piglike nobles are handsome if you looked at them the right way, so it was natural the background characters would be crafted with the same care. I supposed “Walker” had received this attention, too.


      I had mostly left my youthful boyishness behind by the tender age of seventeen, and my expression was becoming more adult and masculine. I was of a reasonably tall stature, too; I didn’t recall meeting too many people around my age who were taller than me. My noticeably wavy ash-gray hair flowed out in a slender ponytail tied at the nape of my neck and reached the middle of my back. There were a decent number of men in this world who wore their hair long.


      My personality was, well…if I took a “glass half-full” kind of perspective, I would describe myself as a coolheaded guy who didn’t show excessive emotion. If I put a more negative spin on it, well, hopefully you know where I was going with this.


      I was a member of the A-rank party Silver-Gray Journey, serving as a swordsman. In combat, I favored the quick-draw iaido sword technique, also known as battoujutsu. You unsheathe your sword with blinding speed, several glints of light streaking out like pieces of thread, and leave the enemy helpless, their life ending as you sheathe your blade. That’s battoujutsu taken to its fantasy extreme—something that would be impossible outside of a manga.


      Though this was a fantasy world where magic makes superhuman combat possible, my road to finally acquire this skill had been long and difficult, like scaling a sheer cliff. Because there was no concept of iaido among the sword techniques of this world, all I could do was train myself using the image I had in my head. I lost count of how many times I thought I would die.


      Even so, the plain and simple reason I obsessed over this skill was because it was cool. Whether it was in anime, manga, or games, I would be completely enthralled every time I saw a character who fought like that. So when I started my second life in this new realm, I figured I ought to pursue this fantasy I’d once yearned for.


      However…now that I’d lost an eye and a leg, I supposed that was all in the past.


      And, yeah, the fact that every member of my party but me was female kinda put me in a similar position to a harem protagonist.


      Obviously, it wasn’t a harem or anything in the original manga. Killing off a predominantly female party was probably some ghastly framing device the author came up with to sell the grimdark angle.


      But having only girls in the party would’ve seemed unnatural, so they threw in a single guy so he could get dismembered.


      That’s the kind of character “Walker” amounted to.


      But what did that matter? His identity in the original story wasn’t important. None of it changed the fact I’d been living in this world for the past seventeen years. The person here now was me, not Walker.


      And through changing the course of the narrative where I should’ve died, I had changed my own fate.


      “…Haaah…”


      Still, I really was bored.


      I guess that was just the way things were since I was injured, but being stuck in bed all day was a depressing affair. This being a fantasy world, there weren’t any devices I could use to entertain myself, like TV or smartphones, and I had nothing but free time since I was bedridden.


      I was currently convalescing from my wounds in a church located in a town called Rutel, which was located a short distance from the dungeon.


      The Criscrest Church of the Divine Way—despite the very solemn name, you can think of the organization as a combination church and hospital. Just like every other piece of fantasy media, this world’s medical treatment revolved around magic. Drawing from devout faith to their deity, or something like that, the people of the church single-handedly took on all aspects of medical care, from birth to death.


      For an adventurer, they were akin to a second home that took care of you when you were injured from battle. Whenever someone mentioned “the church” in this country, they were referring to the Criscrest Church of the Divine Way.


      …Okay, maybe I would try going for a walk.


      My wounds had already closed up, and I hadn’t been ordered to stay in my room or anything. My body was all stiff from being stuck in bed so long, so this was some much-needed movement.


      I’d lived my life completely dedicated to sword training since I was a kid, so I would start to feel restless if I went for too long without moving around. Ideally, I’d go swing my sword a bit, but Master wouldn’t like that. With that thought going through my head, I attempted to get out of bed and…


      “Gwahh—”


      I fell. I wasn’t sure whether I’d lost my balance or had gotten dizzy, but I toppled over and hit the ground shoulder-first with a loud thud like a pole being knocked over.


      For a split second, I was shocked and confused as to what had happened, until—


      “…Oh, right. My leg…”


      I was missing one now. I’d totally forgotten.


      I feel like I should explain. Strangely enough, it hadn’t really sunk in for me yet that I’d lost a limb. It wasn’t that I was being sentimental or refusing to acknowledge reality, but my left leg honestly felt like it was still attached to my body.


      This sensation is what they called a “phantom limb” back in my old life, right? Because of this, I ended up moving my body the way I always had when my mind was on other things—resulting in the current situation.


      I was glad no one else was in the room right now. It would be extremely embarrassing if my companions saw me, and they would probably get all flustered with worry. As a staunch believer in happy endings, I didn’t want to put any more of a burden on their psyches than I already had.


      My master in particular worried excessively if I seemed even a little unsteady or showed any signs of my wounds hurting. Her face would go pale, she’d get all teary-eyed, and—


      “…Walkeeeer!!”


      A silver-haired girl barged into the room with a menacing look, like a family member had been taken hostage.


      In a nutshell, she was a sorceress. She wore an absurdly large pointed witch’s hat, and a peppy little outfit consisting of a robe that seemed to hold the night itself within it, with a skirt ending just above her knees. At barely 4′3″, she looked like a child in a costume, but the luster in her silver hair and the shine in her gold-colored eyes set her apart from ordinary people. I could hardly believe she was made a disposable side character in the original manga—


      “…”


      “…Uh, hang on. This is just, uh, I just took a little tumble.”


      Anyway…


      My master’s face turned an ashen white, and I considered what sort of excuse to give her while I lay sprawled on the floor.

    
  


  
    
      II


      Lisellarte, the Sorceress


      “Walker, are you all right?! Wh-what…what happened?!”


      “Hang on, just calm down. Let me…”


      “You were pushing yourself too hard again, weren’t you?! Please you must stop doing this…!”


      She wasn’t listening. My master, her face pallid, lifted me resolutely off the floor and held me close to her chest. Hmm, she was still stiff as a—nope, not going there.


      “Foolish apprentice! How many times have I told you to rest?! I suppose it was a mistake for me to leave you by yourself after all…!”


      “Master—”


      “Y-your…your wounds, have they opened?! Hold on, I’ll call for a nun—”


      “Master…!”


      Trembling a little, she met my gaze at last. Well, she’d been looking at me from the beginning. But her eyes seemed somehow vacant, or focused on something other than me…


      There was an uncomfortable roiling in my stomach.


      “I’m sorry. I’ll be fine, so let me just get back into bed…”


      “Ah…y-yes, of course. My apologies…”


      Master helped me over to my bed. All I’d really needed was a shoulder to gently lean on, but when Master put all her effort into helping me with her small body, it had looked like a hug from up close. Even now, she seemed on the verge of tears. Oh, my stomach…


      A little about Lisellarte, who, on top of being my Master, was a mighty and prideful sorceress.


      I didn’t remember much about the Lisellarte from the original story.


      Since the entire party was meant to be disposable, they weren’t given much characterization to begin with. Since she was the de facto leader of Silver-Gray Journey, I think she was depicted talking to the manga’s protagonist for a few panels, but…no, that’s really it.


      On the other hand, all three girls of Silver-Gray Journey, Lisellarte included, were drawn in such a way that they could easily be mistaken for main characters. Maybe they would end up having some connection to the protagonist and become recurring characters, or they might even become heroines—I bet there were plenty of readers who thought the exact same thing.


      And then all the fans who were excited to keep reading were hit by the gruesome t*rture and death of the entire party. Because this was a brutal, depraved dark fantasy story…


      That’s why from here on, I’ll leave out the original manga and instead focus on describing my understanding of my master.


      Her nickname was Liselle. As indicated by her full name “Lisellarte,” which was clearly not the name of an ordinary person, she was a first-class sorceress, and she had taught me the fundamentals of magic.


      Short in stature, she appeared at first glance to be a little girl.


      Liselle claimed to be older than I was, but I didn’t know her actual age; maybe this was a woman thing. Her trademark was her absolutely huge witch hat adorned with flower petals, its elaborate lining decorated with an eye-catching design that evoked the night sky. Her shoulderless robe was a deep indigo that seemed to be woven from the night itself. Coupled with a short violet skirt and her bare feet beneath it, one found it hard to dispel the impression that she was a little girl dressed as a witch. Her eyes were a pure, clear gold, and her long silver hair was tied in two enormous pigtails that seemed to reach nearly to her feet and were decorated with charming butterfly-like ribbons.


      Her personality was typical of this “outwardly young, inwardly old” character archetype that sprang up in Japanese pop culture.


      Much like this self-professed “mighty and prideful sorceress” said, she was highly confident and got carried away easily. She was very particular about being the oldest member of the party and would try to play the wise, aged master at any opportunity. She hated people who didn’t respect her as an elder and people who judged her by her appearance. She wasn’t a fan of green peppers or onions, either.


      …At least, that was the facade she put on for the world to see.


      The truth of the matter was that, as far I could tell, Master was very much an ordinary girl. Her preference for old-timey speech and acting like an elderly woman was the fruit of her painstaking efforts to present herself as a “mighty and prideful sorceress” so as to prevent others from looking down on her. The real Master said “like” and “um” as a normal young girl would, and she didn’t have any unusual speech patterns. She wasn’t all that mentally tough, either, since her emotions could vacillate frequently between joy and anger. And when the Grim Reaper had nearly taken me out, she had become a confused mess of tears.


      Contrary to how she spoke and acted like an older woman, Liselle was actually a sensitive young girl.


      …And how was my sensitive master coping with the reality of me almost dying and losing an eye and a leg?


      From how pale her face looked and the way her small fingers trembled, the answer was plain to see.


      “Y-you are truly unharmed…? Nothing is hurting, is it? If anything in your body feels out of sorts, you let me know, and don’t try to tough it out… If there’s anything more I can do for you, then I…I…I—”


      My churning stomach let out a shriek.


      “Really, I’m fine. Sorry I worried you.”


      I wished I had even one clever follow-up line for times like this, but on top of having zero social skills, I’d become even more ineloquent since being reborn into this world as Walker. Having such a surly expression 24/7 made trying to talk to girls about as impossible as swimming against the tide.


      I was such a damn loser…


      “Now, what’s the matter? Do you need water? Or are you perhaps hungry? Whatever you need, just let your master bring it for you…”


      “No, I…”


      I wasn’t sure how to answer. I had a feeling if I told her the truth—that I just wanted to go for a walk—she would scold me with a hearty “Get some rest, foolish apprentice!” On the other hand, I probably couldn’t get away with telling her I had just fallen out of bed while half asleep.


      I concluded that there was no point in evading the question and decided to tell her the truth.


      “…I thought for a second that my left leg was still there…”


      “…”


      “…so I tried to stand up like normal. That’s all.”


      She might give me a cold stare and wonder what the heck I was talking about, but it was a small price to pay to get out of this. The higher priority for me at the moment was my stomach, which had begun twisting itself in knots. It was a thousand times better to get a blank reaction from Master than to place a burden on her mind.


      At least, that’s what I’d intended.


      “…I…see. To think, the loss of your leg… Is that difficult for you to come to terms with…?”


      “Huh?”


      “And y-your right eye, besides…! Forgive me… Walker, forgive meee…!”


      I thought my stomach was a goner.


      “Master, you have nothing to apologize for.”


      “Why…?! You’re despondent, are you not? With those wounds, you can’t even wield a sword…!”


      As she asked me this through her tears, I took a moment to stop and reflect on what she had just said. Losing both a leg and an eye at my age was definitely brutal, but I felt strangely calm about the whole thing.


      It must’ve been that…


      “Well, from the outset, I didn’t think I was going to survive this.”


      “…Huh?”


      “I protected my companions and scraped by with my life. Right now, I’m just grateful for that much…”


      I supposed because I had a half-baked idea of the original story and knew we were originally supposed to die back there, I felt like it was more than enough to have won and survived. Maybe the reality of my circumstances hadn’t set in yet because I’d just escaped from the jaws of death.


      So you see, there was no need for her to take it so seriously—


      “…Huh? Eh, uh…I-I’m…I’m sorry…! I’m sorry…!! This is all my fault for taking that job…!! I—I couldn’t do anything, and I was so useless, and, Walker, you…you’re the only one who got hurt…!!”
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      “H-hey…”


      What the hell? Quit crying! You should be glad everyone survived! If all I had to give up for everyone to make it out of there was an eye and a leg, then I’d say that was a pretty good trade! If things had gone like they were supposed to, we would’ve met a disastrous end!


      “I’m sorry…! I’m sorry…!!”


      “M-Master? Master—”


      Even if I were to move heaven and earth, it would’ve been impossible for me to comfort Liselle, who had burst into tears.


      In the end, I could do nothing but endure my stomachache until Master had finished crying her eyes out.


      My stomach… Ohhh, my stomach…
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      To tell the story of how Lisellarte—that is, Liselle—met Walker, we need to turn back the clock about six years.


      It all started when Liselle, who had been traveling alone at the time, was passing by a small town and came across a boy surrounded by four bandit wolves.


      Bandit wolves were low-class monsters like goblins and slimes—put simply, they’re small-fry. They were a fair sight larger than your average stray dog, and they had distinctive purple fur. Aside from their nimble gait and sharp fangs, however, they were nothing special. But the body language of beasts is fundamentally different from a human’s, making them more difficult to read than one would think. From time to time, they managed to wound even skilled adventurers.


      At the time, Liselle saw what she thought was a child being attacked by monsters. Although the boy was dressed in light armor like an adventurer, he was standing stock-still with his hand at the sword on his left hip. He couldn’t even move. It was common for inexperienced adventurers to freeze up in fear when faced with monsters.


      …Well, there was nothing else to do but to lend him her aid.


      Liselle was a mighty and proud sorceress. She wasn’t so good-natured as to go around helping every lost soul she came across, but she wouldn’t be much of a great sorceress if she saw a child being attacked and simply walked on by.


      Truth be told, she was looking forward to getting an intense look of respect from the boy when she gallantly fought off the bandit wolves. She started patting herself on the back, thinking that she would show him what a great sorceress could really do.


      “…?”


      …She felt a tingle.


      As a stinging sensation rippled across her skin, Liselle stopped moving. She noticed some sort of mysterious aura emanating from the sword the youth held. It wasn’t quite bloodlust, but she instinctively felt hesitant to approach any closer.


      It couldn’t be…


      The boy hadn’t been frozen in fear.


      The instant her mind began to wander, the bandit wolves pounced on the boy in unison.


      Liselle paused and tutted at herself. Immediately, she unleashed her magic and wove a spell. Right now, she needed to protect the boy, and though the bandit wolves were small-time monsters, they were known for their speed. A normal spell wouldn’t be enough at this point. She made the snap decision to discard her incantation’s power, and as she released a blindingly fast spell in a pinpoint—


      —there was a flash of silver light.


      Three of the four wolves were taken out in a single strike, and they hit the ground in the blink of an eye.


      “…?!”


      It took her a moment to process that it was the boy who’d killed them.


      For the lone wolf who’d survived the attack, this had to be the most frightening experience of its life. What should’ve been an easy hunt of a vulnerable child had ended with all its comrades dying in an instant.


      The wolf’s instincts pushed it to escape. The boy didn’t give chase as the bandit wolf ran off in a mad dash, and the quiet rustling of leaves returned to the forest.


      “…Huh? Uhhh?”


      Liselle was dumbfounded. This was the dictionary definition of “jaw-dropping.” The spell she’d been conjuring paused, and the faint particles of magic that had collected scattered and vanished.


      Suddenly snapping back to her senses, she hid behind a tree in order to observe the boy.


      He appeared to be an actual child of no older than ten. A boy fighting monsters at that age was so outrageous that she wouldn’t be surprised if he got scolded for this once an adult found out. She had a hard time reconciling his unexpected youth with the artistry of the swordplay he’d used to put down those wolves.


      The boy inspected his sword, a curved black blade with a single edge called a tulwar that wasn’t often seen in these lands. She saw a single drop of dark red wolf blood drip from the tip of the sword.


      Considering he had taken down three wolves in a single stroke, his blade was far too clean.


      That meant his technique was such that even the blood of the monsters he cut down didn’t stick to his sword.


      Wait, but just now, that was—


      Liselle sank deeper and deeper into her thoughts, in an act one might call a sorceress’s occupational hazard. The more she got wrapped up in her mind, the less she paid attention to her surroundings. As a result, it never occurred to her that her large hat and staff were sticking out from behind the tree, completely visible.


      “…Who are you?”


      “Fwahh?!”


      The next thing she knew, the boy had approached her. She leaped in surprise, stepped on her robe, and tumbled over onto her stomach.


      “Ugh.”


      “…”


      “Nngh…”


      He’d found her out. Though deep down she wanted to cry, Liselle steeled her mind and got to her feet, looking as though nothing were wrong. Remembering she must uphold the dignity of a great sorceress, she cleared her throat with a stately cough.


      Checking out her outfit, the boy cocked his head to the side in confusion.


      “…Are you a kid?”


      “Huuuh?!”


      Liselle snapped. She strode toward the boy with large, brisk steps, shouting, “No! Absolutely not! I am no child! I may look like this, but I’m many years your senior! You ought not judge people by their appearances, you whippersnapper—”


      “O-okay…?”


      Taken aback by her menacing attitude, the boy seemed bewildered. “A-all right, then… Sorry.”


      “Grr… Hmph, at least you’re mild-mannered enough to apologize. I was too harsh on you myself. My apologies.”


      Feeling satisfied, Liselle allowed a smile through. She was impressed by this sensible young boy.


      “I saw you surrounded by those bandit wolves and thought to step in and offer my assistance…but it appears I worried over nothing. That wasn’t half bad.”


      “Hmph…”


      Liselle’s praise was heartfelt, but rather than seeming pleased, the boy furrowed his brow. He sheathed his sword, looking somewhat uncomfortable.


      “…Just forget about this.”


      “…? Why?”


      “I meant to slay all of them…but one got away. I haven’t trained hard enough.”


      Liselle’s eyes went wide in astonishment. It was one thing to say he meant to kill them all, but she was amazed that even after showing off that incredible move, he seemed ashamed rather than boastful.


      At that moment, Liselle began to take an extraordinary interest in the boy in front of her.


      “Boy…you’re an adventurer, yes?”


      He nodded.


      “Have you any companions? Are you alone?”


      He shook his head to the first question and nodded to the second.


      “I haven’t been given any important jobs yet…”


      The boy looked dissatisfied. But from Liselle’s point of view, it was strange enough to see that a human child of barely ten years of age had been given permission to go adventuring alone without even an older adventurer to accompany him. Had she not seen his skill with the blade, she might have been furious with the guild for their negligent oversight.


      What a profoundly fascinating child. Liselle’s lips widened into a smile.


      “…Say, boy. Would you mind showing me that Strength spell once more?”


      As the name implies, the Strength spell was the most rudimentary way one could enhance one’s physical abilities. It was an important incantation that could mean the difference between life and death for adventurers and knights who were facing off against strong monsters.


      A questioning look appeared on the boy’s face, one that seemed to ask, Why would you want to see that?


      “Come now, isn’t it plain to see I’m a sorceress? I felt something was off with your Strength spell.”


      “Hrm…”


      “The more you improve, the more refined your swordsmanship will be, don’t you think?”


      The boy’s reply was instant. “Refine my swordplay?” As soon as the words left his mouth, his decision was made, and he bowed his head with the vigor of a fish biting at the line.


      “If you’d teach me, then please…!”


      “Hrm-hrm, it’s an elder’s duty to guide the younger folks.”


      Liselle was feeling pretty good. It had been some time since she’d been able to speak to someone as receptive as this boy. Someone more dim-witted would have treated her like a child without believing anything she said. She was getting fed up with blasting such people away with her magic.


      Immediately, the boy concentrated his magic and cast Strength. His cast time was a bit faster than average, and his proficiency wasn’t too bad, either. She gathered he’d been quite diligent in his studies for someone his age.


      And yet…


      “How shall I put this…? You’re quite inconsistent.”


      “Inconsistent…?”


      His technique was messy, wasteful, and inefficient. For example, rather than carrying something straight down a well-maintained central road to town, it was as if he was going out of his way to carry it down dark and winding back alleys at a great struggle.


      He was doing a decent enough job of strengthening his body, but it wouldn’t last long due to the strain he was putting on his magic reserves. Liselle was astonished.


      “How are you even using this spell…? What sort of careless fool taught you magic?”


      “…Uh… Um, I kinda taught myself,” the boy replied, stumbling over his words.


      “…You what?”


      “I just figured out I could do it. The spell, I mean… I’m not sure how.”


      Liselle sighed in acceptance. Once in a while, you did get someone who spontaneously found themselves able to cast magic without any instruction. But since those people didn’t necessarily understand the fundamentals of magic, their spell invocations often ended up as sloppy as a child’s drawing.


      “The way you cast it, the spell won’t last long.”


      The boy nodded.


      “If I keep it up for about four hours, I feel like I’ll collapse…”


      “Huh? Y-you can keep it up for four hours…? That’s a considerable amount of magic reserve.”


      “When I first started, I couldn’t hold it for more than five minutes.”


      “Oh…? N-now wait, you couldn’t possibly—”


      “I collapsed a fair few times, but eventually, I learned how to maintain it for longer.”


      Liselle bonked the boy with the side of her hand.


      “Ouch…”


      “You dimwit! Who would even train like that nowadays?!”


      It was true that, similar to physical strength, magical ability could be increased by through training. However, much like how no one was foolish enough to train their body to the point of passing out every day, training one’s magic long enough to collapse was a thing of the distant past.


      In fact, it was possible to push oneself too far and die through such methods of training.


      That was what this boy was boasting about right now.


      “You…listen here, boy! Had you slipped up, you could’ve shuffled off this mortal coil a long time ago! Gracious, how long have you been doing this? A few weeks? A month?!”


      “…Seven years?”


      “S-s-s-seven years? Seven?! You’ve been using that mess of a spell for seven years?! How many times have you passed out? Just—no, wait… Why you…! Dummy! Stupid dummy! What the heck are you even doing?! Seven years! Why’d you push yourself that hard for so long?! I’ve never met anyone as dumb as you!”


      Liselle was a mighty and proud sorceress. Because she was mighty and proud, when she saw magic being used in an inefficient, illogical manner that ran counter to her personal values, she tended to break out in goose bumps and get so irritated that she couldn’t control herself.


      And when Liselle lost control that way, she balled her hands into fists and swung them around.


      “You’re not allowed to train like that anymore! You’re done! You could, like, actually die someday if you keep that up, okay?!”


      “Uh, o-okay…”


      But whether or not the boy was listening to her, he gazed at her like there was something he wanted to say. Liselle glared straight back at him.


      “What? What’s with that face? You got something to say?!”


      “N-no… It’s just, you started speaking a little differently…”


      “…Uh.”


      Returning to her senses, Liselle cleared her throat and lowered her voice to her mighty, prideful tone.


      “In any case, you’ve no one to teach you magic, do you? Our meeting today must be the work of fate. I was planning to rest at the town nearby, so I’ll give you some pointers in the meantime.”


      “Huh? Wait, but—”


      “Perhaps I ought to put it this way: For pity’s sake, let me train you. I can’t in good conscience allow you to keep casting magic that way.”


      “…Hey, about how you started talking earlier—”


      “Shut up! Forget about that! It doesn’t matter, so listen to what I’m telling you!! I’m, like, way older than you, okay?!”


      “R-right…”


      Looking back on it, Walker thought it was a very strange meeting.


      And that’s how, with no more discussion to be had, Liselle decided to instruct the boy—Walker—in the ways of magic. Walker stayed rent-free in a room of a tiny inn in town. Both his parents had died when he was very young. The inn’s proprietress had seen him roaming the streets and sleeping outside and took pity on him, allowing him to live there for free.


      Taking advantage of this situation, Liselle rented the room right next to his.


      “Very well, let’s get started right away.”


      “…?”


      Seeing the mountain of books and sheaves of paper piled high on the table, Walker tilted his head in confusion.


      “What’s all this?”


      “What are they? These are grimoires, boy, grimoires. You can buckle down and learn all the fundamentals with these.”


      Walker’s expression became incredibly sullen. To be specific, he looked as miserable as Liselle did when someone served her green peppers at dinner.


      “What’s with the sour look, sonny? Don’t tell me you can’t read?”


      “…I hate studying with books.”


      “Huh?”


      “Teach me how I can put this stuff into practice right away. That’s what works best for me.”


      Liselle bonked him with her hand.


      “Ow…”


      “Dim-witted boy! Don’t take magic so lightly. It’s imperative to understand the sort of power you’re dealing with! You can’t wield a sword without knowing what it is, can you? This is the same thing!”


      “Ugh…”


      Thus did the curtain rise on Master Liselle’s special lessons…


      “…And that is how the basic theory for what we now widely refer to as ‘magic’ was formed. Using this theory, magic that was long used by spirits of the dead could be broadly classified as ‘spirit magic’—Hey, quit nodding off! Wake up! WAKE! UP! We still have five pages to get through! Is learning from books that excruciating for you?!”


      Liselle had set things up to give her lessons facing Walker, so he quickly abandoned his attempts to slip off to the world of dreams at the first opportunity. Liselle would pull up a chair right beside Walker in order to sit shoulder to shoulder with him.


      “Here, I’ll read this with you. Once we’ve completed this chapter, we’ll try putting it into practice. Stick with it, now.”


      “All right…”


      “You’re hopeless, I swear…”


      The mighty and prideful sorceress Liselle was at a loss for how to deal with Walker, who hated studying more than she could have possibly imagined. Had this been a real school of magic, Walker would have been the problem student who was constantly made to stand in the hallway.


      But once they got to the practical part of the lesson, she was left wondering what all that had been about.


      “Why…WHY? Zero points! You got ZERO points on your last quiz! So how the heck did you pull that off so easily?! Don’t waste your talents showing off like that!”


      “I told you, I learn faster by doing.”


      “…Yes, I know quite well. You’re the type to master skills through experience. Haah…”


      “Speaking of which, I’ve figured this out, so let’s move on to Strength already.”


      “How dare you take advantage of my kindness, you dim-witted boy!!”


      But even though he was a handful, Liselle still found teaching him pretty fun. In the beginning, she only meant to rectify his sloppy, chicken-scratch spellcasting. But before she knew it, she was by his side at all hours of the day, almost like family, teaching him magic at any spare moment. It felt like he was her little brother whom she couldn’t leave on his own.


      One week later, with Walker having cast Strength correctly, the flash of his sword seemed like it could be powerful enough to take out five bandit wolves in an instant.


      Years later, Liselle would still remember the expression that crossed Walker’s face at that moment.


      He didn’t smile often, but just this once, he burst out laughing much like any other boy his age might do.


      “…Master! Please you’ve gotta teach me more magic!”


      “…!”


      …Master! This boy…he just called me Master!


      Master, Master, Master, Master… The sweet sound of that word echoed around endlessly inside Liselle’s head.


      Liselle was a mighty and prideful sorceress. It was unspoken yet common knowledge among the sorcerer community that any first-rate sorcerer was expected to have an apprentice. “It’s absurd to call anyone without an apprentice a first-rate sorcerer! And the sorcerers who can get away without having any are second-rate! Hee-hee…!” This was the sort of thing you heard about nearly every day.


      But Liselle didn’t have an apprentice. She’d never had one.


      She had a childlike body. Anyone would assume she was a kid from a single glance. Never mind her real age or abilities, no one would want to be the apprentice of someone who looked like a ten-year-old girl at best—or so it seemed.


      In short, Liselle was alone.


      She was the subject of mockery, and people were always telling her things like “Only second-rate sorceresses are allowed to get away with not having an apprentice, hee-hee!” For a mighty and prideful sorceress, this was a matter of life or death. Much like her childlike figure, Liselle’s lack of an apprentice had become a huge preoccupation for her.


      What would happen if someone were to call her “Master” with that intense expression, if someone were to beg to study under her?


      “Heh-heh-heh-heh-heh-heh… Hmm, well, well, wellll… You wish to continue studying magic under my tutelage, do youuu? I—I suppose I am quite an impressive sorceress, am I not? So it’s only natural that you’d wish to become my apprentice, yes? Oh, you’ve got me there… But here I am, with so much on my plate already…”


      “Uh…well, if you’re too busy, then I guess not—”


      “Don’t back down so quickly! Keep pushing!! You want me to teach you magic, don’t you?!”


      “Huh…? Yeah, but if you can’t, then it’s fine—”


      “Don’t you go telling me ‘it’s fine,’ you foolish boy! G-go on, once more! What…do you…want from me?!”


      “…I want you to teach me magic, so please make me your apprentice, Master?”


      “…Mm-hmm. Very good, very good. I—I suppose I’ve little choice, then! In that case, I shall make you my apprentice. Eh-heh-heh.”


      So it went.


      The lonely sorceress was incredibly simpleminded.
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      She remembered so many things.


      Meeting Walker for the first time. Gaining her very first apprentice.


      From that point on, Liselle couldn’t bring herself to leave Walker’s side, and she started sticking her nose into his business at every opportunity. It was also convenient that Walker’s skill, far beyond his age, put him at something of a distance from others in the guild.


      Because of that, she was able to hog him all to herself.


      Her first ever student. Whenever it came to mind, she couldn’t help thinking of how precious he was.


      “Nwaaaa… Morning… Been training with your sword again…?”


      “Yes, every day.”


      Alongside his magic studies, Walker never missed a single day of sword training. While Liselle wasn’t much of a morning person, by the time she opened her eyes every morning, Walker had already finished his sword training and washed up. It was no exaggeration to say that any time he wasn’t eating, sleeping, or attending Liselle’s lessons, he’d be swinging his sword.


      “You certainly do love the blade.”


      “I’m not sure I’d say that myself, but it’s all I’m good at.”


      Of course, Walker wasn’t literally born from a sword, but you might be forgiven for thinking so after seeing how seriously he took his craft. He was still only a ten-year-old child, but he was skilled enough to make even a veteran break out in a cold sweat. He used what he called battoujutsu, an extremely swift style of swordsmanship she’d never seen nor heard of before. It surely took no ordinary amount of blood, sweat, and tears to train this way.


      Walker would undoubtedly make a name for himself as a first-class swordsman before long. She’d asked him if he wanted to become a knight, but his answer had been a little vague. He was so absorbed in mastering the blade in the present that it seemed he hadn’t much considered his future.


      So when Liselle thought she’d become adequately familiar with his swordplay and magical skill, she made a bold invitation.


      “W-Walker. Um…I’m not certain if you’d have an interest in this, but…how would you like to start a party with me?”


      Given his age, it wasn’t unusual that Walker didn’t have a clear idea of what to do with his future. But at the same time, he was at the right age to hold those vague dreams and ideals close and start preparing for adulthood, little by little.


      Any moment now, some knight or adventurer might whisk him away.


      She couldn’t let anyone steal her precious, adorable, very first apprentice. She figured that by forming a party with Walker, she could at least keep anyone else from running off with him and stay by his side as his master no matter what.


      Lonely as she was, Liselle’s affections toward her apprentice were serious, indeed.


      But it would all be pointless if Walker himself didn’t agree to it. If he simply refused her, that would be one thing. But if he recoiled by saying something like “Huh? I wouldn’t want to do that… Did I give you the wrong idea…?” then she might seriously consider throwing herself into the sea. However…


      “Really? Thanks, that would be great!”


      “…!”


      He accepted her proposal rather anticlimactically. She grabbed at him with great fervor.


      “R-really? You really mean it?!”


      “Y-yeah. I’m already your apprentice, so it makes sense, right…?”


      “Y-yes. Yes, that’s true…”


      Incidentally, when she returned to her room afterward, she was too weak with relief to stand and so happy that she shed a few tears. It may seem overdramatic, but much like how Walker stood out from the guild because his skills were so far beyond his age, the fact that Liselle was only seen as a child despite being a mighty and prideful sorceress meant she was always feeling the sting of loneliness.


      This was especially true for Liselle because she wasn’t exactly human and was over one hundred years old at that. She’d lived in a remote region far from humanity for more than half her life, so she had no friends to speak of. She’d leveraged her magical knowledge to become a royal scholar for a time, but she felt ill at ease with those around her due to her differing views on magic and so had fallen into playing at being an adventurer. Worse still, other adventurers treated her with kid gloves no matter where she went.


      In short, she was lonelier than she thought she’d be.


      All Liselle wanted was for someone to accept her the way she was without caring about her appearance—someone she could be with without any worries.


      And when Walker suddenly became her apprentice in the middle of this, she was helpless against the overwhelming tide of affection she felt for him.


      Forming a party was worthy of commemoration, and she spent three days and nights coming up with the name for it: Silver-Gray Journey.


      “…Silver-Gray Journey?”


      “Y-yes. What say you?”


      “Does it mean something?”


      “W-well…”


      She couldn’t say it. Silver and gray. Silver was for the color of Liselle’s hair, and gray was for Walker’s. In other words, Silver-Gray Journey was Liselle and Walker’s place to be together. There was no way she could tell Walker the name was loaded with the possessiveness she felt over him—


      “I just rather like the way the words sound next to each other. Not too shabby, eh?”


      It would be fine, right? He wouldn’t read into it, would he? If he uncovered this and backed out by saying something like “Sorry, but that’s sort of… I never said I wanted to start a party with you…,” then she’d strongly consider hanging herself. However…


      “…I like it. It’s cool.”


      “Y-yes. Yes, of course…”


      That was how Silver-Gray Journey was formed, the implications of its name fortunately being lost on Walker.


      They were a party with no special dreams or convictions, whose members lived and traveled as they pleased. They took on jobs and helped people, slew monsters for money, and on occasion, took actual journeys outside of town. It wasn’t much more than that, but just being with Walker was more fun than anything Liselle had done before.


      And the more you travel, the more people you’re bound to meet.


      “Walker, sir! Um, please take me on as your apprentice! I l-l-love the way you wield your sword!”


      “Huh?”


      While traveling through a town near the outskirts of the royal capital, they encountered Euritia, a swordswoman of small stature who became so captivated by Walker’s swordplay that she begged to become his apprentice.


      “Hey, take me along, too. Walker… Do you want to make each other feel good?”


      “Huuuh?!”


      Before Liselle knew it, Walker had somehow hit it off with Atri, a heavy warrior and tough-girl type who joined their party on the spur of the moment.


      With the addition of two more members, the party achieved its current lineup.


      At first, Liselle was jealous that she could no longer have Walker all to herself…but she realized Euritia and Atri were truly nice girls, and they all soon became as dear to one another as family.


      She assumed that from then on, the four of them would keep living out their days having fun together.


      “…He escaped with his life. However…his left leg was severed, and he’ll never see out of his right eye again.”


      But this was the reality of it.


      After Walker had exhausted all his strength to defeat the Grim Reaper, they’d spent half a day carrying him to the Cristcrest Church of the Divine Way in the closest town. With a sick feeling in her stomach, and going without a drop of water or a wink of sleep, she prayed fervently that the church’s holy magic could heal Walker’s wounds. But as a beautiful dawn broke, Liselle was met with a result that knocked her into the depths of hell.


      “…Severed?”


      “…Yes. I’m afraid so.”


      “…”


      As the elderly nun spoke those words, Liselle could no longer comprehend anything that lay before her. She felt a sense of loss, as if her entire body had been hollowed out. Her vision twisted and distorted, and she found herself slumped on the ground, her hands on the floor.


      “N-no…”


      Euritia’s voice trembled as if it was on the verge of breaking.


      “Wh-why…can’t you heal…?”


      “The treatment went as well as could be expected…and so here we are.”


      The nun’s face was tinged with sorrow at the powerlessness she must have felt for how little they could do.


      “He was fortunate to escape with his life…he was reckless,” she said. “That boy’s leg…it was torn to pieces. He must have forced it to keep moving with magic. I have no idea how that’s possible, but it certainly wasn’t a good use of magic. The wounds were horribly burned, and the bone was—well, it was a terrible sight.”


      “…”


      “It is possible to reattach limbs using holy magic—provided the wound site isn’t in too bad of shape. That was absolutely not the case for this boy’s leg.”


      The nun’s words reverberated meaninglessly in Liselle’s head, like noise in a vast, empty space.


      “The gash to his right eye was deep, too. It must have been made with a very large blade. It’s a miracle his skull wasn’t damaged… We’ll have to wait until he wakes to find out whether or not he’ll lose sight in that eye…”


      The nun bit back her words. Though she spoke as if there was hope, it just made things more painful. Even without saying anything, the implication was clear.


      “When you’ve been a nun for as long as I have, eventually, you’re able to tell at a glance whether or not you’ll be able to heal someone in time… I can say this now that everything’s settled, but the moment I saw that boy…oh, I didn’t think he was going to make it. That was how badly he was wounded.”


      “…”


      “That he even survived makes it feel as though God is protecting him… That’s what you ought to give thanks for right now.”


      Impossible. There was nothing to be grateful for. Anyone who’d rejoice after hearing all that must be out of their mind.


      Liselle realized how dire Walker’s injuries were. It was tearing away at her soul that her irreplaceable apprentice was so seriously injured that even the church’s nuns had given up on him.


      Ever since he was young, Walker had always been the kind of person who lived by the sword. Even after Liselle became his master and he began studying magic, he never missed a day of sword training. He was such a fool for the sword that he admitted to himself he’d never had the talent for anything else in his life.


      Taking away the leg and eye of someone like that…


      Even if he was going to live, it was—


      “…!!”


      Atri was the first to snap. Refusing to comprehend the reality of the situation, she turned her back on it all, fleeing the church like a child trying to run and hide.


      And the truth was, she was trying to escape. As a foreigner to this country, her circumstances were a little unique, and she had something of an unusual pride and fixation with fighting to protect her comrades. That was part of her faith. Someone like her must have felt extraordinary despair at being protected by someone else and at being responsible for their sustaining grisly wounds.


      “Ah…! L-Liselle, Atri just…!”


      Euritia hesitated over whether to go after her. After all, according to their roles in the party, Liselle should’ve been the one to take action. It was her duty as leader to support her companions by conducting herself in a stouthearted manner, no matter the difficulty they faced.


      But Liselle didn’t move. There was no strength in her body.


      “…Leave Liselle to me. If you wish to chase after that girl, then go ahead,” said the elderly nun.


      “…All right. Please do,” said Euritia.


      In the end, Euritia, encouraged by the elderly nun, followed after her.


      Liselle never looked up even once. From above, the nun scolded her in a slightly harsh voice.


      “Gracious…you are not exactly human, are you? You may appear to be a child, but you’re certainly the oldest person here, yes? What will become of them if you don’t pull yourself together? That girl has far more backbone than you do.”


      It was true. Liselle and Atri had barely even spoken since they’d retreated to the church, with Euritia handling most interactions with the nuns. Though she was the youngest member of the party, she was doing a far more admirable job than Liselle.


      It was pathetic, especially since Euritia was surely hurting enough to want to cry herself.


      “Shall I show you to his room? Or we could wait until tomorrow, if you’d like.”


      “…”


      Liselle finally raised her head, wiping away her tears.


      She wasn’t exactly prepared. She wasn’t sure if she could accept this reality. If she saw Walker in his current state, she would probably start crying again.


      But even so, she didn’t want to leave him all by himself.


      She feared that if she wasn’t by his side, he might vanish entirely.


      Any adventurer knew the dangers of a dungeon, no matter how small.


      They were hazardous places where monsters spawned without end until the boss was defeated, strongholds of evil that humanity had to fully traverse. Many adventurers dreamed of the treasure lying in wait within them, and it was for that very reason that countless warriors fell there, never to see the light of day again.


      However, that wasn’t the case for dungeons that had already been cleared. Dungeons without a boss monster lost the ability to spawn new monsters, in time eroding into ruins. Occasionally, such places were overrun by ruffians or monsters from elsewhere. To maintain public safety, it was particularly important to continuously monitor dungeons that were near human settlements even after they’d been cleared out. For that reason the guild would periodically commission adventurers to enter cleared dungeons, who used it as an opportunity to search for undiscovered treasure, to recoup traveling expenses, or as dungeon infiltration training.


      All of this was common practice.


      But what if the dungeon hadn’t been fully cleared out, and monsters that would threaten the lives of even an S-rank party lay in wait? Who in the world could have been prepared for an insane situation like that?


      “…Walker…”


      When they reached the sickroom where Walker was staying, he was in an incredibly deep sleep.


      He was clearly in a bad state. His wounds had been treated with holy magic, but his right eye was ruined, the lower part of his left leg had been amputated, and fresh scars were visible on his skin through the openings in his hospital gown. Liselle had never seen a person with such serious injuries before.


      His breathing was quiet. So quiet that she wondered fearfully if he was even alive, if his heart had stopped beating—


      “Ngh…”


      Liselle leaned in close to his sleeping form, resting her ear against the left side of his chest to listen to his heartbeat. She could hear that unmistakable pulse, but it didn’t bring her the relief it should have, and she returned unsteadily to her chair.


      This exact same thing could happen again and again.


      It had been an hour since the elderly nun had left, and Liselle was already devastated and horrified by the reality that lay before her.


      Above all, she heard the nun’s voice in her head, insisting she should be thankful Walker was alive.


      Ridiculous. How selfish that was. Maybe his life had been spared, but she couldn’t help thinking that anyone who could look at Walker right now and feel grateful must be out of their mind.


      Now that he was missing an eye and a leg, Walker’s career as an adventurer was virtually over. In fact, she couldn’t even be certain he would be able to live an ordinary life from here on out.


      Walker was so gifted with the sword, and a bright future had lain ahead of him. Now that future had been shattered into pieces.


      And it was no one’s fault but Liselle’s.


      As the party leader, Liselle had been responsible for accepting the job that led them there.


      “…I’m sorry…”


      It’s good to do work like this from time to time, she’d thought frivolously when accepting the request. It’ll be a little bit like taking a trip while we’re at it. As the person in charge of her party, she should have realized there was something off about the dungeon. No, as a self-proclaimed “mighty and prideful sorceress,” she should have at least been powerful enough to do something in the end.


      But reality had transpired much differently than that.


      And it was all her fault.


      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry…”


      Liselle was Walker’s magic teacher.


      To her, Walker was her dear apprentice and the most important person in the entire world. He was truly the apple of her eye.


      …and I’m the one who destroyed my darling apprentice’s life.


      If only I hadn’t had that stupid idea.


      If only I’d been more reliable.


      It’s all because I couldn’t do anything.


      Because I was weak.


      It’s my fault. It’s my fault. It’s my fault. It’s my fault. It’s my fault.


      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”


      …Had the elderly nun been nearby, she may have tried to scold Liselle or talk some sense into her.


      But that wasn’t the case. Having stayed up through the night, her enormous task completed, she’d already retired to her room. Neither Euritia nor Atri had returned, either. That had left Liselle to determine that she was the one who’d destroyed Walker’s life and that no matter how she tried to atone, her sins would never be forgiven.


      Her eyes now dull, she kept repeating the same words over and over.


      If the feelings in a person’s heart could be seen with human eyes…


      …then at that moment, Liselle’s would have transformed into a chaotic mess, shaped like something twisted and ominous.

    
  


  
    
      III


      Euritia, the Swordswoman


      “Gwuh—”


      I let out a frog-like noise as something yanked my collar.


      When I opened my eyes, I found the sickroom flooded with moonlight. The pale bluish-white moon of this world was so huge and bright that even at night, you could go without a lamp. You obviously couldn’t read a book by the moonlight, but it was bright enough to get a good idea of what was going on around you.


      “…Master?”


      Liselle held on to my arm as she looked at me from her side with a sleepy expression.


      Wait—she was really clinging to me.


      She was trembling.


      “What’s wrong…?”


      “…on’t…”


      She was saying something.


      I leaned closer to her and strained my ears…


      “…Don’t go anywhere. Don’t go anywhere. Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me alone. Please don’t go…anywhere. Please, please, please, please…”


      “…”


      Now grasping the situation, I sat upright again and let out a sigh that was absorbed by the ceiling. Ahh…this again.


      It was a bad dream—well, it sounds childish when I say it like that. But put simply, it was trauma. At night, Liselle would have these sudden flashbacks to the moment I almost died, and all she could do was cling to me like this.


      Still, despite the severity of my injuries, I thought sleeping with me every night was going a little overboard.


      But ultimately, the main reason I had to do this was because my master said so.


      “…”


      Ahh, damn, my stomach hurt—but I couldn’t say that.


      And this girl right here was the reason why.


      Say what you like, but I felt a sense of responsibility.


      I didn’t think I had done anything wrong. I was the only one who could’ve defeated the Grim Reaper in that situation, with what little knowledge I had of the original manga. I had needed to do it. In order to snatch everyone from the jaws of death, I had to be ready to actually put my life on the line.


      That was the only path forward.


      But…but still…


      I should probably…think about how I thought it was okay for me to die. Seriously.


      As someone who was reincarnated here, I’d already died once, and I knew this was the world of a manga. Since I was a “foreign substance” that wasn’t supposed to be here in the first place, I figured if anyone ought to steel themselves for the worst, it should be me. So I threw away my own life.


      But there was a huge difference between sacrificing yourself out of desperation and understanding and facing the weight behind that decision, even if the end result was the same.


      That was definitely where I’d messed up.


      Master knew I would tried to lay down my life while thinking that way—and that was why she was so despondent now.


      What a stupid story.


      Wake up already. So I realized I was in the world of a manga and remembered a pitiful amount of knowledge from the original narrative, and suddenly I thought I was omnipotent?


      Even if I was reincarnated, even if I did know stuff from the manga, even if I wasn’t supposed to be here in the first place, the me who was here right now was Walker.


      I needed to etch this into the depths of my soul: There was only one Walker in this world.


      Otherwise, I’d have no right to even talk about “pulling everyone back together.”


      “…”


      I sighed and lay back down on my side once more, drawing Master’s small head close to my chest.


      At the very least, I could make sure she heard my heartbeat.
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      “Good mooorning, Walker…”


      Dawn broke soon enough, and the sun showed its face on another early morning. The door opened as if by a gust of wind, and someone softly entered my room.


      Of all the skills I’d acquired since reincarnating into this world, there was one I liked to call “being able to sense someone nearby even while I’m asleep.”


      It’s no exaggeration to say that this was a critical, even indispensable skill for any adventurer. In this dark fantasy world, just like every other world of sword and sorcery, people’s main modes of transportation included walking, horses, and boats. Whether you were going on an everyday adventure or taking a job from the guild, if you couldn’t reach your destination in a single day, it wasn’t uncommon to have to camp somewhere out of necessity.


      Sleeping in nature inevitably carried the risk of being attacked by monsters and ruffians—this world’s catchall term for “bad guys.”


      If you had a sorcerer who could use barrier magic or you could afford to hide a barrier crystal in your clothes, it was a different story. But most parties ended up having to take turns on watch duty throughout the night. And if you were doing that, it was a little unsafe to sleep too soundly without precautions, no matter how many comrades were keeping watch for you.


      You could do it even with a lookout, but if you were by yourself, you wouldn’t get a wink of sleep without this skill. I guess you could say it was one of the occupational hazards of being an adventurer.


      In my case, I’d learned it naturally while training with my grandfather, who taught me the sword as a child. Jumping to your feet as soon as you sensed someone’s presence—I never thought you could do something like that outside of a manga, but I guess I was technically in one now. The common sense of people from Earth didn’t necessarily apply when it came to the capabilities of people living in a dark fantasy world.


      “Walkeeer… It’s morniiing…”


      The person who had sneaked into my room came up to my bed, speaking in a kind whisper.


      Yeah, it was our party’s swordswoman, Euritia, who was a few years my junior. Since I knew who she was, there was no reason for me to leap out of bed, so I let myself linger like that in my half-asleep state.


      “…”


      What the—? I could sense her staring down at me, unblinking.


      “…Such…terrible wounds…”


      It seemed as though she was looking at the wound on my right eye. The gash had left a scar stretching from my forehead to my cheek, the kind so flashy you never saw it anywhere but manga. For a girl as young as Euritia, it was probably the most painful-looking thing she’d ever seen—


      “Walker, you mustn’t be so reckless. I’ll never let you do such a thing again. You can leave everything to us from now on, and you can turn to us for anything, too. I’ve gotten much stronger, so I’ll put my all into supporting you. Whether you’re awake or asleep, we’ll take care of your every need. You won’t have to do a thing, all right? No matter what it is, we’ll always, always—”


      This was freaky. Someone hanging around by your pillow and muttering in your ear like a ghost would make anyone shudder in fear.


      I opened my eyes.


      “Wah—g-good morning, Walker! Did I wake you up?”


      But standing there was a perfectly normal sight: Euritia, who could put a huge smile on anyone’s face. Hmm, maybe I’d misheard, but I could’ve sworn she was saying something that would make my stomach start twisting…


      Well, never mind.


      “Morning, Euritia.”


      “Yes, good morning!”


      A little about our party’s youngest member, our swordswoman prodigy, Euritia.


      To be honest, my memory of her manga counterpart was not great. I had no reason to dislike her, of course. But in the party wipe I mentioned previously, her last moments were particularly…um…


      I’d be much happier if I could have wiped it from my memory. What, it doesn’t matter if something THAT awful happens to a background character who only appears in one chapter? That author was seriously messed up…


      I really did think my desperate struggle was worth it in the end. This girl was alive right now and smiling at me—that was enough for me to be at peace with losing a leg and an eye.


      Leaving out the original author for a minute, this was my view of Euritia.


      First off, her age. She was the youngest member of our party at thirteen, four years younger than me. In my previous life, she would still have been in middle school. In this world, it was common for children to work or wield weapons, but an adventurer as young as her was a rare sight.


      Sweet would be a good word to describe her. She had pale pink, almost white, hair that fell in a soft, fluffy bob around the top of her shoulders. Her peach-colored eyes were gentle, and she had flower ornaments decorating either side of her head, which gracefully enhanced her innocent yet elegant impression.


      Her classy outfit, which was white with red and pink flourishes, was a little too dapper to be called an adventurer’s light armor, and it might be more appropriate to describe it as the outfit of a noble’s daughter. In truth, she was from the royal capital and part of a family with a noteworthy lineage, so I suppose you could say she was the most well-bred member of our party.


      As you might imagine from her appearance, she was a very mild-mannered and gentle person. Delicate and graceful, she spoke modestly and respectfully to everyone and was just a little shy around strangers. Though she was taller than Master, who had the body of a young girl, Euritia still had a small frame. If not for the fact that she wore a tulwar at her hip like I did, one might never take her for an adventurer, going off her appearance. Anyone would be forgiven for thinking right out of the gate there was no way this late bloomer of a girl could wield a sword and fight monsters.


      But she wasn’t to be taken lightly. She was a wunderkind with the sword who could put your average knight to shame. Although she treated me with great respect and even idolized me a bit, to be honest, I think she was actually stronger than I had been at her age.


      “You too, Liselle, rise and shine! It’s morning!”


      “Mmph…”


      Despite being the youngest of all of us, Euritia had become something of a big sister—or maybe mother—to the rest of the party. Since my communication skills were pretty lacking, Master was like a little girl, and Atri didn’t care for much besides fighting, Euritia was the most dependable of us all.


      She looked so natural trying to wake my snoozing master, who was still clinging to my arm, that I could hardly believe she was only thirteen.


      “Nguh… Fwahhh, morning, is it…?”


      “Yes, good morning. Time to get up!”


      “Nooo…”


      “Enough of those nooos from you! Look, Walker can’t get up with you like that…”


      “Uhh…”


      “L-Liselle… Please…”


      Hmm, Master was lacking in charm…she was more or less always like that when she woke up in the morning. If her usual “mighty and prideful” self was her Master Mode, then you might say this right here was her Little Girl Mode.


      That aside, I was glad she seemed to be getting some decent, nightmare-free sleep. I lifted her up with Euritia’s help and sat her on the edge of the bed. Master yawned and groaned in her usual fashion, drooping against my arm like she just couldn’t bring herself to let it go.


      …Was Master seriously older than I was? Like, she wasn’t gonna tell me one day “I’m dis many!” and hold up seven fingers, right? How in the world did she manage to travel alone before we met…?


      “Here you are, Walker.”


      “Ah, thanks.”


      Euritia handed me a hot towel from a wooden pail. It was probably prepared by the nuns, but someone so much younger than me being so dependable put me in an awkward position…


      Since I’d lost my eye and leg, Euritia had been offering her support in all sorts of ways to the point that it was a little self-sacrificing. She came in every morning to check on me just like this, went out to buy whatever I might need without hesitation, and on top of preparing meals, even tried to help me clean myself up at night—which of course, I respectfully refused for the sake of my own pride…


      But it wasn’t just me; she’d also been looking after Master and Atri in a bunch of little ways. If anything, she’d been taking care of us since before I got injured. But for the time being, she was doing everything in her power to let me rest and heal without worrying about a thing.


      You may wonder, wasn’t I embarrassed to have such a young girl doing all this for me? Yes, I felt terrifically guilty…


      I had to hurry up and get used to life with one leg so I could at least get back to taking care of myself again.


      “I’ll place your breakfast here, so please eat it with Liselle when she wakes up.”


      “All right.”


      “And…well, is there anything I can do for you today? Any task you might have for me is fine. I simply can’t let you want for anything…!”


      “Hm…I’m okay right now. I just need to get used to the changes to my body a little at a time.”


      I didn’t think I’d said anything strange, but she looked at me with a downcast expression.


      “Um… Do you feel as though you can’t rely on me…?”


      “No, it’s actually the opposite. I’m relying on you so much that it feels like I’m becoming dependent on you.”


      “…B-but isn’t it a good thing? That you can depend on me?”


      Man, this was bad. Depending on a thirteen-year-old girl for every single thing would have been a huge issue back in my old life.


      “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.”


      “…I can’t do that.”


      “Just—”


      “I do worry. That’s only normal, isn’t it? You did something reckless and almost died, and now look at you… I simply cannot bear to leave you to your own devices. You mustn’t act recklessly from now on, or I will never forgive you. I-I’m not angry with you, all right? I’m simply worried for you. If something were to happen again, that could be the end for you. I don’t want that to happen… That’s why we’ve all decided to protect you, Walker, so that we don’t make the same mistake again. I’m going to work hard to get much, much, much, much, MUCH stronger so that you can count on me for anything…! That being said, is there anything I can do for you?”


      “…Uh, no, I already—”


      “Is there anything I can do for you?”


      “Euri—”


      “Is there anything I can do for you?”


      Now you’re just acting like an NPC whose dialogue is on loop until the player gives the right answer.


      Euritia, you may have a smile on your lips, but your eyes are sad. The truth is, you aren’t really smiling at all. I resisted the stinging pain in my stomach.


      “…Th-then please get me a glass of water. And some extra for Master as well would be nice.”


      “Ah… Forgive me. I didn’t even realize…! I’ll fetch you a glass right away!”


      The moment I made my request, the unsettling aura surrounding Euritia dissipated like it had never existed. For a moment, I listened to the happy pitter-patter of her footsteps dashing away, then looked to the floor and let out an enormous sigh.


      “…Time to give rehab my all.”


      Yeah, things couldn’t keep going this way. As long as I couldn’t participate in daily life, I’d be putting more mental burden on the girls, just like what had happened with Master the other day. It didn’t matter if I needed to use a wheelchair or a prosthetic leg—I had to rejoin society one way or another and learn to do things on my own.


      Maybe it was because I remembered our miserable fate in the original story that I wished so earnestly for a happy future for my companions. This may have been a dark fantasy world where people’s lives were trivial, but it was focused on adventurers and knights fighting monsters, and by and large, the people living in town were depicted as living peaceful lives.


      Meeting a wonderful partner one day, taking hold of some ordinary happiness—I’d be moved beyond words to accomplish something like that.


      Right now, the church was in the middle of preparing a prosthetic leg for me, but I wasn’t sure what that would look like in this world.


      If it was some magic item that allowed me to walk easily just by wearing it, then my future would be a lot brighter.


      After that, Master awakened from Little Girl Mode, told Euritia “I’m staying with Walker, so you just leave his care to me, lass!” and successfully got the girl to back off.


      However…


      “Very well, I’ll be nearby hunting monsters until midday. I’ll be sure to bring back your share as well, Mentor, so please rest easy!” Euritia said.


      “Guhh…”


      I was a good-for-nothing man who lay in bed all day while a girl younger than I was went out to make money in my stead…


      My stomach… Ohhh, my stomach.
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      Euritia was sure that fate had led her to cross paths with Walker the swordsman.


      It was no exaggeration to say that meeting him changed her life. Their encounter allowed her to rediscover her love for the blade and start moving toward the life she wanted, without being fettered by obligations to her family.


      Walker was uncomfortable with being called “Master,” so she took to speaking respectfully to him as a compromise, sometimes referring to him as her mentor.


      He was irreplaceable to Euritia, for he had not only taught her about swordplay but also life.


      Euritia was born to a well-to-do family that had produced more than its fair share of brilliant Royal Knights.


      Though she had a meek and delicate personality, which made her completely unsuited for knighthood, that ancestral talent still ran strong in her veins, and she loved swordplay above all else. The first plaything her parents gifted her was a blunt wooden practice sword, and a retired knight who worked as a servant in their house had instructed her in the basics. Whether she was awake or dreaming, her thoughts were consumed by nothing but the blade, and she spent every spare moment practicing with it—that was the sort of child she was.


      Euritia had two older brothers.


      While both were still young, her eldest brother was fierce and courageous, and her second-eldest brother was intelligent and strict. Unlike frail Euritia, the two of them seemed born to be knights, and she remembered them training ardently day after day to meet their parents’ expectations.


      On one side were her two brothers, dreaming of becoming first-class knights and receiving intense personal training from their parents.


      On the other was Euritia, who seemed to have no future as a knight and had learned the basics of swordplay from an elder servant, which was just a step above playing around.


      It should have been clear to anyone with eyes to see whom the goddess of swordsmanship would smile upon.


      One day, Euritia and her brothers pitted themselves against one another in a bout out of curiosity—and she decisively defeated them both.


      At the time, Euritia had been so desperate not to disappoint her brothers that she barely even remembered how she’d fought.


      The servant, who’d been watching nearby, believed at first that her brothers were training her. Though they were equally matched for the first few minutes, the tables turned as the match went on, and soon it was no longer just “training.”


      Every technique the boys used, their maneuvering, their footwork—all Euritia had to do was see it once to copy it admirably. After seeing it twice, she made it her own.


      She was unmistakably a prodigy.


      It must have been a tremendous humiliation for her brothers to have their entire identities contradicted. And it seemed that was the case. After all, the two of them, with their strict daily regimen, had lost to a frail little girl who played at swinging around a sword. All their accumulated efforts had been mercilessly trampled upon by the word talent.


      It was more than enough for Euritia’s brothers to start hating her.


      They stopped speaking to her, and when she tried earnestly to speak to them, she got a tut-tutting and a smack in return. Learning of Euritia’s talent, her parents scolded her brothers, demanding to know why they had lost. They lavished Euritia with praise while claiming they’d expected no less of her. At night, while their parents slept, the boys would grab her hair and throw her around, kicking her in the back over and over.


      Mad with hatred and envy, the two of them looked down on Euritia as she begged and cried.


      You stole our techniques and all our hard work. You’re a thief who does nothing but steal—they hurled words of contempt at her ceaselessly.


      Euritia’s life irrevocably changed, and it ate away at her spirit.


      It became harder for her to hold a sword. Though she wanted to wield the blade, gripping the hilt left a tight sensation in her chest and made her breathing unsteady. It was like she was forced to relive her brothers’ abuse all over again. She felt their eyes glaring at her from the shadows, mad with hatred.


      When the time came for Euritia to start attending school, it was a blessing in disguise.


      She glossed over her recent lack of sword training to her parents with the excuse that she’d taken an interest in magic. She refused to attend the same knightly training school that her brothers attended and her parents had suggested, opting instead to enter a magic academy with a dormitory in a town not far from the capital.


      It was clear that if she followed the same path as her brothers, they would only treat her even worse than they already did.


      “…I want to study something besides swordplay.”


      Yes, it was a lie. Her parents were somewhat disappointed but told her, “That’s all right. With your talents, becoming a holy knight may not be out of reach.”


      Even among knights, holy knights possessed unparalleled abilities. It was the country’s most prestigious title, their magical prowess rivaling that of a sage.


      Those were words her parents had never spoken to her brothers.


      What was talent, anyway?


      Being hated by her brothers, lying to her parents, losing the ability to hold the blade she loved, leaving home like she was running from it…


      Maybe that was what it meant to have talent.


      …But in the end, Euritia realized she was actually glad to leave home.


      Her life changed two years after starting at the magic academy, after she’d turned nine. That morning, she felt the urge to swing a sword, so she wandered to some vacant land on the outskirts of town, wooden training sword in hand.


      Despite how badly her brothers had treated her, she had no desire to put down the blade for good. Even while living in the academy dormitory, she still missed practicing her swordplay from time to time. On days like this, she would come out to this empty plot of land and do some light training, just enough to keep her busy and take her mind off things.


      She’d become estranged from her brothers ever since she left home. Thanks to that, Euritia had recovered mentally to the point where she could hold a sword again. However, she couldn’t wield one for very long before she started having flashbacks.


      But on that day, on that empty plot of land that ordinarily no one ever passed through, another person just so happened to be present.


      He was a young boy with gray hair, about the same age as Euritia’s brothers.


      She let out a small sigh of disappointment. This was supposed to be a place where she could quietly swing her sword away from prying eyes. It wasn’t as though she’d put up a signboard with her name on it or cordoned it off with rope, but since he’d gotten there first, Euritia needed to be considerate toward him.


      Feeling discouraged, she considered giving up for the day as she absentmindedly gazed at the boy. But then…


      …Ahh, he has a sword, too…


      She realized the boy was training with a blade, just like her. He was poised in a shallow stance with his left hip drawn back, gripping his scabbard with his left hand. At the boy’s left, right, and front were simple targets he’d created using earth magic. She figured he might be trying to see how fast he could destroy each of the targets.


      “…”


      At once, she felt a little envious. He must love the blade if he was here to train so early in the morning before the city filled with people. Since he loved swordplay, he trained wherever he wanted, however he wanted. She was envious of that—just that.


      Because something as simple as that was far from simple for Euritia to do.


      “…Hahh.”


      It was wishful thinking, but she couldn’t help imagining how much easier it’d be if they could train together. If she swung a sword where someone else could see, she had no doubt she’d get that creeping feeling like her brothers were watching her hatefully. Besides, she might end up stealing the boy’s techniques without meaning to. If that happened, he would surely turn a scornful gaze on her as well.


      Heaving another sigh, Euritia turned on her heel to leave. The boy sheathed his sword in a slow, ritualistic manner and looked away from the targets as they crumbled back into earth—


      “…Huh?”


      She stopped in her tracks. Wait a minute… What did he do just now?


      He’d sliced through all three targets. She had no idea what had just happened. When had he drawn the blade and cut down the targets? He’d started sheathing his sword before she even realized he’d drawn it in the first place.


      Though her mind was filled with wandering thoughts, Euritia never took her eyes off the boy.


      “Huh? Wha…?”


      Perhaps she had, by chance, just witnessed something unbelievable.


      With his blade readied in its scabbard, he’d drawn it and cut down the targets too fast for the eye to follow—a sword technique she’d never seen or heard of before. Euritia’s family servant had taught her the stance to use when drawing her sword. Naturally, she’d believed it to be the correct method, and that was how her father and brothers did it, too.


      She’d never considered for a moment that there was a stance where you didn’t draw your sword. But above all, even though she’d been distracted, she hadn’t even seen his technique…


      “…Hm?”


      “Ah—!”


      At that moment, the boy noticed Euritia, and she jolted upright.


      She suddenly snapped back to her senses and froze in place at the same time. On top of being shy around strangers, she was terribly incompetent at interacting with boys around her brothers’ age. Even seeing a boy who looked about that age paralyzed her, making the memories of their physical and verbal abuse come rushing back.


      The boy glanced at her wooden sword.


      “Ah…this must be your usual training spot, huh?” he asked.


      “…Uh, um, well…”


      Normally, she would have shouted “It’s fine! I’m sorry!” and run off as fast as she could.


      But…


      But right now, there was something Euritia wanted more than to run away.


      “P-p…”


      She couldn’t contain her curiosity. How could she live with herself if she scurried home in fear after seeing an unprecedented sword technique like that? Should she leave now, she might never see this boy again…


      She raised her head.


      Even if she was too frightened to hold a sword anymore…


      “Please show me that move you just did…!”


      …her enduring love for the blade gave her a push forward.


      The boy said his name was Walker. He was already working as an adventurer as a thirteen-year-old, and he’d been staying at the inn in town since yesterday.


      The fact that he was a thirteen-year-old adventurer was surprising enough, but something else shocked her even more.


      “…Battoujutsu, you said?”


      “Well, that’s what I’ve been calling it…”


      “M-may I ask, did you come up with it on your own?”


      “Hm…how do I put it? I’ve never seen anyone use this technique but me, so I guess you could technically say that…?”


      So Walker was the sole practitioner of this absurdly fast sword technique called battoujutsu—in other words, it was nothing less than a skill he had developed and perfected on his own.


      There were a few mainstream styles of swordplay in this country, but the knights who established them had all gone down in history as master sword fighters. The fact that the boy in front of her had accomplished a feat as impressive as that of a master sword fighter by inventing a brand-new, never-before-seen sword technique impressed Euritia so much that her eyes lit up.


      “Th-that’s incredible! Your name may go down in history…!”


      “…Okay, that’s enough. I’m just waving my blade around the way I like to.”


      Walker seemed to truly hate the idea. She hadn’t spoken to him for very long, but Euritia got the feeling that Walker, much like herself, didn’t enjoy being the center of attention. His manner of speaking was modest and unassuming, and in fact, he didn’t say much at all. His personality was the complete opposite of her arrogant and self-important brothers’.


      He had no interest in praise or recognition; he simply loved the art of swordplay.


      Though she feared it might be rude, she felt a sense of kinship with him, like the two of them might be somewhat alike. Perhaps it was for this reason that, after several minutes had passed, her initial fear and anxiety eased up and she became completely absorbed in the discussion on sword techniques.


      “I see…with a curved blade, you could certainly draw the sword from its scabbard and swing it with the same motion.”


      “Yeah, I couldn’t do this with a straight sword.”


      Walker’s sword was a tulwar, a slender, single-edged blade that was rare to see in this country. Being from a line of knights, Euritia had only ever had the opportunity to use straight swords, so just getting to see this curved one made her extremely excited.


      After that, Walker showed her the technique again. He remade the three targets with magic, then dropped into his stance with his blade sheathed, concentrating.


      There was a certain tranquility to the stance, like gazing at the still surface of a pond—but at the same time, Euritia could feel an aura like flickering flames that stung her skin. To make sure she wouldn’t miss anything this time, she held her breath and strained her eyes to keep herself from blinking. By analyzing his pace and ascertaining his center of gravity, she could predict what would happen next from his breathing and the direction of his gaze.


      Then he moved.


      “…!”


      With great effort, she was able to distinguish a flash of several thin, threadlike beams of light streaming from his blade.


      By the time Euritia perceived this, Walker had already begun sheathing his sword. Soundlessly, he slid the blade slowly into the scabbard, which finally made a small click as the hilt met its edge—and all three targets were sliced into pieces and fell to the ground.


      It was as if the cuts didn’t register on the targets until the click of his scabbard had gone off.


      …Amazing. That’s…sort of beautiful.


      Euritia stood motionless, as if the soul had been sucked from her body. It was the first time she’d ever been shaken to her core by seeing someone’s swordplay. She realized that everything she’d learned about sword techniques up to that moment was nothing more than child’s play.


      It was meaningless to even compare it to what she remembered of her brothers’ skills with the blade.


      She was so in awe of the boy standing before her that she felt dizzy.


      “Walker, sir… How much training have you done, exactly…?”


      “…Well, enough to feel like I was going to die a fair few times,” Walker replied with an awkward smile. Euritia wasn’t surprised. It made sense. Otherwise, there was no way he could have reached the level he was at now at age thirteen.


      She felt excited, somehow.


      “Excuse me, Walker? Could I try it myself, just once?”


      “Hm? Okay…”


      By this point, Euritia was hopelessly fascinated by Walker’s move.


      Before the technique could disappear from her mind, Euritia took up her stance, facing the empty space. Pulling her left foot back about two steps, she dipped the right half of her body to hide the sword at her waist from the front. Bringing her center of gravity a little behind herself and dropping her hip slightly, she imagined roots spreading out from the bottom of her feet through the ground.


      Her wooden sword had no scabbard, nor was the blade curved at all. At this point, she was just copying Walker’s movements. But after seeing this amazing new sword technique with her own two eyes for the very first time, she just had to try it out for herself.


      Walker was taken aback by the unexpected stance Euritia took, but before long, his lips curled up in amusement as he decided to watch. Well, I wonder if she can do it after only seeing it twice? he appeared to be thinking.


      She felt no pressure at all. Euritia was excited, too. It was as if she’d returned to the stage of her life when she ate, slept, and breathed swordplay. It felt like being in a wonderful dream. For whatever reason, the specter of her brothers, which had tormented her for so long, didn’t even cross her mind now.


      Letting out a deep breath, she sharpened her senses—and swung.


      “Fwoo—!”


      With a momentary burst from the Strength spell, she cut to the right and returned to the left. It took less than a second, just a brief flash of her sword.


      But just that once was all it took for her body to understand the extraordinary amount of training that Walker had been through. Even Euritia, who could pick up a sword technique from her brothers after only seeing it twice, hadn’t gotten anywhere close to pulling off Walker’s. This style wasn’t something she could just emulate after seeing it two or three times. It was the kind of mythical swordsmanship that could only be attained through thorough training.


      It was, she thought, in a completely different league.


      Still, she was in a bright and sunny mood. That might have been the most fun she’d ever had with her sword in her entire life. As she was about to praise Walker by telling him how amazing he was, he piped up.


      “…Huh? Wait, you did that after just watching me? No way…”


      “…Ah…”


      Though she’d just been on cloud nine, suddenly, the blood drained from Euritia’s face.


      Her happy dream was over. She knew the disbelieving look in his eyes that had accompanied his dumbfounded protest.


      It was the same look her brothers had worn after their little bout.


      “…N-no, I…um, I’m sorry. I wasn’t…trying to steal your…”


      Yes, that must have been it. Why had Euritia tried to imitate Walker’s technique? She should have known by now that it was the worst possible thing she could’ve done.


      She’d had so much fun talking about swordplay with Walker that she’d forgotten herself. Once again, Euritia had stolen a technique someone had so fervently honed, along with the effort and experience they’d struggled so hard to acquire.


      “I’m sorry, it isn’t how it seems! I’m sorry! P-please forgive me…!”


      Her heart began to pound rapidly. Her breaths became short and shallow, and an inky blackness threatened to fill her mind. Her brothers’ scornful gazes and words of contempt floated up from the depths of that blackness.


      “…You stole our techniques.”


      “…You stole all our hard work.”


      “…You’re a thief who does nothing but steal!”


      What if she’d earned the same hatred from this boy? What if she’d finally met someone she thought she could respect, only for it to all be for nothing because he rejected her?


      Just the thought brought her close to tears. She was mortified. She couldn’t stand it. Why wasn’t she allowed to love the thing she loved most? Why couldn’t God grant her the one thing she wished for: to be able to love swordplay?


      If this was how she had to feel, then she wished she’d never been born so naturally talented—


      “Wh-what’s wrong? Why are you apologizing?”


      “…Huh?”


      But…


      Walker was different from her brothers. Instead of laying bare his anger, he was just confused.


      “I-I’m not too sociable, so maybe I gave you the wrong impression? Uh, my bad. I’ve always been this way. I’m not upset or anything, so please don’t worry about it…”


      For some reason, Walker was desperately trying to explain himself. Euritia’s mind still hadn’t caught up to what he was saying.


      “B-but I…I stole your technique…”


      “Huh…? Ah, that’s what they call ‘learning by watching’…hm?”


      She didn’t think she’d said anything strange, but for some reason, it seemed she wasn’t getting through to him.


      “…Uh, well, anyway… You’re interested in my battoujutsu. That’s what you’re trying to say, right?”


      “Y-yes…”


      Quite abruptly, Walker grabbed her shoulders firmly with both hands.


      “I’ve been wanting to meet someone like you.”


      “Eeep?!”


      It was like steam billowed out of her ears. She was only nine years old at the time and was just as much a starry-eyed dreamer as most girls are at that age. This may have been fortunate in a way, because listening to the passionate words of a swordsman she earnestly respected was enough to banish the dark phantom of her brothers, leaving not a speck behind.


      Thanks to that, Walker’s excited spiel—“Battoujutsu is great! It’s super cool and looks stunning. It’s the embodiment of adventure. The technique is pretty hard to use, but if you’re interested, I’d love to see you challenge yourself to try it”—went in one ear and out the other.


      “Awah, awawawawah…”


      “Uh—s-sorry.”


      Walker suddenly realized Euritia’s eyes were spinning in her head.


      “I—I guess I got a little too overly friendly there. Sorry, I was just excited. I’m so used to hearing nasty stuff about how my sword style is ‘just spectacle’ or ‘just me trying to look cool’…”


      “…”


      Euritia was gradually beginning to understand the situation for what it actually was. As her mind settled down, she nervously asked him a question.


      “…Y-you aren’t…angry with me?”


      “…? Oh.”


      Walker clearly shook his head.


      “I’m actually thrilled. I can’t let myself lose to you just because you were able to do all that just by watching me.”


      Euritia asked another question.


      “Y-you don’t mind…if I practice it with my sword…?”


      “Huh…? Of course I don’t mind. I’m not sure how good of a teacher I’ll be, though.” Walker extended a hand to her kindly. “If you want, we can keep practicing it together?”


      “…!!”


      Oh, how those words saved her…how happy they made her feel.


      Unlike her brothers, Walker didn’t shun Euritia for her talents. He didn’t suffocate her with expectations like her parents. He treated Euritia like the girl he saw in front of him, just a passionate student of the blade.


      She felt like he was telling her that it was okay for her to love swordplay.


      At this point, it would’ve been impossible for her not to idolize him.


      “…W-Walker, sir!”


      “Yeah?”


      Holding back the tears she felt welling up in her eyes, Euritia called out to him with all her strength.


      She didn’t want this day to end. She wanted Walker to teach her more swordplay tomorrow, and the day after, and every day he was in town, even if he ended up leaving one day. She daydreamed about how wonderful things would be if she could stay by his side forever, her love for the blade enduring.


      With the feelings she’d suppressed since she’d left home—no, even before then—finally set free, Euritia became unrestrained.


      It bears repeating that she was only nine at the time, still a little girl prone to dreaming. A wonderful person had suddenly appeared before her one day and saved her. After she experienced this meeting straight out of a fairy tale, it was hardly a surprise that she had trouble reining in her emotions.


      So when it came to the words she chose to use to express those feelings…


      “Um, well. I-I’ve f-f-fa…fallen…completely in love with you!!”


      “…What?”


      “…Huh? Ah—”


      Walker was rightly confused. How very embarrassing. It was obvious she had meant to say “your technique” instead of “you.”


      But there was no taking it back now.


      Thanks to that meeting, Euritia’s previously gray world began to fill with color once more.
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      “…Mmn.”


      This reminded her a little of the old days. Euritia shook her head gently and sighed, shaking off the small amount of monster blood on her blade.


      She was in a medium-sized forest that extended beyond the road a short distance from Rutel, the small town that she and the others were staying in. To help Walker, who was resting in the church, she had decided to take a simple job to subdue some monsters for money.


      The fallen monsters vanished, leaving behind their spoils.


      That made thirty-six.


      She’d finished culling a more than suitable number of monsters, but her expression remained gloomy.


      “…I still can’t get there.”


      An unbearable power lay in her right hand, which was wrapped around the hilt of her blade. No matter how she swung her sword, it always got stained by the blood of monsters she slew. Her blade was far cleaner this time than it had been before, but it wasn’t spotless.


      Most people would probably wonder what was wrong with that. Monsters were living beings, so it stood to reason that your sword would get covered in their blood when you killed them.


      But Walker’s sword was different.


      Blood never dirtied his blade. Whether he cut down a hundred monsters or a thousand, that beautiful blade of his remained unsullied by dark red. He drew his sword from his scabbard with such incredible speed that by the time your eye caught up with it, the blade was already back in its sheath. Only those who stubbornly pursued this technique would reach that destination on the path of the sword.


      A rapturous sigh fell from her lips.


      “Ohh, he truly is incredible. Walker, my mentor, Walker, Walkerrr—”


      Her mind went back to that moment. Before her eyes, Euritia saw the flash of light that spelled the demise of the Grim Reaper, god of death. A lone swordsman forced his way through with everything he had, using an extraordinary move that even seemed to split light in twain. Even Euritia, who’d been lauded for her natural talent, couldn’t hold a candle to him—he was far beyond her limits.


      Simply imagining it sent shivers of pleasure down her entire body. She felt so euphoric that it was as if her mind was floating on air. Ever since the day she’d met Walker, her thoughts had been held captive by his style of swordplay. She felt like she was born to meet him.


      And that was why…


      “…”


      The feeling of pleasure throughout her body dissipated, only to be replaced with the crushing weight of guilt and regret.


      With the loss of his eye and leg, Walker was forever changed.


      “…It’s my fault.”


      Liselle placed all the blame on herself since she had been the one to accept that ill-fated job. But she hadn’t done anything wrong. According to the guild, that dungeon had officially already been cleared. Not a soul could have anticipated that a teleportation trap would bring them to a hidden chamber where the true boss lay in wait.


      No, it was Euritia who was really at fault here, for she had activated the trap in the first place.


      “Had I not messed up like that…”


      They wouldn’t have encountered the Grim Reaper. And if they hadn’t crossed paths with that monster, Walker wouldn’t have lost his eye and leg. Walker, who was so talented that at the tender age of seventeen, people were already mistaking him for a holy knight. Who, after reaching unprecedented heights of swordplay, would someday have his name forever etched into history.


      But now that future was ruined.


      Liselle told her that Walker hadn’t thought he would survive that battle. Apparently, he’d been prepared to face his own death.


      Though he’d miraculously escaped death, losing one’s pivot foot was as good as death to a sword fighter.


      Her foolish mistake had cost the swordsman she adored most in the world his future.


      The truth submerged her heart in murky turmoil.


      “Stronger… I must become stronger.”


      Euritia had been useless during that fight. After the Grim Reaper sent her flying, her body froze up from the pain and fear, leaving her unable to stand. She could do nothing but watch from the ground as Walker fought on, prepared to lay down his life.


      She was too weak. Her swordplay and her heart were both pathetically, laughably weak.


      As the only person Walker had taught swordplay to, Euritia felt endlessly guilty.


      And that was why she had to get stronger.


      She had to approach Walker’s level of swordplay, if only a little, in order to succeed him. That way, there would be proof that his style existed. As her sole apprentice, she had to carry on the battoujutsu style, or it would be lost forever.


      To that end, she needed to atone.


      From this moment on.


      She would do anything she could for Walker.


      She would protect the person she adored.


      She would never let him get hurt again.


      She would never let anyone take him away again.


      Euritia wanted Walker to rely on her for everything.


      “If I do that, I can protect him from anything, right…?”


      There was no response.


      Within that forest off the road, the lush green foliage blocked the light from reaching Euritia’s eyes.


      “…How far did Atri go, I wonder?”


      If we kill every last monster, Walker will be safe once we return—so said the tomboy heavy warrior as she had pressed farther ahead. Euritia was searching for her now, the light fading from her eyes as she walked on.


      Had Walker been here now, his stomachache would have sent his eyes rolling with spasms.
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      The boy ran frantically, trying to make his escape. He’d overestimated his abilities and had come to regret his arrogant decision to strike out as a solo adventurer.


      Many young people who showed promise as adventurers and had bright futures ahead of them made this mistake. Fulfilling job requests each day under the guidance of veteran adventurers, they would one day get the urge to strike out on their own, figuring they would be fine by themselves. This urge came about because people were always telling them they were “too young” or “too green” to consistently go on the kinds of adventures they dreamed of.


      And now the boy was just one more rookie who’d made the same mistake.


      I can do this on my own! Stop treating me like a kid all the time! I’ll make everyone recognize my skills! After getting all worked up, he’d taken a job on his own without caring how the guild would react. It was nothing special, just a request to cull a certain number of monsters around the highway. It was something the guild periodically ordered to ensure the highway’s safety, and it was rare for dangerous monsters to appear or for anyone to have trouble with it.


      That meant it was the perfect job to put a new adventurer’s training to the test.


      But he’d faced an insufferable amount of resistance even taking a job as simple as that.


      This was despite his peers telling him he was talented and had a bright future ahead of him.


      Deep down, those same people must be ridiculing him, assuming he was just a kid, a naive rookie.


      The only monsters that appeared near the highway were bandit wolves and goblins anyway. He’d slain plenty of those before and couldn’t remember ever having much trouble with them. It would be easy enough to do on his own, he’d thought.


      And this was the end result.


      The hunter had become the hunted, and now he was fleeing pathetically from just three goblins.


      At first, everything had gone off without a hitch. Spotting the three goblins in the forest near the highway, the boy skillfully jumped toward them and tried to cut one of them down.


      From that moment on, however, everything spiraled out of his control. Upon seeing that their companion had been attacked, the other two goblins immediately spread out, flanking the boy while keeping their distance from him. At this point, the boy was a little startled. He was used to fighting in a party, so he’d never experienced monsters closing in on him like this before.


      Had he been in a party, his companions could have taken care of the other monsters for him.


      But he was going it alone this time, his only weapon the sword in his right hand. Only now did it dawn on him how disheartening it could be to battle in these conditions.


      Suddenly, two rocks hit the back of his head, and he realized two more goblins had thrown them at him from the bushes.


      Thanks to the protection spell woven into his light armor, the stones didn’t draw any blood. But the shock and pain from the unexpected attack sent him into a panic.


      It was a massive slipup. The goblins at his left and right pounced on him simultaneously. Somehow, as he managed to cut one of them down in a frantic counterattack, another goblin slashed his right arm with a knife it appeared to have stolen from a passerby.


      Only after his hand gradually started to numb did he realize that the knife must be coated with poison.


      He’d never trained to wield his sword in his left hand, and he no longer had any option left but to run.


      “Dammit, why…? Why is this happening…?!”


      The boy didn’t know why he was running away. He couldn’t recall struggling with these small-fry monsters when he fought with a party, so he didn’t understand why he’d started losing to them the minute he went solo. But no matter how hot his youthful fire burned within him, he at least understood he’d been driven into a desperate situation.


      Am I seriously gonna die like this? Go down like a chump to these things…?


      He could feel his worst nightmares creeping up his spine and making straight for his throat.


      A girl.


      “…Ngh?!”


      There was a girl. He’d passed her just now. His instincts compelled him to stop, and his tightly stretched nerves snapped, sending him tumbling to the ground shoulder-first.


      There was no time to moan in pain. He picked himself up and turned around, coming face-to-face with her. He’d been trying so frantically to escape that he hadn’t noticed her until he’d already passed her.


      The girl turned around, too, looking shocked. She must not have noticed him until just now, either.


      “Aah! A-are you okay?”


      “Ah, uh…”


      She was a small girl.


      She appeared to be younger than him.


      He was so shaken, or perhaps his throat was so dried out, that he couldn’t make a sound. Bad wasn’t the word for it; this was the worst of the worst. He had no clue why a girl was here of all places, but it was plain as day that the goblins pursuing him would target her instead.


      “R-ru—”


      “…?”


      By the time he managed to wring out his voice, it was too late.


      He couldn’t do anything but watch…


      Watch as the girl tilted her head in confusion, unaware of the danger looming behind her…


      Watch as the goblins pounced, reveling at finding such incredible prey…


      …Watch as all three goblins’ heads went flying from their necks in an instant.


      “…Huh?”


      From the beginning—or perhaps, until the very end—the goblins probably didn’t even realize that something had happened to them. Their lives ended with hungry, lip-licking grins still on their faces, their heads and torsos spilling messily onto the ground, blood spurting from their wounds belatedly, as though it had taken a moment for their bodies to finally react to what had happened.


      It was only a brief moment. The monsters’ corpses immediately cracked, crumbled, and disappeared, leaving behind a few paltry spoils.


      “…What?”


      Once again, the boy couldn’t believe his eyes.


      The girl was holding a sword. She wiped a tiny amount of dark red blood from the tip and sheathed it with flowing, artful movements. He made a small noise.


      “I-I’m sorry, were you perhaps hunting those goblins? Um, you see, they appeared so suddenly that I just reacted and…”


      Just reacted and what?


      Killed them?


      This girl?


      When?


      In that moment?


      But how?


      “U-um…”


      “…O-oh. Sorry, I…spaced out.”


      The boy stood on unsteady legs and looked at the girl.


      She really was just a kid, though he was in no place to say that himself. There was no way he could imagine her being the same age as him. She was even shorter than a boy, with a smaller than average frame, and her body seemed dangerously fragile, like she would break if you touched her. She had soft pink hair that hung neatly around the top of her shoulders, and a cute flower-shaped hair ornament at her left temple. Her manner of speaking was courteous and humble, and she reminded the boy strongly of flowers.


      However, at her left hip was a narrow-bladed tulwar rarely seen in this country. Though she and he were both adventurers, her neat and elegant, white-toned outfit was enough to convince him that she was a well-bred, sheltered young woman. Her appearance didn’t match up at all with the skill she’d displayed in felling those goblins.


      There was one thing he knew, however: This girl was dizzyingly cute.


      He’d fallen head over heels for her.


      “Er, you seemed to be in a great hurry…”


      “Huh—uh, no, I was…”


      His senses returning to him with a start, the boy rushed to come up with a response. “I was scuttling away from those goblins you defeated” would be a foolishly honest admission and would destroy what little remained of his pride as a man.


      “I-it was nothing. But that aside, I’m sorry I didn’t even see you there earlier.”


      “I-it’s quite all right. I should be the one to apologize—I had a great deal on my mind.”


      She bowed with overearnest politeness. Even her voice was as beautiful and clear as the sun’s rays. The next thing he knew, he was falling for her again, enchanted by that modesty of hers befitting a lone flower.


      Questions came to mind, one after the other. Who are you? What’s your name? What are you doing here? Do you come from the same town as me? Are you an adventurer? Are you alone? Just what kind of sword technique was—?


      But the words wouldn’t come. When he tried to speak, he felt an uncanny strain that made him hesitate reflexively. It was his first time experiencing anything like it in his fifteen years of life.


      Naturally, the girl had no way of knowing about the boy’s bewilderment.


      “…U-um, I’m currently searching for someone, so I must be going. You may have the spoils. Take care on your way home.”


      “Ah…”


      On the spur of the moment, he tried to call out to the girl as she left. At the very least, he wanted to know her name—


      “…No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no. It’s not enough. This isn’t enough; nothing I do is enough. He would’ve been faster, more precise, and there wouldn’t be a drop of blood on his blade. Why, why am I so weak? I can’t protect him like this. He won’t entrust me with anything. I must become stronger, strong enough to protect him. No matter what, no matter what, I will—”


      The boy couldn’t quite hear her peculiar mumblings. But radiating from the girl was a sensation akin to a naked blade, and it so alarmed him that he pulled his hand back without thinking.


      W-well, he thought, she seems preoccupied, so I shouldn’t say anything. Guess I’ll go back to town and ask around at the guild. She’s young enough that they ought to at least know her name if she’s an adventurer.


      Nor did he realize at that moment that the light had disappeared from her eyes.


      “…Ahh, that’s li’l Euritia. She’s out on the same job as you right now.”


      “Euritia…”


      What a beautiful name, he thought. The perfect name for a girl who resembled a cute flower.


      When the boy returned to town and told the guild what happened—expertly glossing over the part where he ran from the goblins—the receptionist’s reply was immediate.


      “Hm. Shorter than you, with pink hair and a red-hilted tulwar? There’s only one person it could be.”


      “Does she work as an adventurer in this town?”


      “Mm-hm. She came from the holy city.”


      He was surprised, but at the same time convinced.


      The holy city of the south, Grand Frozei—about three days from this town by carriage, was a religious city where the Cathedral of the Criscrest Church of the Divine Way was located. It was known as one of the safest and finest cities in the country and was considered one of the jewels of the nation, alongside the royal capital, Eisenvista.


      “She was alone. Is she a solo adventurer?”


      “Hrmm, well, she obviously came here with her party. A girl that young wouldn’t be traveling by herself.”


      Of course she wouldn’t. Then why had she been on her own? The receptionist seemed to be wondering the same thing.


      “Wait, you said she was alone? She should’ve been with two other members of her party…”


      “…Now that you mention it, she did say she was searching for someone.”


      Damn, the boy thought, chewing on his lip. So Euritia had been searching for one of her companions. Meaning somehow, she’d gotten separated from her companions and was roaming the forest by herself. He shouldn’t have let her go off on her own.


      However, the receptionist had another swift reply.


      “Well, I’m sure she’ll be fine. She’s in an A-rank party, so a few highway monsters are nothing to her.”


      “A-rank?!”


      The boy was flabbergasted. In layman’s terms, A-rank was a title given to high-ranking adventurers. It was safe to say they were true professionals. There may have been fewer than ten individual of that ranking in this town’s guild.


      “But that girl is even younger than me…,” said the boy.


      “Yes, I believe she is. She’s thirteen, I think?”


      Is that even possible? he wondered. The boy was a D-rank rookie who’d only just gotten into the adventuring business, and he was two years her senior.


      He felt uneasy.


      “…If it’s all right for me to ask, is her party doing okay?”


      His first suspicion was that the girl’s party might not consider her a real member. It was possible they’d pulled her into their high-ranked party based on her cute looks alone and treated her like a mascot.


      There were always comparatively fewer female adventurers than male, and it wasn’t unheard of for groups to set their sights on some young thing to be the “flower” of the group. According to a more senior adventurer in a previous party he’d joined, there were countless such squabbles between men and women in this area, enough to make you sick of hearing about it.


      If that’s what’s going on, then I have to help her, he thought. As he let his imagination run away with itself, the receptionist addressed him with a grin.


      “Oh-ho, you’re awfully curious, aren’t you? You take a liking to little Euritia?”


      “Wha—?”


      He must’ve turned red.


      “I-it’s not like that! I just mean, her party’s got more than two people in it, right?! Why are they foisting jobs on a girl that young? Why aren’t the others doing anything themselves?!”


      “No, no, she’s not being forced to do anything.”


      She heaved a heavy sigh.


      “Ahh, boy, you’re so very young. I understand you have a lot of concerns, but your sense of justice is misplaced. You’re on the completely wrong track here.”


      She’d shut him down entirely. The boy pouted.


      “…So what’s the deal, then?”


      “Sheesh… I can’t go into detail on another party’s affairs.”


      But then she lowered her voice and said, “Someone in their party was seriously injured, so they’re on hiatus right now. But between the cost of food, lodging, and alms to the church to pay for medical treatment, they must be spending quite a bit, you know? So the able-bodied people have to go out and earn the bare minimum, and in this case, it’s Euritia. That’s the situation.”


      “…I see.”


      That convinced him, more or less. As an adventurer, he knew you needed money to live, and that the church wasn’t a charity organization that healed people for free. If one member of the party lost the ability to move freely, then it made sense the others would pick up the slack.


      Since Euritia wasn’t being forced to do this job, that meant she must be doing it out of concern for her companions. She was just as kindhearted as he thought.


      “She’s really a sweet girl… This was almost entirely the guild’s fault, and yet you don’t hear a word of complaint from her…”


      “Huh?”


      The receptionist lowered her eyes, and her voice grew strained. But just as the boy tried to ask her to repeat herself, her original expression returned.


      “Hmm, that’s all I can say. And don’t go prying any further; that would be a breach of etiquette.”


      “I know that! I used to be in a party, too.”


      “And don’t get too carried away because she’s a quiet girl. If you’re too persistent in chasing her, she’ll just pull away [image: image]!”


      “Heh-heh…”


      The boy waved his hand dismissively at the nagging busybody of a woman and spun on his heel. He didn’t need to be told not to make trouble for Euritia. But if her party was in trouble because they had an injured companion, there was no harm in asking her to team up with him for a little while.


      That last job hadn’t gone well because it was his first time going solo, but he had plenty of experience fighting with a party. He’d completed two or three jobs with more experienced B-rank adventurers. Even if Euritia was A-rank, he didn’t think he’d hold her back.


      With all that in mind, the boy ate lunch and went to restock on items in town so that he could invite her to join him at any time. However…


      “…Is there anywhere else you’d like to go? No need to be shy! Just say the word, and we can go aaanywhere you’d like!”


      “S-sure.”


      “Hmm…the weather is so pleasant, it may be nice to go relax in the square. There’s even a breeze, so I’m sure a nap would feel delightful…


      “…U-um, by the way, there’s something I would like to try at least once. If, um…I could just l-lay my head in…urghh, hrm-hrmm…”


      “…”


      Euritia was diligently pushing in a wheelchair a young man the boy had never seen before.


      Her smile was like a flower bud gently turning red.
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      After completing her job and coming back to the church that afternoon, Euritia entered another loop of asking if there was anything she could do for me, so I gave up on resisting it and asked her to help me go for a walk, with a little sunbathing thrown in.


      Most of the wheelchairs in this world seemed to be the kind where someone had to push you from behind. At least in this town’s church, there were none that the rider could operate themselves; that was to say, no self-propelled wheelchairs. I wondered if the reason accessibility was rare in this world was because safety concerns prevented it from being more widespread.


      The chair had a sturdy build thanks to the monster parts used to construct its frame and wheels. And other than the shoddy cushioning, which made it rattle horribly when going down bumpy roads and made it painful to sit in for long periods, it wasn’t too bad compared to a wheelchair from Earth. Given that I’d been worried at first about the chair not functioning any better than a wooden toy, I was happy to be proven wrong.


      Maybe because this was a pretend fantasy world a Japanese person came up with, there were a fair number of situations where customs and concepts from Earth—or more specifically, Japan—were inherently understood.


      For instance, Euritia’s hair was light pink, similar to the color of cherry blossoms, and the people of this world acknowledged that “cherry blossom” was a color. An old lady walking down the road might say, “What lovely hair you have! It’s like the color of cherry blossoms.” I wondered if they had cherry blossoms in this world, too.


      On top of that, the traditional Japanese concept of kneeling on the ground to apologize existed, and dishonored knights were told to “apologize by way of seppuku.” In a more relatable vein, people also gave thanks before and after meals. It might sound strange considering this was another world, but as someone actually living there, I was actually pretty grateful that Japanese sensibilities were kind of common, even if only to a certain extent. If none of the things I considered common sense had carried over from one world to the next, then just acclimating to this place would have been way more difficult for me.


      But getting back on topic.


      This was why Euritia was pushing me in my wheelchair as we took a stroll around town.


      “Walker, is there anywhere else you’d like to go? No need to be shy! Just say the word, and we can go aaanywhere you’d like!”


      “S-sure.”


      Euritia’s incredibly animated voice came flying at me from behind my head. She’d put extra stress on the word anywhere. As our party’s youngest member and the team mom, she seemed pleased to be in charge of pushing my wheelchair.


      “Hmm [image: image] hmm. [image: image]”


      Beside her, our party’s oldest member and little girl stuffed her cheeks with a candy apple, walking with a huge spring in her step. Master sure does love her sweets…


      Then there was me, the adventurer doing no adventuring and wearing my off-duty civilian attire, along with a black eye patch to cover the wound on my right eye. It wasn’t one of those medical ones that hooks behind your ear with string, but a rugged patch that wrapped around my entire head and concealed everything from eye to cheek, like the kind you’d see in a manga or game. As far as I was concerned, it looked pretty cool, and it made me smolder with that teenage edginess from bygone days. “Heh-heh, my right eye, it throbs”…or something like that.


      Crossing the busy street filled with bustling stalls, we moved leisurely along the edge of the road to keep the wheelchair from getting in anyone’s way.


      “Hmm…the weather is so pleasant. It may be nice to go relax in the square. There’s even a breeze, so I’m sure a nap would feel delightful…”


      Ooh, that is a pretty good idea. It was the perfect time, since it was early afternoon and I was starting to feel sleepy. Dozing off among the flowers as the wind blows through certainly sounded pleasant.


      “…U-um, by the way, there’s something I would like to try at least once. If, um…I could just l-lay my head in…urghh, hrm-hrmm…”


      Ooh, that’s a pretty good idea, too. I’d love for Master to lay her head in my lap. The girl who meets a miserable end in the original manga, peacefully living on, using my lap as a pillow… Yeah, I’d need to take a photo of that and hang in on the wall.


      “Then let’s go to the square.”


      “Huh?! Uh, b-b-b-but, Walker, do you mean, um…y-you don’t mind…?”


      With Master, sure. As a man, I couldn’t deny that I found Euritia attractive. But she was thirteen years old… If I let her do something as intimate as that, I felt like the police (or guards here) would come swooping in…


      The wheelchair, which was getting slightly more unsteady, was about to turn the corner toward the square, when…


      “…Hm?”


      …Euritia made a small noise of recognition. Standing beside the curio shop across from us stood a boy, frozen in place and staring at us in confusion.


      “Do you know him, Euritia?”


      “Umm, I suppose so… While hunting monsters this morning, I happened to cross paths with him…”


      As she said this, I realized his attire was that of a novice adventurer. The very fact that he wore a headband with a crossed sword and wand, otherwise known as the adventurer’s crest, marked him as a newbie.


      “Did you join up with him or anything?”


      “…I would not join up with a stranger.”


      She shot that down pretty hard. I wondered what I’d said to offend her…?


      Master, who’d finished half her candied apple, also took notice. At times like that, she was self-assured and had zero restraint. The boy probably wasn’t someone we needed to be concerned about, but Master stepped in front of me, her eyes sharp.


      “You there, lad. What business have you with us?”


      “…Uh.”


      The boy snapped back to his senses. It wasn’t clear why he’d been standing around with his mouth hanging open in shock, but whatever the case, he was in a big hurry to catch up with his train of thought.


      “H-hey. So we meet again.”


      “Huh? Oh, yes…”


      For some reason he addressed Euritia rather than Master and seemed a little nervous while doing so.


      Hey, kid, if you do that, Master’s gonna be—


      “Whyyy you! Don’t you ignore me! You’re just a wee ankle biter with no manners!”


      “H-huh? What are you talking about? You’re smaller than me.”


      He’d stepped on two land mines in a row, and Master promptly snapped. This was the kind of person she hated most in this world: people who wrote others off as kids on their appearance alone, the kind with a nasty attitude who ignored and looked down on others…


      I glanced over my shoulder and saw Master with a bulging vein in her forehead and a positively charming smile on her lips.


      “Walker, give me just a moment while I beat this boy to within an inch of his life.”


      Idiot…! You stupid boy…! Why are you bungee jumping over the mountain of needles in hell…?!


      Still, this particular topic was completely out of my hands. Master really was small. I had also mistaken her for a child when we first met, and she had been furious at me.


      For the moment, the first step was to pacify her. She wasn’t kidding when she said she would beat this kid to within an inch of his life. I’d lost count of how many poor souls had committed the crime of disrespecting her and gotten blasted in the face with magic for it.


      “Hey, Master, you still have half your candy apple left. Can I eat it?” I asked.


      “Huh? Ah, then how about we eat it together, Walker?”


      “…Hm?”


      Huh, that wasn’t quite the response I expected. I’d thought that if I said that, my gluttonous master would fly into a rage and shout, “You can’t have it!” then ignore the boy to finish her treat…


      Well, as long as her temper was under control, then it was fine. Best to let the boy speak to Euritia while the time was ripe.


      Euritia didn’t appear to be too interested but didn’t have much choice now that he’d addressed her.


      “Um…did you have some business with me?” she asked.


      “N-no, nothing like that. I just happened to catch sight of you…”


      Looking somewhat embarrassed, the boy gave an innocent answer. Meanwhile, in my little corner…


      “Geez, Walker, if you’d wanted one, too, I would’ve bought you one. Here, open wide!”


      “U-uh…?”


      For some reason, she’d completely abandoned the duties of Master Mode and was trying to turn this into some sort of public humiliation ritual, feeding me in broad daylight like I was an animal. I wondered if the nearby guards would be so kind as to drag me away and prevent me from enduring this…


      “Um, I was curious if you were in town, so I asked around a little at the guild. I heard your companion was injured…but, um, is that…?” the boy asked.


      Give it a rest, kid. Don’t look at me like you had a hard time saying that.


      “Y-yes…”


      “Hee-hee, is it tasty?”


      “Mm, mm-hm.”


      Ultimately, it didn’t seem like the boy was too deeply concerned with me. He turned back to Euritia.


      “A-about that. You’re the one taking on jobs and earning money right now, aren’t you? I was thinking, if you want…”


      By this point, I had an idea of what the boy was getting at.


      And if even I had picked up on it, that meant Euritia must have seen through every single word. At the exact moment the boy mustered up his courage and opened his mouth, Euritia curtly bowed her head.


      “Would you join—”


      “I must refuse your offer. It’s not necessary.”


      “Gah—”


      Kid…! C’mon, keep it together! She just knocked a little wind out of your sails, that’s all…!


      But I got what was going on now. It seemed like the boy wanted to form a party with Euritia. If he’d asked around at the guild, he definitely would’ve found out that Silver-Gray Journey was an A-rank party.


      On the other hand, this kid was probably D-rank, C-rank at the very highest. With a gap in rank like that, asking to form a party with her sure was brazen… It seemed like the instantaneous rejection had done a number on the kid.


      Ohh, I see—A sense of understanding spread in my chest, as if seeping through.


      Come to think of it, this encounter was completely new; it never happened in the original manga.


      In the story, we were all disposable side characters who died in that battle. If things had happened as they were originally meant to, Euritia and this boy would never have met.


      Of course. By overturning the original story’s bad ending, I’d ensured that Master and the others could live on, meeting new people and having new experiences.


      It was a profoundly moving thought. Especially in regard to Euritia, who had been so young when she jumped into adventuring that she had basically no friends her own age. How wonderful it would be for her to meet people and forge bonds, savoring her youth with all its happenings both sweet and sour.


      The original story never even let her have a normal youth.


      For that reason, I wanted to encourage encounters like this one. It was good of you to come, kid. I’m so glad we met you.


      However, my swiftest apologies; I must say that your offer is a difficult one indeed. Euritia was extremely wary of invitations such as this.


      There were two main reasons for her caution. The first was that her two older brothers back home had treated her horribly before she became an adventurer. Euritia’s family had produced outstanding knights for generations, and it seemed her brothers were extremely jealous of her gift for the sword. This was what had prompted her to leave home and choose the path of the adventurer.


      The second was that, even after meeting us and becoming an adventurer, her cute appearance caused trouble for her, and weird men would always harass her. Frequently, they would try to pester her into joining their party or take her to some unpopular spot. Seriously, what were the weirdos of this world thinking, trying to join up with a thirteen-year-old girl? Don’t make me call the guards.


      Due to her countless experiences with members of the opposite sex, there was no way Euritia would want to get involved with some guy she didn’t even know. I had to say, abruptly asking to be in a party with someone he barely knew was a terrible mistake on his part.


      To little surprise, Euritia shot the boy a glare as cold as ice.


      “H-hang on! Sure, my rank is pretty low, but I know how to fight in a party—”


      “…Do you plan to keep following me around like that, too? You’re being quite the nuisance.”


      “Gah—”


      Don’t die on us, kid…! What’s one little mortal wound…?!


      How sad. He hadn’t done anything wrong, really. Could you blame the boy for wanting to party up with a girl he was crushing on, even with a huge difference between their ranks?


      The ones he should’ve really been upset with were the countless no-good bums who had made Euritia uncomfortable in the past.


      “Hey, Walker, want any more apple? I could buy another for us to share.”


      “Sorry, Master, hang on a sec.”


      Brushing aside my Master, who still hadn’t changed back from Little Girl Mode, I addressed the boy.


      “Uh…hey, there’s nothing wrong with you. Euritia’s had a lot of bad experiences before with people making unwanted advances.”


      “Ngh…!”


      I tried to explain things to him, but for some reason, the boy glared at me like I was his enemy. Had I done something wrong?


      The boy shook his fist.


      “…So that guy…he must be…”


      “Huh…? Y-yes.”


      “Walker!!”


      “Mmf—”


      At the same moment Euritia responded, Master, annoyed she was being ignored, stuffed the candy apple into my mouth in a huff. What the hell was that about?!


      “Forget about him and talk to me! C’mon, let’s go buy another apple!”


      “Ngaaahhganngahhah! (Hey, I was in the middle of a conversation!)”


      “M-my darling… Um, well…ah—”


      “Don’t think this means you’ve wooooon!”


      And so the boy tossed out a textbook snide parting remark and ran off while I was distracted by Master.


      There was a pause.


      Umm, at the moment, Euritia…well, she had done well turning down that boy’s invitation. He should’ve expected to be rejected when he was asking to group up with someone who already had a party, but he’d still run off like it was a huge shock… Maybe he genuinely had feelings for Euritia.


      “…? It seems he’s given up. All right, let’s be going, Walker.”


      “…Mmf.”


      With that issue settled, Euritia began pushing my wheelchair again.


      Best of luck, kid. Right now, Euritia doesn’t see you as anything more than a background character. If you want her to notice you, then you’ve gotta move your arms instead of your mouth. To be perfectly honest, it’ll only work out if you get stronger. When it comes to your abilities, let your sword do the talking.


      “Euritia.”


      “Yes?”


      “If you ever find someone you think you’d mesh well with…you should start a party with them. I wouldn’t mind.”


      “Heh-heh, oh, Walker! There will never be anyone like that.”


      Not mincing her words, was she? If that kid heard her, he would fall to his knees and cry.


      Hrmm, I could sympathize with a girl trying to be cautious of strangers, but she was still only thirteen. I thought it would be good for her to mingle a little more with kids her age—


      “…Walker.”
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      That was sudden.


      She was close to my ear, so close I could hear her breathing. The she spoke in a tone that felt like she was holding me so tightly, so tenderly, with her two small arms, that I was helpless to resist…


      “I’ll always be by your side.


      …Doesn’t that sound nice?”


      Euritia was the same as always. The same sweet voice, the same cute look, the same heart overflowing with kindness, the same—


      “…Y-you will…?”


      “Yes!”


      Somehow an intense chill ran down my spine, and I couldn’t bring myself to turn around even an inch.

    
  


  
    
      IV


      Atri, the Heavy Warrior


      This was really bad. I felt an intense sense of impending doom.


      Since I’d started staying at the Criscrest Church of the Divine Way after losing my eye and leg, I’d been doing as much exercise as I could manage with my body in this state. That meant lower body stretches, sit-ups, push-ups, and whatever other types of strength training I could think of doing with just one leg. Before I was injured, I was early to bed, early to rise, and I trained each morning. Given that I’d prided myself on living a fairly healthy adventurer lifestyle, lying in bed all day didn’t really agree with me.


      But obviously, I was forced to accept that this was the most I could do.


      …When you’re always in bed with too much time on your hands, your mind and body both start to become lazy.


      The number one reason I felt that way was the indolent drowsiness that attacked me around midday. Though I got more than my fair share of sleep at night, I would always find myself nodding off after working out and eating lunch.


      This never used to happen to me. This sleepiness was nothing less than a sign of depravity. I needed to resume my training right away.


      At present, I couldn’t say for sure whether I intended to train and return to adventuring with my newly disabled body. I didn’t even know if it was realistic to try. My main concern for the moment was that failing to get at least a little exercise wouldn’t be great for my mental health.


      In the future, I would have to get used to living with a prosthetic leg, so it couldn’t hurt to maintain my physical strength as much as possible.


      Stretches that you can do in bed don’t count as exercise. Since that’s the case, I wanted to return to sword practice. I could more or less do it while sitting down, and training that way, just like I had however many thousands of times before, was sure to be a far better use of my time than stretching.


      With that in mind, I asked Master to take me to the church garden in my wheelchair, but…


      “Walker…you’re really going to swing your sword…?”


      “Hm…? Yeah, of course.”


      That was the entire reason I was going outside, obviously…


      “This is probably the best I can do for now.”


      “Ngh…I see. So your blade is…the best… It was…the best, but…”


      I felt like she was reading way too much into what I said. Master, I just want to move my body around, okay? There’s no deeper meaning to it; I’m just getting some exercise.


      “Very well…I understand…”


      I really don’t think you do.


      Later on, while I was diligently doing my practice swings, Euritia happened to catch sight of me and dropped the package she was carrying on the ground. Her eyes hollow and devoid of light, she exclaimed, “Walker…even with your body this way, you…your swordplay…”


      I’m telling you—it’s just exercise!
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      I put everything I had into my first practice swinging session in a while but was still assailed by drowsiness that afternoon. There seemed to be no fighting it, so I decided to take a light nap. Master had worked herself up and gotten all brooding, so she nestled right up next to me, refusing to leave my side.


      As we dozed like that, sunshine pouring in through the window, I sensed someone enter the room. Euritia would’ve uttered an “excuse me,” but…this presence felt like our tomboy heavy warrior, Atri.


      As my thoughts muddled through to this point…


      “Hyup…”


      “…?!”


      Atri suddenly tried to climb onto my stomach. I sat up immediately and grabbed the girl by the shoulders before she could mount me like a horse.


      “Oh…you woke up.”


      “…Yeah, of course I did.”


      No doubt about it, that was Atri. Hey, what were you just trying to do? Her expression showed little emotion, but she appealed to me with her eyes.


      “Don’t worry. I was only trying to strike at you.”


      And just what part of that sentence was I not supposed to worry about?


      What did she mean by “strike”? Like, violently? Was that why she had been trying to mount me? Would she have strangled me to death if I hadn’t realized? Hrmm, what kind of friend would…


      “Give me a break, here. I’m missing a leg.”


      “That’s fine. I can still move.”


      Seriously, what about that was “fine”? I had no clue. Maybe she saw me doing practice swings and wanted to challenge me to some kind of bout, being the battle junkie she was. You’re the strongest person in this party; if you attacked me as I am now, you would wring me out like a worn-up rag in an instant. Seriously, this girl was way too strong…


      A little more about Atri, who served as our party’s heavy warrior and was a fierce fighter from a race of warriors.


      In the original manga, we receive almost as little information about Atria as we do Walker, and then she exits the story. She doesn’t have a single line of dialogue, and we never learn her name or personality. She only shows up in the corner of one panel, so it isn’t even entirely clear what she looks like. So I was left with a mysterious impression of her until that one scene, where she was brutally—Well, that was my read on it.


      The term heavy warrior referred to someone outfitted with huge weapons and tough armor, whose role in the party is to smash through enemy defenses and draw their attacks. In Atri’s case, however, she didn’t use armor and was ultra-specialized in offense, wielding weapons even taller than she was as if they were extensions of her own limbs. Offense was the best defense? Nah, offense was the best offense.


      All right, let’s forget the original story, and I’ll give my impressions of her.


      First of all, Atri wasn’t born in this country. She hailed from a village far to the south, whose members all had light brown skin. She had flowing, shoulder-length hair and wore accessories on her ears, neck, and arms that were unlike any you might normally see in this country. The traditional garments she wore had various patterns woven into them, and the upper half of her outfit was made from an especially small amount of cloth and left a healthy amount of her shoulders, belly, and neckline beguilingly exposed, the fabric thin enough that her undergarments were faintly visible. It all came together to make a tremendously exotic-looking outfit.


      On her lower body, she wore a bold skirt with a deep slit through which her legs slipped in and out of view. Underneath that she wore a set of short black leggings, so it probably wouldn’t matter if they were visible or not. Either way, it would be hard for a young man around her age to know where it was safe to look.


      This striking girl came from a clan of berserkers, mighty warriors known to very few people. As a result of focusing their genetics specifically on combat throughout their long history, a hardened battle veteran from her village could compete with even a holy knight with just a single cast of the Strength spell.


      Another trait her people possessed was superiority at close-quarters combat; at the very least, she was the most skilled at it in our entire party. Even Euritia, a prodigy at the blade, had once said “Atri is sort of on a different level…” through a strained smile.


      She was sixteen years old, just a year younger than me, and slightly taller than other girls her age. Her figure was slender and graceful, and she didn’t appear to be especially powerful. Though she was a heavy warrior, no one would ever think so by looking at her.


      Emotions rarely showed in her hazy pale-purple eyes, and she did indeed have an exceedingly taciturn, coolheaded personality. Atri was a woman of few words, her manner of speech somewhat halting, and her expression rarely changed.


      It wasn’t as though she had no emotions at all, of course, because at that moment, she looked extremely disappointed that she hadn’t been able to climb on top of me. Had she really been that eager to attack me…?


      “I’m sure it will feel good, so don’t worry. Just trust me.”


      “Seriously, enough already…”


      You’re the only one here who thinks fighting would feel good!


      Since the knowledge this girl had had hammered into her back in her homeland was heavily concentrated on combat and survival skills, her general sensibilities for everything else were a little off. Take what she’d said just now. If a stranger had heard that, there would’ve been some weird misunderstanding.


      Personally, I thought her tomboyishness gave her a ton of points. I had been blown away the first time we met; I was like, “Wow, they even have super-tough girls here!”


      I just couldn’t understand why the author had created all these charming girls, like Master, the kid grandma, and Euritia, the feminine knockout, just to up and throw them away with that r*pey party wipe. What a depraved individual—I could not let them live.


      “You don’t want to?” Atri asked.


      “No. Look, Master is sleeping.”


      She appeared to think on my comment.


      “…Indeed. Letting one’s companions see that would be a bold move.”


      “So you understand?”


      “Hm…perhaps atmosphere is important for your first time.”


      You’re attacking your companions, and you wanna get the atmosphere just right? What the heeeeck…?


      Sheesh, this girl’s battle junkie tendencies were a real pain. Maybe she sensed that my skills were degrading from being hospitalized and had come by to drive home the point that she didn’t want any wimps in the party. I’ve committed to training my hardest the best I can in this body, so please overlook how things went today.


      Still, mulling it over again…


      Was I really all right with turning out this way? Just a wimpy swordsman?


      It was one thing to lose an eye, but to lose a leg—specifically the pivot leg—normally, that would be the end of the line for a sword fighter. In the anime and manga of my previous life, a character having only one eye or one arm was basically synonymous with being strong and cool, but I couldn’t remember any such characters missing a leg. Even in fiction, where you’re free to create the world you want, it’s the norm for people to have both legs intact—losing one would be too big a deal.


      However, if this world had an incredible prosthetic leg for me to use, then my comeback as a swordsman might actually be realistic.


      If such a thing existed, I would definitely keep practicing the blade. Since this was a brutal, depraved dark fantasy world, there was no way to predict what sort of danger could befall my companions from here on. Right now, prioritizing the happiness of my companions was the most important thing in the world to me. I no longer intended to throw my life away, but if I could at least move my body around, it would increase the chances that I could actually contribute.


      On the other hand, did they really need my power in the first place?


      Master, Euritia, and Atri were all extremely talented people. Wouldn’t an injured guy who crawled his way back to functionality just get in their way? Wouldn’t he—a disabled swordsman missing an eye and a leg—be getting too big for his britches by thinking he could make himself useful to them? He might be able to rejoin society to the point where he could take care of himself, but beyond that—


      “…Walker? What’s wrong?”


      Atri was by my side, looking at me with a mystified expression. I shook my head loosely.


      “Just thinking about what’ll happen from now on.”


      “Your rehabilitation?”


      “No…further ahead than that.”


      I rubbed my shortened left leg. “This is how I am now. If you guys don’t wanna deal with it any longer, then…”


      “Walker.”


      Atri’s voice rang out, surprisingly clear.


      I lifted my head to see her bent forward, gazing into my eyes close enough for me to feel her breath.


      “You protected me in that battle. You saved my life. I would never abandon you like that.”


      “…”


      My breath caught in my throat.


      Looking into those purple eyes, I felt as if I was falling.


      “You saved my life, so I will give you mine in return. That is the law of my clan.”


      This was something different from remarkable determination, or a beautiful oath, or a purehearted prayer. This was like an obsession so bottomless that even light didn’t reach—or maybe even lust.


      “A lock of my hair, a fragment of my bone, a drop of my blood, even a piece of my soul…all of these are now yours.”


      As she spoke, her voice as cool and calm as ever, she leaned in so close that I involuntarily shrank back.


      “I, Atri, will live for you and die for you. So be at ease.”


      “…I… Okay.”


      It took me several seconds just to give that simple response.


      It was times like these that I felt grateful to be brusque by nature. Even if I felt like I was losing composure deep down, my expression would always be the picture of serenity.


      I gently pushed back against Atri, who had all but started snuggling up against me.


      “Thank you…for worrying over me.”


      “Mm.”


      She then returned to being the Atri I knew. Sitting back up, she spoke with a blank look on her face.


      “…So then, can I strike at you?”


      “No, you can’t.”


      “Hmph…would you rather strike at me? I actually think it would be intriguing.”


      “Sure, whatever.”


      Atri could be surprisingly chatty with people she was close to. It felt like we were never quite on the same wavelength, but more importantly, I…


      I—


      …Oooouuuaaaghhhhh…


      …You’re a little too heavy for this, Atri.


      Deep in the back of my mind, Atri’s incredibly intense comments from a moment ago were making me go into fits.


      My stomach… Ohh, my poor stomach.
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      The people Atri hailed from—known as the Arsvalem—were a group of warriors whose history was dedicated to combat.


      Each and every one of them believed in fighting like a creed, and they took pride in their martial ability. From the moment of their birth, the men and women both were raised to be peerless warriors. Once they gained awareness of their surroundings, they were taught to use a knife before even a spoon or a pen, then shown how to hunt relatively weak beasts. Atri was a warrior raised in this manner as well.


      Though it would sound boastful for her to say it herself, Atri was strong. No one her age could match her, and when she was eleven, she even defeated an ogre meant for a coming-of-age ceremony that had defeated adults before. The matriarch, whom she called Grandmother, took special interest in her and drilled all her knowledge and skills into her strictly but lovingly.


      According to the Arsvalem, the battlefield was where one communed with the gods.


      Carrying their pride and history, they raced freely across the land, communing with the heavens in a hot-blooded dance, the flames of their lives burning so they could become gods of war. Since companions who fought by your side were no less than brothers with whom you went through life, your companions’ wounds were your own, and by extension, so were the clan’s. To be Arsvalem was to shatter every enemy with your own body and shield your companions from every danger; to slice open the whole of existence and reign over all with overwhelming might.


      Among Grandmother’s teachings, there were some words that remained strong in Atri’s memory.


      “…Listen, Atri. You must meet someone whom you feel you would be willing to die for.”


      Her grandmother always spoke of such concepts, difficult for a child to understand, while smoking her pipe with a flourish.


      “Whether it be a master you serve, a comrade whom you fight side by side with, or a lover, it matters not. That you may offer up all of yourself to them—a lock of hair, a fragment of bone, a drop of blood, even a piece of your soul—laying down your life for such a person is our people’s highest honor.”


      “…Did you die, too, Grandmother?”


      “What exactly do you think I am, child…? Well, to put it briefly, ‘laying down your life’ can mean many things. In my case, another’s was entrusted to me. That’s why I’m living in disgrace here, in my comfortable position as matriarch…perhaps raising a child such as you will bring me some meaning after I failed to die.”


      “…?”


      “You mustn’t become like me. It will lead to a lifetime of regret.”


      Atri was probably eight or nine years old at the time. Clearly, this wasn’t a conversation to have with a child, but Atri committed those words to memory without regard to their meaning.


      The person she would die for. A lock of hair, a fragment of bone, a drop of blood, even a piece of her soul.


      Surely, the day would come when she understood the meaning behind them.


      Before long, Atri, who’d defeated the ogre and had been recognized as a seasoned warrior, set out on a solitary journey to travel around and gain new combat skills as required by the law of her village.


      It was, in a way, the final trial imposed on a full-fledged Arsvalem. They had to travel from the place of their birth and roam the world all on their own, without any specific waymarks or timelines to guide them. What to do, where to go, and, most importantly, what you got out of it were all up to the individual—the strength to drive away an unknown monster, to provide for one’s own necessities and traveling expenses, to become familiar with the customs of another land or country, and to encounter a fortuitous fate. In that way, every conceivable kind of strength was tested.


      There were those who had met the one they could offer their strength to and returned home in great triumph.


      There were also those who returned in shame, passing their days in idleness, having accomplished little.


      And there were likely also those who died a dog’s death on their travels, never to set foot in their homeland again.


      Among those of her fellows who were about to make that solitary journey, there were no few who felt great unease about how best to make use of it. But Atri was not especially frightened, since the objective of her journey had been clear in her mind since the beginning: to meet the person she believed she could die for.


      That was what Grandmother had told her to do. It was the Arsvalem’s highest honor. And if Grandmother said so, it couldn’t be wrong.


      However, she had just one doubt.


      Just what kind of person would they be?


      They met about a year after Atri departed on her journey, in a country to the north, quite far from her homeland.


      During this time, Atri had become an adventurer, hunting monsters while roaming from town to town. Adventuring was certainly never something she’d aspired to, but since combat was what the Arsvalem excelled at most, and constant travel was necessary to fulfill the goal of her journey, it seemed like the natural step to take.


      When Atri pictured the “person she would die for,” she imagined they must be someone strong.


      How strong specifically, she didn’t know for sure. Most likely, they would be a warrior who was simply more skilled than her, perhaps a leader with a heart who drew many people to them. But for the time being, she believed that if she visited a number of different towns and met many strong people, she would find someone she would be willing to die for.


      With that in mind, this country was one of the major destinations on Atri’s journey.


      The reason was exceedingly simple: Because it was one of the most prominent nations in the world, she figured there must be a great many strong individuals there.


      It was by no means an easy journey. She got sick more than a few times from eating something strange, was injured after slipping off a cliff, and fell for a trap set by some lowlifes after she joined their party on the spot to pay for her travel expenses—though fortunately, she then beat them to a pulp and forced them to their knees… But the vehicle called a boat that ferried people across the sea was, in a word, hellish. She would never ride one again. Humanity was not meant to travel along the water’s surface.


      And so it was while being tossed about by the stormy waves of her journey that Atri first set foot in that country.


      …What a nice place.


      So she thought as she made her way toward the country’s urban region along the highway.


      The roads are clean and easy to traverse. It’s far different from my country.


      According to Grandmother, in order to see a nation, you must first see its roads. A country’s prosperity was reflected in its roads. They were essential to the people’s everyday lives, but at the same time, there was nothing wrong with them being rough if people and horses were just coming and going. The streets within the city were one thing, but properly maintaining the roads that connected one city to another couldn’t be an easy task. So if those were good, that was evidence of a healthy country.


      This nation’s highway was wider than any she’d walked so far, with gentle slopes and sturdy construction. Even though this was a remote region that was supposed to be far from the more urban areas, Atri had already seen horse-drawn carriages trotting by several times. Carriages weren’t too good at navigating the bumpiness or rise and fall of roads. If someone had tried to run a carriage in Atri’s homeland, the roughness of the roads would take out the wheels within seconds and bring the vehicle to a standstill.


      On top of that…


      There are barely any monsters.


      She did see some. However, she got the impression that they avoided approaching the highways carelessly. She knew that some monsters didn’t attack humans on sight, but she’d been completely off-base thinking she could collect spoils from them and recoup her traveling expenses while wandering around.


      The highway was the humans’ domain, and the people and vehicles that traveled across it were all armed in case of attack, so the monsters probably understood that any thoughtless ambushes would result in a counterattack. That meant this country was just as thorough about maintaining public security as it was its roads.


      …I wonder if I’ll meet someone here.


      She had set out for the two largest cities in the country: the holy city of Grand Frozei to the south and the royal capital of Eisenvista to the north. She’d heard that the holy city’s Sacred Knights of Cris and the royal capital’s Royal Knights were the largest groups of knights in the country. Farther still was the royal capital’s Inflorescent Magistrate of Seven, the country’s highest ruling body, which consisted of four holy knights and three sages, making them quite literally the strongest organization.


      The person she would die for. A lock of hair, a fragment of bone, a drop of blood, even a piece of her soul—would she meet someone worthy of that?


      She moved forward holding that hope in her heart until she reached a road within a small ravine.


      “…S-someone! Is anyone there?!” someone shouted.


      Though she’d noted earlier how monsters didn’t often approach the road, the highway was still by no means an absolutely safe zone. No matter how meticulously well maintained a road was, attacks would still happen.


      “Anyone, please! If you’re there, please lend us your aid! Someone…!!”


      Atri was already dashing their way. She navigated the twists and turns of the mountain road, and before long, she spotted an overturned carriage and a party of adventurers surrounded by well over a dozen goblins.


      …Judging by the way the goblins crowded around them, this attack had been a trap.


      Even monsters weren’t stupid. They communicated via various languages that were comparable to human speech, and they possessed at least enough intelligence to learn from their failures. Every carriage on the highway traveled with an escort, so if they attacked rashly, the goblins would just have the tables turned on them. If they could find a carriage without much of a guard, however, they could lay a trap and overwhelm the travelers with numbers. Even monsters were capable of that level of planning.


      It appeared the goblins had overturned the carriage with some kind of trap and surrounded the humans as they stepped out. The adventurers’ party consisted of six people. Five had their backs to the carriage and were brandishing weapons, their faces pale. One squatted on the ground, an arrow in their left shoulder, hastily trying to remove a potion from the pouch on their belt. At a glance, the pack of goblins appeared to number a little fewer than thirty.


      Regardless of their present numbers, goblins were still commonplace creatures you could find anywhere. If this had been a simple attack, the party of six wouldn’t have tossed aside their shame to call for help.


      The problem was the conspicuous outliers within the crowd of goblins—three large creatures that towered over the humans.


      Orcs.


      Orcs were an advanced species of goblin; putting it very roughly, they were essentially goblins with much more massive bodies. However, in battle, that massive frame became an enormous weapon that you couldn’t afford to ignore.


      Creatures with huge, heavy bodies were strong. Such was the way of the world.


      The fact that new adventurers hunted goblins to learn the ways of battle was a testament to that, but when orcs got involved, the danger ranking immediately shot up to level B. Considering there were three orcs closing in at once, and the creatures were spearheading a flock of dozens of goblins besides, it was no wonder an average adventuring party might lose their nerve.


      But to someone like Atri, who had single-handedly brought down an ogre—an even higher-order monster than an orc—this was a trivial matter.


      Atri tossed herself into the air and used Accessorize—a spell that allowed you to change your equipment into jewelry or accessories in order to carry it more easily—summoning her trusty halberd into her right hand. Using her enhanced speed to rush through the crowd, she crossed paths with a boy and sliced through the belly of a single orc in a flash of light.


      “…”


      A cloud of dust stopped her in her tracks, and she turned around. Two other orcs had perished, one cut in half from its stomach, the other slashed from shoulder to waist. She watched as they cracked into pieces and crumbled to the ground. Atri had only slashed one of them, which meant that that boy, who was skidding along the ground like her and looking her way, had taken out the other two.


      Her eyes met his.


      He was the same age as her, or maybe a little older. He had gray hair and was gripping a tulwar. Atri was just the slightest bit surprised. Cutting the bulky, tough flesh of an orc in two with one slice of that narrow sword was a stunt that must have taken extraordinary skill.


      For a second, Atri and the boy both stopped moving and exchanged glances. In all likelihood, neither had expected the other to jump in at the same time in the same way.


      But it was only one second.


      Almost simultaneously, Atri and the boy rushed in, their attacks intersecting once more, each of them slaying the goblin closing in behind the other.


      …We were in sync!


      This time, Atri’s eyes went wide with astonishment. Atri was the slightly faster of the two. But in that extra split second, the boy picked up on Atri’s intent and responded with such perfect coordination that she wondered if he could read minds.


      In that moment, Atri deemed him someone powerful, someone worthy of joining in a united effort. They stood shoulder to shoulder, their backs to the dazed party of adventurers.


      “…Shall we?”


      “Yeah.”


      She knew she needn’t have bothered to ask, but the boy had responded immediately.


      “I’ll follow your lead. Do whatever you like.”


      “…Hm.”


      This was the first time they’d ever exchanged words, and yet somehow, Atri trusted him without question. There wasn’t a speck of doubt in her mind. With this boy, who had the skill to cut down two orcs in a single strike with that slender blade, and the ability to perfectly sync up with her on the fly, her intuition assured her they could pull this off without any issues.


      And that was why she let herself run wild, just as he’d told her to.


      And that was why, for Atri, the battle that followed was the most at ease she’d ever felt in her life.


      Atri’s halberd was so massive that people might not think it was made to be wielded by human beings. By all rights, it should have been a difficult task keeping up with a woman who wielded such an enormous weapon, but it didn’t inhibit the boy’s movements at all. He cut down any goblins trying to interrupt her the moment she noticed them, and as soon as the ones using bows from a distance started to meddle with her, he almost immediately repelled all their arrows, sending every last one of their heads flying.


      Atri was grateful she could mow down the monsters however she wanted, without concern for anything else.


      It was the perfect fight, with the boy preemptively removing any factors that might cause Atri grief, as if he could understand her feelings. Perhaps this was why she suddenly felt like she’d gotten stronger, her spirits flying as though they were dancing through the wide blue sky.


      It took no more than thirty seconds before every enemy was vanquished, leaving behind their spoils.


      “…Haaaah…”


      Atri stuck her halberd into the ground, gazed up at the heavens, and let out a rapturous sigh. Every inch of her body felt flushed, and her head felt like it was floating somehow.


      It felt good.


      It felt so, so good. She calmed her feverish breathing and said, “…You’re amazing.”


      She looked at the boy. He sheathed his blade, which had not a single drop of blood on it, in a fluid motion.


      “Same to you. That was an incredible battle.”


      They were on the same wavelength. There hadn’t been time for her to observe it closely in the middle of the battle, but his swordsmanship was still seared into her mind’s eye.


      He had taken up a stance with his sword still sheathed, then unsheathed it with a flash of light—to simply describe it in words, it was no more or less than that. However…


      That instantaneous explosion of the Strength spell, so dense that it could rival that of the Arsvalem; that swordsmanship fast enough to be a literal flash of light.


      He shouldn’t have been able to perform such a powerful technique with a sword while still retaining such fine control, but he had been talented enough to repel every single arrow that flew at them with pinpoint accuracy.


      In fact, despite him slaying nearly as many monsters as Atri, the boy’s blade wasn’t stained at all, not even with the spurt of blood from the monsters he’d slain. She wondered if he realized how strange that really was.


      “…I’m Atri. And you?”


      She found herself asking for his name. This was a strange development. Normally, Atri was never one to make unnecessary conversation with complete strangers. Perhaps her solitary journey had drawn something out of her and encouraged her to start giving her name of her own volition.


      “It’s Walker,” the boy responded.


      “Walker…”


      Atri made an effort to commit the name of this boy to memory. Walker. Walker. She said it three times, carving it into her heart.


      “…U-um… Hey, you two…”


      The man who seemed to be the leader of the adventuring party interrupted them in a faltering voice. Oh, right, they’re here…, Atri thought, feeling a bit sullen. She’d felt so good, and now it was like someone had come and poured cold water over the flame in her heart.


      To put it another way, you could say that Atri returned to the way she usually was.


      “Th-thanks for saving us. I’m ashamed we were attacked out of nowhere like that…”


      The other members of the party used Strength to right the toppled carriage. She saw a man who appeared to be a merchant crawl out from behind the luggage rack; he seemed to have been clinging on for dear life.


      Atri’s reply was brief.


      “I was only passing by. It was nothing.”


      “Same here.”


      “I see… For ones so young as you, that was an incredible showing.”


      The man was in his midtwenties, and he appeared to be deeply ashamed at being rescued by two people younger than himself. But Atri didn’t care either way.


      More importantly, she wondered what Walker would do next.


      Atri wanted to go with him, if she could. And she wanted to feel the high that she’d felt fighting alongside him at least once more. This must be what people meant when they said they felt their blood stir. She was so intensely interested in this boy and the strange, unknown power he possessed that she could think of little else.


      Then…


      “…Eyyyy, Walkerrr…! Walkerrr…!”


      Suddenly, a voice rang out from across the road, calling for Walker. Atri looked over to see a tiny girl in an enormous witch hat bounding toward them while waving.


      “Oh, Master…”


      …Master?


      There was no way this petite girl could be Walker’s sword teacher—by all appearances, she was a sorceress.


      The girl rushed straight up to Walker.


      “Foolish apprentice, rushing out of the carriage like that…! You scared me half to death! I could hardly just sit there after you left me behind!”


      “Uh…sorry.”


      “Ughh…”


      The girl calmed herself down from her snit with a sigh. She looked at Atri, then the party leader, and finally the now-righted carriage before giving a wry grin.


      “Gracious, you never could leave well enough alone in a situation like this, could you? Come now, if you’ve wrapped all this up, then let’s be off.”


      “R-right…”


      “And you all, will you be fine on your own?”


      The party leader seemed taken aback by the girl’s incredibly pompous manner but pulled himself together with a loose nod of his head.


      “Yes…we’ll be fine. Thank you.”


      “…Take care.”


      The girl grabbed Walker’s hand as he uttered those last words, and they started to leave. On the spur of the moment, Atri spoke up.


      “Hey, take me with you, too.”


      The girl turned her head, blatant suspicion in her eyes.


      “…And you are?”


      “A passerby.”


      She had to tell them she wanted to go with them.


      Atri had gone on this journey to find someone she would be willing to die for. The feelings Atri had for Walker right now weren’t quite the same as selfless devotion toward someone. Walker probably wasn’t the individual she was searching for.


      But this burning ache in her body didn’t lie. Grandmother had told her that there was more to this journey than simply pushing straight on toward her goal: She had to meet a variety of people and collect experiences of all kinds. There was nothing strange about Atri wanting to travel with a warrior who made her feel this way.


      For that reason, she was up-front with her words, holding nothing back.


      “I’ve never felt that way before. The intensity, the pleasure, the heat from my body—”


      “…Huh?”


      “So I want to go with you… Will you make me feel that good again?”


      “Huuuuuh?!”


      The girl shrieked and clutched at Walker, her face pale and teary-eyed.


      “Guaaaahhh, Walker, you stupid, dumb jerk!! You got mixed up with this random girl?! So that’s the kinda outfit you’re into, huh? The kind you can see through! Dumbass! Moron! Skirt-chaser!!”


      “H-hang on, Master, just a second. You’ve got it wrong…!”


      …Had Atri worded that strangely? Come to think of it, she remembered Grandmother once telling her that she was prone to using odd turns of phrase. But she wasn’t sure what was off about what she’d just said. She’d been quite candid.


      Well, after that, the tiny girl went into full intimidation mode, and there was a huge scene until the party leader, who could no longer stand by and watch, stepped in to clear up the misunderstanding…


      In any event, that was how Atri and Walker met.


      Silver-Gray Journey became unbelievably precious to her, a place for her to belong.


      Walker, Liselle, and Euritia…Atri loved them all.


      Should the day ever come that they faced down a powerful monster, she was willing to put her own life on the line to protect them.


      That was the Arsvalem’s way of life.


      Yes. This she believed with all her heart.
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      “…His left leg was severed, and he’ll never see out of his right eye again.”


      Yes. This was what she believed.


      As the elderly nun at the church thrust this cold reality onto them, the image of Walker, torn to shreds, reignited in her mind’s eye.


      The Grim Reaper…


      Walker, face down and covered in blood…


      Liselle weeping…


      Euritia in agony after being sent flying…


      …and herself, sunk to the ground in a daze.


      In all honestly, she didn’t quite remember what she’d done after that. She found herself running out of the church on impulse and falling to her knees in the gloom of some unknown alleyway.


      “Ugh, hng….”


      She placed a hand to her mouth, another on the wall. The world was spinning. She couldn’t tell if she was standing or squatting.


      His left leg was severed, and he’d never see out of his right eye again.


      She felt sick.


      She might throw up.


      “Ugh… Aah, aaaaaggghhhhh….!”


      A scream tore its way out of her.


      She’d been unable to do anything. In that moment Atri fully realized: She hadn’t defeated the enemy she should’ve defeated and hadn’t protected the people she should’ve. She truly hadn’t done a single thing to contribute in that battle.


      A Grim Reaper. A god of despair that harvested the souls of warriors. She’d heard tales of it. They said some of her ancestors had encountered this monster, but not one of them had returned alive.


      That was why she had to protect everyone, she’d thought. She didn’t fear death, and she felt confident that she could do it. She was of the Arsvalem, after all. And yet…


      Had she let down her guard? Had she been conceited? Even after putting everything she had, body and soul, into one strike, it wasn’t enough to pierce the death god’s immortality. Instead, the Immobilizing Counter spell had caught her completely off guard.


      The overwhelming, murky stream of magic should have torn her to shreds before she could even blink.


      Time is equal. It may seem to stretch, and events may seem delayed—but such a moment will never come, and in the end, only the ruthless truth is thrust before you.


      There was a tiny impact, not nearly enough to tear a body apart.


      Right beside her.


      …Walker?


      For just a moment, Atri thought she saw Walker’s face—normally just as brusque as hers—out of the corner of her vision, teeth clenched in a determined expression.


      And that was when he was torn to shred before her eyes.


      “Ngh, ughh, uuuuughhh….!!”


      It clung to her eyes, her ears, her memory. The sound of torn flesh and shattered bone, the unbelievable gush of vivid red blood. It was all close enough for her to reach out and touch.


      All her fault.


      All because of her.


      It was unacceptable. The Arsvalem prided themselves on combat, and to them, it was unthinkable for someone else to be injured because of their own weakness, such as letting a comrade protect them and get grievously wounded in the process. It was more than shameful or dishonorable; Grandmother had taught her that it was the one sin the Arsvalem’s God detested above all else.


      It should never have happened.


      “You mustn’t become like me. It will lead to a lifetime of regret.”


      The nausea overwhelmed her.


      “Hng…! Gh, gwuuuuhh…!!”


      Atri felt the urge to smash everything around her into dust. The regret of being unable to protect her comrades, the bitterness of being unable to do anything, the disgrace of committing such a sin—ahh, but that wasn’t all. Those were by no means the only emotions gnawing through Atri’s heart.


      And so the sobs wouldn’t stop.


      Her cries shook her body, her nails scraped the wall, her tears fell to the ground. And deep, deep in the depths of the stifling and oppressive regret that coiled within her, another emotion, completely opposite, was driving Atri mad.


      It was the shining reverence she held for Walker, who’d put his life on the line to protect his companions.


      Back when Walker faced off against the Grim Reaper alone, Atri should have been able to do something. After all, Walker had defended her. Atri, who was unhurt, should have done the fighting rather than Walker, who had taken on life-threatening wounds.


      But she couldn’t move.


      No, she didn’t even consider moving.


      Why?


      Because she couldn’t take her eyes off him.


      She was absolutely enamored with the sight of Walker’s back and with how he’d thrown everything away in this battle.


      As an Arsvalem, Atri knew: Walker was absolutely prepared to die. He was risking his life to protect his companions, regardless of whether he survived.


      The flames of their lives burning hot to so they could become gods of war—this was unmistakably the ideal of a proud warrior that the Arsvalem spent a lifetime pursuing.


      At last, she’d found him. The person whom she had hoped to find, whom she would die for… Surely, surely it was—


      Wait. What was she thinking?


      Walker had defended Atri. And it was because of Atri that he was near death, missing his right eye and left leg. Atri had been unable to protect her companions. She’d committed an unforgivable sin in the eyes of the Arsvalem. Wasn’t there something wrong with her, letting herself bask in a rapturous feeling like this?


      Still, it lingered.


      She couldn’t fight it.


      She yearned for it. She wanted to imprint onto herself everything about the warrior she revered: his name, his resolve, his wounds, his ardor, his life.


      It was as if the very essence of her soul had been stained white, driven by something that transcended Atri’s will.


      “Walker…! Walkerrrr…!!”


      The knowledge that she’d sinned by failing to protect her companions, the reverence for the companion she’d failed to protect who had captured her heart… Those feelings, so intense that she thought she might break, swallowed the girl called Atri into a bottomless abyss.


      She stayed there, her tears flowing, for some unknowable amount of time.


      “…Please…!”


      She heard the voice by chance. It rang out just as Atri’s tempestuous heart gradually calmed, and she returned somewhat to her senses with a deep breath.


      “T-truly, it’s nothing so serious! I can search on my own, so please don’t follow me…!”


      “C’mon, wouldn’t it go faster if we all searched together? Don’t you worry about us, we’ve got plenty of time on our hands.”


      “Yeah, that’s right. Don’t even worry about it. We’re real nice guys, see?”


      “That really won’t be necessary…!”


      “…”


      There was fervent refusal in the harassed girl’s voice and callous chatter from the voices of the men harassing her.


      Her nausea and tears rapidly receded, and she felt her heart, which had been so overwhelmed, freeze over in an instant. She rose to her feet, all expression vanishing from her face, and headed toward the voices without making a sound.


      Away from the alley and out from public view, the very scene she’d expected was playing out.


      “Hmm, looks like she’s not here, eh? Let’s try over there. My buddies are all here, so why don’t we team up and look together?”


      “I said ‘no thank you,’ did I not…?! P-please stop following me around!”


      “So rude! What are you so afraid of? Seriously, we’re nice fellas, y’know?”


      “…What are you doing?”


      The men turned, looking shocked, and a look of relief spread across the girl’s—Euritia’s—face.


      It wasn’t the first time this had happened. Even Atri, a girl herself, could admit that Euritia was extremely pretty and cute. She would, without a doubt, become an incredibly beautiful woman someday. Because of that, she’d always ended up surrounded by strange men whenever she walked around town on her own.


      But since she was shy and caved in easily to pressure, the men would get carried away and try to get into her space. Driving away these irritating pests had always been Atri and Walker’s duty ever since the current party had taken shape.


      This time there were two men, both a little older than Walker. They were good-looking but clearly had a penchant for thievery and seemed insincere. They each wore a talisman with the sword and wand crest on their hips. Somehow, it seemed they were adventurers.


      Euritia quickly hid herself behind Atri. She did not miss the fleeting moment when one of the men clicked his tongue and pulled a face as if to say she’d just spoiled their little party.


      “…Ahh, is this the friend you were looking for? So she turned up! That’s great,” said the second man. Nothing in his tone suggested he actually believed his own words, and he leered at Atri with the corners of his lips upturned.


      It was a clinging, obnoxious look.


      “Heyyy, you’re pretty cute, too. And you cut a bold figure. You a foreign girl?”


      What a tiresome man.


      Atri turned away from him.


      “Let’s go.”


      “Uwah—”


      She took Euritia’s hand and started walking. The church’s cross was barely visible in the distance. It seemed as though she’d run quite far. It was kind of Euritia to make the effort to follow her all this way when she must be struggling herself.


      Of course, if she hadn’t fallen to these depths, those men would never have harassed Euritia in the first place. The man who’d clicked his tongue called out in an even more sullen voice.


      “Huhhh? Aw, just hang on a sec. We helped you out. Don’t we get nothin’ in return?”


      It happened the instant his fingertips touched Atri’s shoulder.


      Her head snapped around like a beast’s, and she sent a mere ounce of her bloodlust flying in his direction.


      “…?!”


      “Quit following us.”


      The man backed off, eyes wide. She gave him her ultimatum, calmly and clearly.


      “I’m in a bad mood.”


      And that was the end of it. Once again, she turned her back on the two men, who were now frozen and speechless, and she quickly left the alley to return to the wide main road. As it was early morning, a few people were milling around here and there to prepare for the day, but her line of sight was unobstructed enough to satisfy her.


      Then men weren’t following them. Good, Atri thought, pausing for a breather. If they’d kept on pestering them, Atri probably would’ve broken at least one of their arms.


      “You all right?”


      “Oh, yes…”


      Euritia gave a tiny smile, but it was colored with remorse she couldn’t hide.


      “I’m sorry… Even at a time like this, I’m still causing you trouble…”


      “You should’ve drawn your sword. You’re a hundred times stronger than them.”


      “A-ha-ha…”


      When Euritia had lived in the royal capital with her family, her brothers treated her horribly because of how gifted she was with the sword. Ever since leaving home, she’d gotten tangled up with inconsiderate men to the point where she was fed up with them. Thanks to this, Euritia was terrible at dealing with men older than her, aside from Walker and a few other acquaintances.


      Euritia avoided responding with an ambiguous smile, then asked nervously, “…Um. What about you, Atri? Are you…all right?”


      “…”


      Atri knew little outside of combat, and she’d never had much in the way of schooling, but she wasn’t stupid enough to reply with What do you mean?


      “I’m fine,” she answered.


      Yes—she was fine.


      Her voice was steady, and she no longer felt sick. Now that she had wept countless tears over that nonsensical emotion, it finally made sense to her.


      “I’m sorry. I must be acting strangely.”


      “Huh…?”


      “I feel tremendous regret, humiliation, and sadness. But at the same time…”


      Of course she felt sad at being unable to protect her companions.


      Of course she felt humiliated that Walker had sustained such serious injuries because of her.


      And of course…she was completely captivated by the warrior she’d found, who was so proud that even his soul burned.


      “…It was beautiful.”


      That was the truth in Atri’s heart laid bare. There was nothing false about this feeling. She realized it may be conflicting, but it was in no way incompatible.


      “The way he set his very life aflame, staking everything—Walker was beautiful. Truly beautiful…”


      “…”


      “It sounds strange, doesn’t it? And here I couldn’t do a thing…but this is the blood that runs through my veins.”


      Though she felt regret and sadness—No.


      Because she felt regret and because she felt sadness, she yearned for it so strongly that it pained her.


      “…It may be that all I can think of anymore is Walker.”


      She would die for him. A lock of hair, a fragment of bone, a drop of blood, even a piece of her soul.


      At last, she felt as though she fully understood the meaning of what Grandmother had told her back then.


      “…It may be that all I can think of anymore is Walker.”


      The instant Euritia heard Atri say those words, she felt as if the darkness sprawled out in front of her was suddenly cleared away.


      Something prickled at her chest. A faint smile emerged on her face. Atri—who’d spoken those words as if she was in a dream—suddenly didn’t seem so strange anymore.


      Because Euritia felt the same way.


      Though she couldn’t do anything, though it had all happened because she was too weak, the sight of Walker reaching the highest peak of swordsmanship by throwing everything he had into it was unforgettable, etched into her very soul.


      Even though she felt regret, even though she felt sadness, even if she couldn’t forgive herself…even still.


      She couldn’t shake off these feelings of yearning, no matter how she tried.


      “Let’s go. We should head back.”


      “R-right…”


      She shouldn’t keep hold of these feelings. They weren’t right, she tried to persuade herself. But now that she’d touched what was in Atri’s heart, that belief had been critically shaken.


      Still so young, Euritia had no idea how to face these sensations.


      All she knew was one thing.


      It was beautiful.


      Walker’s swordplay, which had felled even a god of death, was truly more beautiful than anything in this world…
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      “…So why’s this kid look like a pile of ashes?”


      “Because he lost before the fight even started.”


      “Huh…?”


      A man came by the guild that day, only to see a rookie acquaintance of his whom he’d mentored in a previous party sitting in a chair in the lobby, completely burned out.


      The man was a B-rank adventurer. By all rights, he should have been A-rank since he was one of the town’s most experienced veterans, but he’d refused the guild’s recommendation to raise his rank for years now, always saying, “I ain’t cut out for that.” However, everyone knew him for his caring nature, and he was widely respected by both younger adventurers and his peers for the fatherly position he assumed.


      The receptionist, too, was on familiar terms with him.


      “The boy found this adventurer girl he was interested in and invited her to party up with him, but she turned him down point-blank. He’s been like that since yesterday.”


      “Ahh, c’mon, kid. You’re still so young.”


      The man smiled broadly, his teeth showing. One glance at his pleasant smile was enough to convey that he wasn’t teasing the boy.


      “So who’s this girl he took a fancy to?”


      “She’s that girl who started staying in town a little while ago, the young one with the pink hair.”


      “…Ahh, that little lady! I met her by the roadside just a while ago.”


      “…Huh?! Hey, Pops, what do you mean?”


      In a flash, the boy revived from the ashes. The man smiled wide again, coming toward the boy with long strides.


      “She was walkin’ around town, pushin’ her party member in a wheelchair. They had a bit of trouble with the stairs, so I offered the guy my shoulder. That’s all.”


      “O-oh…so that’s all it was…”


      The boy seemed relieved. The man’s smile widened farther, and he messily ruffled the boy’s hair.


      “You’re growin’ up fast, ain’tcha? Ha-ha, the good ol’ days of bein’ a kid!”


      “Don’t call me a kid!”


      The boy hastily swatted the man away, only to hang his head.


      “There’s nothin’ good about it…she turned me down.”


      “Listen, kid, no A-rank adventurer’s gonna party up with a D-ranker. It’d be like babysittin’ ’em.”


      “Grrrgh…”


      Hearing that perfectly sound logic, the boy looked as though he might cave in.


      “All ya need is for her to say yes, and ya got a chance! Just go knock her flat on her back.”


      “C’mon, Pops, that’s sexual harassment, seriously!”


      “Ahh, settle down. If there’s somethin’ ya gotta do, then do it with gusto. That’s how a man does it!”


      After shooing away the nagging receptionist, the man knelt down to face the boy.


      His manner changed suddenly to something more sincere, and when he spoke, his voice lacked its previous carefree and slovenly tone.


      “Well, all right… So you’ve done three or four jobs with a party, and now you feel like ya know your way around things, is that it? Even though we call it adventuring, this business is one where we risk our lives to fight monsters. Ya can’t be so naive to think it’ll all just work out somehow.”


      “…”


      “If you’re not strong, ya may as well not be an adventurer. Ya won’t be able to outwit the guys who look down on ya because you’re a kid, and the girl ya like won’t even give ya a second look.”


      The boy saw the man as a reliable mentor figure, even if he didn’t exactly idolize him.


      That was enough to lend a certain amount of weight to his words.


      “You set a goal for yourself, right? Then the rest is simple. Ya look straight ahead and keep running. Ya better be so damn frustrated that ya start spittin’ blood. Any strength a man can grasp at with good-lookin’ hands is nothin’ but trash.”


      Then he added, “…And lemme tell ya, that guy’s hands were even rougher than mine are.”


      “…!”


      “He musta crushed countless blisters, gotten covered in blood who knows how often, then hidden it with shitty healing magic every time. His body was lined with gashes and scars and hardened calluses, and his right and left arms had a completely different amount of muscle. That right there’s a fool who’s never had a thought in his head besides swinging a sword his whole life, the kinda big damn fool we’re talkin’ about… Looks like he’s lost a leg and an eye, but hey, that’s the kind of guy that little lady’s in a party with right now.”


      “Ngh…”


      The boy balled his hand into a hard fist. At that moment, the man saw a tiny flicker in the boy’s eyes, still just a small flame, but red and burning all the same.


      The receptionist must have seen it, too. She spread her hands out in a shrug and sighed with exasperation.


      “Men are so simple…”


      “You’re damn right we are. After all, we can get as strong as we want if it’s for a woman.”


      “And you’re speaking from personal experience? Or is that just wishful thinking?”


      “That’s my real-life experience. I used to be a big shot myself, not too long ago.”


      “…I’m going to the training grounds.”


      Those quiet words of determination were like the start of something new. By the time the man turned around, the boy was already rushing out of the guild hall.


      Now that he’d found something to chase after, he wouldn’t lose his way. The man watched the boy, who seemed to have grown just a little, until he was completely gone, then roughly scratched at the back of his neck.


      “…Well, I’m sure that was a good experience for him to have. It’ll put some hair on his chest. A man’s gotta have his nose smashed in at least once in his life.”


      The receptionist gave a weak huff of a laugh.


      “That how it was for you?”


      “Course it was! I’m a failure, always have been. But I bet that kid’s gonna get a whole lot stronger. I probably oughtta retire soon.”


      “Right, right. Well, Mr. Failed Veteran, you’ve got work to do today, too.”


      “Oof, you’re a harsh taskmistress. You oughtta be more kind to your elders.”


      “My, then may I ask what brings you to the guild today?”


      “Kahaaah, charming as ever, ain’tcha? Bet you’re popular with the fellas!”


      “Wh-what’s that got to do with anything?!”


      “Hey, they’re at it again; someone splash some water on ’em,” said a nearby adventurer, with an expression like he’d swallowed a hundred bugs.


      The lively atmosphere of the guild, with people chatting by the fire, suddenly erupted into a commotion.


      “Oh-ho, speak of the devil…”


      The man turned to look at the entrance, and his eyebrows shot up. There was a girl with brown skin dressed in the clothes of a far-off land, the sort of person you never saw around these parts. Being in a party with the aforementioned pink-haired girl, she was likely the most-talked-about adventurer at the guild right now.


      Her name was Atri, if he recalled.


      There were two reasons she’d risen to fame at the guild overnight.


      The first was that she was tremendously strong. According to those who happened to have seen her fight, she wielded a gigantic halberd so easily that it didn’t seem entirely possible, and she could take down monsters in a single blow that gave even B-rank adventurers trouble. All people had been talking about was how, several days before, Atri had made the receptionist scream by bringing in a mountain of spoils that should’ve been impossible for even a grown man to carry.


      Word was that she fought like she was possessed.


      As for the second reason… There wasn’t much fabric making up the traditional garb she wore, and the peek of her thigh through the slit of her skirt and her faintly visible underclothes all made her a feast for the eyes—at least, if you could figure out where to put them.


      Of all the people whose eyes followed Atri, there were no small number with those thoughts on their minds, which put a somewhat stern look on the receptionist’s face.


      Atri herself paid little attention to the commotion surrounding her, heading for the reception desk farthest from the men. This receptionist was a newbie, and she attended to her with a slightly nervous look on her face.


      “As a matter of fact…,” the man whispered to the front desk receptionist in a careful, low voice so that the nearby adventurers wouldn’t hear, “I heard hers was the party that recently trekked back into Gouzel.”


      “…”


      The man told her this with 100 percent certainty, and the receptionist did not seem at all surprised to hear it. She let out a quiet sigh and responded in a similarly quiet voice.


      “So you found out?”


      “Well, anyone as perceptive as me has been sayin’ the same thing.”


      He remembered hearing over a month ago that the dungeon not far from town called Gouzel had been fully cleared out. Then suddenly, two weeks ago, a notice had gone out saying that the true boss monster had been subdued, and the guild was working to verify the details. In other words, the original confirmation that the dungeon had been cleared out was a mistake.


      There were eyewitnesses to the event; a group thought to be Silver-Gray Journey, Atri’s party, was seen rushing a young man covered in blood to the church.


      It was difficult to believe they’d had nothing to do with it.


      “Normally, the party who clears out a dungeon gains all sorts of recognition. There’s an announcement about the boss monster, and adventurers in the taverns get excited and go, ‘Hey, you killed that thing, right? That’s amazing!’ It’s one of the highest honors we can achieve.


      “…But this time, there’s no info on who cleared out the dungeon, what the boss monster was, nothin’. Why’re they keepin’ everything hidden?”


      “It makes no sense to me, either.”


      The receptionist couldn’t keep the irritation from her voice. But it wasn’t directed toward the man in front of her, but rather the larger situation she was powerless to do anything about.


      “If only I could say something publicly, I would without hesitation. I’d tell that girl and her friends that…that they did really great.”


      Her words became a sigh.


      “…Listen, I’m only telling you this because it’s you. Do not go spreading this around.”


      After a little consideration, the man met her forceful gaze and nodded silently.


      “…The real boss monster was…”


      She said no more but wrote the rest on a small piece of paper she had nearby.


      A Grim Reaper


      “…I see…so that’s…”


      Unusual for him, the man was at a loss for words. This was nothing to sneeze at. If it was true, this was an achievement worthy of the history books. The Grim Reaper was the unquestioned harvester of adventurers’ souls. It was said that should you encounter that monster, you should put more thought into how to escape than how to defeat it.


      No matter how far back you went in history, you would find no more than ten official records of its defeat.


      That was the kind of monster those kids had faced off against.


      “I don’t know why it hasn’t been made official, either. All I heard is that those kids don’t want it made known.”


      A Grim Reaper, the lone young man missing an eye and leg and covered in wounds, and his companions who survived without a scratch on them. In the man’s mind, there was one hazy line connecting each of them.


      The receptionist’s voice was uncharacteristically frail.


      “I’m not making any excuses, but…it was the guild who originally reported that the dungeon had been cleared, but the holy city was who dispatched people to the dungeon and issued the final verification saying it was definitely cleared out. It must have caused quite an uproar over on their end. The examiner rushed over to try to get the details from their party.”


      She sighed.


      “You said you lent a shoulder to that boy in the wheelchair, right? I heard he was so gravely wounded that it was a miracle he survived. Losing an eye and a leg… Imagine if such a thing were to happen to a dear friend in your party.


      “I heard that the nuns turned the inspector away at the church. They said they weren’t in any state to speak at the moment…not just the boy, but the rest of his companions, too.”


      “…”


      “I think they were finally granted permission a couple days ago. But even then, the smallest girl, a sorceress, apparently broke down in tears… The inspector was told to leave and chased out. It must have been so painful for them all.”


      “…What a miserable situation.”


      The man could tell he was scowling in anger right now. As a relatively older adventurer, he’d helped a number of younger adventurers learn the ropes, including the boy who’d rushed out the door earlier. He’d also watched them leave to strike out on their own. It was for precisely that reason that upon hearing a story like this one, he was seized by a fury he had no outlet for.


      When it came time to assign blame, nine times out of ten, the guild was the one to come under fire.


      A dungeon that was thought to have been cleared actually hadn’t been—it wasn’t as if there was no precedent for this. There were times when people had cooked up lies in search of fame, and times when people had been genuinely mistaken. That was why the guild had a system in place to dispatch a research team to give the final approval that activity in the dungeon had unmistakably ceased.


      But this time, the same mistake had happened again.


      Had the initial inspection been botched somehow, or had it somehow been fabricated…?


      Whatever the reason, the adults’ error had stolen a young person’s future, even if he had miraculously survived. Losing a leg was nothing short of a career-ending injury for an adventurer.


      The receptionist looked at the man pleadingly.


      “…Hey. About that boy…”


      “Yeah, I’m sure he protected his companions. Literally to the death, just about.”


      The young man lost an eye and a leg and was knocking on death’s door, while the girls accompanying him had no conspicuous wounds…that’s how it was. Yes, that was the way. If the man had been in that boy’s position, he wouldn’t have hesitated to make the same decision.


      But to those girls, it must seem like a curse. They’d been protected. They got to live out their lives comfortably while that young man sacrificed his limbs.


      They could get the glory of slaying the Grim Reaper, the reward money, the promotion to S-rank—and for what? Would it restore their friend’s leg to normal? Would it restore the sight to his eye? Would it give them a chance to redo the past? Nothing would change. There was no meaning in it.


      It would be unbearable for the entire party to be praised as though it was everyone’s achievement when that young man was the only one who’d risked his life.


      Yes, they were probably torturing themselves with these thoughts.


      “…I wonder why.”


      The receptionist’s hand trembled faintly.


      “They struggled so, so much and came back alive, but…”


      “…”


      At that moment Atri, who was finished at the reception desk, turned on her heel. It seemed she’d gone hunting for monsters in the area again. Under normal circumstances it was very unusual for a young girl to go hunt monsters on her own, and the less savory characters might’ve called out to her to try their luck.


      But here and now at least, not a soul did anything but watch her leave. No one called out to her. And once again, Atri herself paid no mind to any of the nearby adventurers.


      …It was as if she was possessed by something.


      It wasn’t that she’d given in to despair from regret that she couldn’t protect her companions. It was like she’d been engulfed by a belief even greater than regret—a vow to give up everything, even her soul, to follow the path of self-sacrifice.


      What in the world did she see?


      What image was seared into her mind?


      “…It really is a miserable situation.”


      The insatiable spirit of inquiry that lets one’s mind drift to an unknown future, or the brave determination like that of the boy from earlier—those shining feelings were what should be driving young adventurers forward.


      That young lady, hardly any older than the boy, had quietly determined the purpose her life would take and decided to sacrifice it.


      Neither the man nor the receptionist had any words of guidance to give her.


      Because for as long as they’d lived, they’d never once given any thought to their own life’s purpose.
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      This may be a good place to briefly touch upon some “extra” knowledge that Atri’s grandmother taught her.


      One day, the two of them had the following conversation in the homeland of the Arsvalem.


      “Now then, Atri. You’re still just eleven years old, but your defeat of the ogre means you are now a worthy adult. Therefore, I must teach you one of our most important callings.”


      “What is it?”


      “Someday, when you meet the powerful man to whom you will offer up your everything…”


      “Yes?”


      “…you must accept his seed.”


      “His seed?”


      “I mean you must create a child with him. Many of our line die glorious deaths while still young, yes? That is why leaving behind descendants to carry on the blood of the Arsvarem is an important calling.”


      “…How do you create children?”


      “Well now, first you push him down and strip him. And then, right down to the bone, you—”


      Atri took this lesson entirely at face value with no misunderstanding. At the time, she would obediently place her trust in and follow Grandmother’s lessons, like she was a blank white canvas waiting to be written on.


      And now, in the present day, Atri had found a warrior she revered, one to whom she was willing to give her everything.


      As for the result—it came about one morning as an attempted assault on horseback.


      Fortunately, Atri’s naïveté was such that she had enough restraint not to force herself onto Walker when he told her to stop.


      But Atri did not give up there, not by any stretch.


      I can’t do it with other people around. Should I strike when it’s just the two of us? But right now, Walker has his hands full taking care of himself. Maybe the mood would be better when things are calmer—


      The matter was settled in Atri’s mind, and she wouldn’t be swayed.


      After all, Atri had already decided. A lock of hair, a fragment of bone, a drop of blood, even a piece of her soul: All of these she would give to Walker. She would die for him.


      And Grandmother had taught her that creating a child with such a person was an important calling of theirs.


      Cross-cultural communication certainly was difficult.

    
  


  
    
      V


      Anze, the Nun


      “…Huhhh? They defeated a Grim Reaper?!”


      At the heart of the holy city of Grand Frozei stood the Cathedral of the Criscrest Church of the Divine Way, the organization currently caring for Walker. One could think of the cathedral as the church’s central authority. Rivaling the royal castle—the evidence of the royal capital’s glory—it boasted a shining, solemn, and majestic presence that deeply moved all who visited it.


      That much was true because the cathedral was the holy ground in which lived the four saints—incarnations of God who ruled over the holy city.


      Should you manage to deceive the eyes of a hundred pious worshippers, slip past the watchful gaze of the stalwart company of knights who would let not even a rat get through, then finally defeat the three holy knights who boasted the most military might in the city, you could cross the threshold into the sanctuary where the incarnations of God resided.


      At that moment, a voice that did not sound even remotely saintlike cut through the air from that room.


      “Holy crap, for real? How long’s it been since anyone managed to take down one of those? Ohhh yeah, I guess last time, it was those bastards in the Seven over at the royal capital, huh? They kept mockin’ us for a while, bein’ all ‘Bet you saints can’t do anything like that.’ Wish they’d all hurry up and die already.”


      A young girl was halfway through scanning a report, excited and using decidedly un-saintlike language as she did so. The majestic vestments that loosely covered her entire dainty frame indicated she held one of the highest-ranked positions in the Criscrest Church of the Divine Way. The center of the tiara that she wore in her pure white hair was adorned with a detailed crest of snowflakes.


      The snow-laced girl continued speaking with a wide, toothy grin that was by no means saintlike.


      “And the party that defeated it was an A-rank party… Heyyy, our adventurers ain’t half bad, either! All right, we’ve gotta rub those jerkwads’ noses in it later… Are you listening, Lady Heavensblade?”


      “Yes. It’s quite surprising… I believe it’s been four years since the Honorable Seven have defeated one.”


      Beside the snow-laced girl was another young lady called Heavensblade. She also wore a set of splendid vestments with not a seam out of place, plus a tiara with a sword-shaped crest set in its center. Compared to the snow-laced girl, at least, she gave off an air of purity and elegance befitting a saint.


      “You don’t gotta call them ‘honorable’ or nothin’! After all, our A-ranks took out a monster that it took seven of their guys to beat. They’re gettin’ cocky.”


      “Lady Alabaster, a Grim Reaper is not a monster that ordinary people can defeat, so—”


      “Ohhh, cram it already! There’s no way I ain’t gonna rub it in their faces.”


      The snow-laced girl, also known as Alabaster, returned her eyes to the report.


      “Hmm, so the party was Silver-Gray Journey…huh? Hey, this is—”


      “Master Walker’s party, yes?”


      Heavensblade’s pulse suddenly spiked. She paid no mind to the way Alabaster immediately groaned, pulled a face, and said in a spirited voice, “Ahh, so Master Walker is safe…! Thank heavens! It seems we can dissolve the search party that was organized the other day.”


      “Dissolve what? We didn’t even organize anything; I rejected it right in front of you! Did your memory get scrambled?”


      Alabaster heaved a great sigh.


      “Sheesh…I toldja, you’re worryin’ way too much. He’s a man, so who cares if he doesn’t come home for two weeks?”


      “Lady Alabaster.”


      Getting fed up with Alabaster’s prattle, Heavensblade cut her off.


      Alabaster looked at Heavensblade, whose eyes were moist with bottomless sorrow and regret, as if she were teetering on a precipice.


      “I already left him to die once before. It’s inevitable that I worry, wouldn’t you say?”


      “…”


      Alabaster gave another sigh, this one smaller.


      “…You’re making things way more complicated.”


      “…I only wish to repay Master Walker for the wrongs done to him.”


      “And Master Walker’s got no clue about any of this. Think he’d ever expect to gain the favor of one of the highest-ranked saints in the country?”


      “…”


      Heavensblade gave a feeble smile in return, one that seemed it might crumple at any moment. Judging that the situation would only go downhill from here if the discussion continued, Alabaster said, “Fine, fine, we’ll shower ’im with as many blessings as ya want once he gets back. ’Sides, beating a Grim Reaper is a huge achievement, so the holy city’s gotta reward him. Rewarding the meritorious and punishing the wicked is our whole deal.”


      “Yes! We can summon the entire city for a parade to celebrate his triumphant return.”


      “That’s way too much, ya dumbass. This is exactly what I was talkin’ about!”


      She forced a smile at Heavensblade, who’d returned to her normal self in an instant, then went back to scanning the report once again.


      “A Grim Reaper, eh? How bad of a dungeon did these guys delve into to find—”


      She stopped speaking mid-sentence.


      Then she went quiet.


      “Lady Alabaster?”


      Alabaster knit her brows.


      “…Ahh, all right, I sort of remember the name of the dungeon. Ain’t this the one that was cleared out recently?”


      “So it seems…”


      “I got kind of a bad feeling about this.”


      Suddenly, Alabaster shot up straight and leaned forward a little to inspect the report more theoroughly. She leafed through the first page to the end of the second page with a menacing look, as if she could see straight through the words to the meaning itself.


      “…”


      She briefly looked away from the page and drew in a small, groaning breath. “Sssvvv…”


      Then she looked back at the report.


      Then another groan.


      Heavensblade tilted her head.


      “Is something the matter, Lady Alabaster?”


      “…Hey.”


      Alabaster wore a helpless, unmistakably grief-stricken expression, as if a massive bomb was about to detonate.


      It wasn’t a reaction directed at the report itself, but one directed at Heavensblade based on what she’d just read.


      “Uh, hey, lemme start off by saying, listen calmly to what I’m about to say. Really just listen, all right? I’m serious here.”


      “…? I understand.”


      “Nah, I don’t think you do.”


      “So you say, but I am always calm…”


      “Yeah, yeah, sure you are. That’s you, for sure. Dammit.”


      Another pause. Alabaster’s eyes crinkled and she let out a conflicted “Aaaaahhhh…” Then finally, as if steeling herself—or perhaps, resigning herself—she opened her mouth.


      “That Master Walker of yours, uh…he got out with his life, but it seems he got badly wounded and lost an eye and a leg.”


      “……What?”


      At a glance, Heavensblade’s reaction appeared calm enough. At the very least, she wasn’t visibly upset, nor did she raise her voice to Alabaster.


      But when Alabaster saw the look on Heavensblade’s face, she realized her reminder had been meaningless.


      “……Huh? Wha? Lady Alabaster, what…did you…?”


      Even someone who’d suddenly been stabbed in the road or pushed from a cliff would have looked more alive than she did right now.


      “Hey.”
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      “Lost an eye…and…a leg? Badly wounded? No. That can’t…? But how…?”


      Her eyes were wide open. Her tongue had lost all functionality. Her lungs had stopped. Her already fair skin turned an even paler shade of white. It seemed like a miracle when she suddenly righted her wobbling body.


      “Heyyy.”


      “N-no, Master Walker, Master Walker…”


      …And with that, Alabaster only managed to stop Heavensblade from breaking the door down to flee the room by catching her in a full-body grapple.


      “Hey, wait! Calm down!”


      “How?! How am I supposed to stay calm?!”


      Heavensblade’s words came out as a scream. Any trace of her pure and elegant air had vanished as she cried out, her platinum blond hair disheveled.


      “Let me go! Release me, release me!!”


      “I said calm the hell down! It’s too far for you to go rushing out without thinking; the trip would take three days by carriage!”


      “That does not matter!”


      “Yes it does! Listen, just settle down already—”


      “Master Walker…! Master Walkerrrr…!!”


      “Gahh, dammit!”


      Alabaster clicked her tongue in frustration at the raging Heavensblade.


      “I SAID he got out with his life! Master Walker is still alive!!”


      “Ghk…!”


      Heavensblade caught her breath and slowed her struggling. Alabaster continued.


      “So ya need to calm down and leave to go see him once you’re all good and ready. Then you’ll have nothin’ to worry about.”


      “…”


      Heavensblade bent her knees and sat down feebly right there on the floor. Seeing her trembling shoulders, Alabaster softened her tone of voice somewhat.


      “…Master Walker must really be somethin’ else if he managed to slay a Grim Reaper. A big damn hero.”


      “But…but still…!”


      “Ahh, yeah, yeah.”


      She gently embraced Heavensblade, who’d turned around and clung to her.


      “First things first, we gotta assemble everyone and coordinate a schedule. I’ll carve out a couple weeks somehow or other, so just make sure you’re fed and get a change of clothes, and don’t worry too much over the rest. If ya go out to meet him lookin’ like this, you’re just gonna put him off, yeah?”


      “All right…”


      It seemed as though the trembling Heavensblade, who’d pressed her face against Alabaster’s shoulder, had begun to cry uncontrollably. Alabaster patted her back and smiled awkwardly.


      “Sheeeeesh. What happened to Miss I’m Always Calm?”


      Despite her teasing, Alabaster gazed at Heavensblade kindly, like she was a troublesome yet beloved little sister.


      That had been two days ago. The following morning, a girl dressed as a perfectly ordinary nun and a young man dressed as a perfectly ordinary knight departed the holy city in secret.


      If their horses kept running straight on ahead, they would soon arrive at the town they were destined for.
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      “…Well, how is it? Uncomfortable at all?”


      “Yeah. It’s freaky.”


      “Mm-hm, that’s what everyone with an artificial leg says. Just push through it. This is about the only kind of artificial leg this little town can provide.”


      My rehabilitation had begun.


      And by rehabilitation, I meant walking practice, and by walking practice, I meant walking with the prosthetic limb that was now attached to my left leg. So I immediately went to use the church’s rehab room and tried attaching it while the elderly nun explained everything, but…


      Yeah, this thing was pretty awful.


      First of all, just look at it. The socket you stuffed your leg into was attached to a slightly thick pole, and it had a super simple, refined look about it. I felt like I’d seen it before in a manga or anime. At the end of the day, it did just fine at keeping my body propped up against the ground, so I bet you’d probably end up with the same sort of walking sticklike form no matter what world you were in.


      Well, it was fine to look at. The problem came from how you attached it to the leg.


      With slime.


      …Slime.


      The interior of the socket was coated with a goopy substance, and apparently, it used magical power to adhere to the skin. My first big worry was whether this was gonna work, but hey, when I actually tried to attach it, the adhesion was incredible. I could lift and bend my leg without it feeling wobbly in the slightest.


      Still, though. It was slime.


      What I’m trying to say here is, it was super slimy.


      “Ughhh…”


      “W-Walker? Are you all right?”


      “Y-yeah. But…it’s going to take me some time to get used to this.”


      Master looked extremely sullen, like she was on the verge of going into overprotective mode. We would never get past this point if just putting on my prosthetic leg made her worry, so I scolded myself and stiffened my expression.


      “Liselle, why not come sit over here to get out of his way?”


      “Hm. Then so will I.”


      “Ughh…but…”


      Euritia and Atri were in the rehab room as well, meaning every member of Silver-Gray Journey was in attendance. I didn’t think it was a big enough deal to debut this thing in front of everyone, but I was grateful they were here to babysit Master. Otherwise, she might cause a scene any time I wobbled or fell over during rehab.


      Atri picked up my worrywart Master from behind and placed her lightly on her lap. Hrm, she sure played up the little girl part well…


      All that aside, back to the elderly nun’s explanation.


      “Of course, that leg isn’t made to be used in any unusual activities.”


      One of the issues to keep in mind with the prosthetic leg was how much of a load you put on it. Essentially, there were pressure, bumps, and scrapes where your leg met the prosthetic every time you walked with it, and these could lead to pain and swelling…just think of how you’d get blisters if you walked around wearing shoes that didn’t fit.


      The slime prosthetic almost entirely reduced that burden on the leg. The adhesion was so perfect that the leg wouldn’t slip around when moving, and the cushioning it provided within the socket dispersed the load on the leg. Putting it on was just a three-step process: insert the leg, tighten the belt, and apply the magic. It was enough to put on when needed for daily life, and taking it off was easy, too.


      “But ultimately, it’s only meant to be used for everyday activities. I don’t think it would let you continue working as an adventurer.”


      Although the slime had adhesive properties, in the end, the seal wasn’t that strong, so running, jumping, or other rough activities weren’t recommended. The prosthetic leg itself was made of light materials that wouldn’t exceed the slime’s adhesive power and would break easily compared to other types of prosthetics.


      Also, the sliminess was gross.


      …Really gross.


      Well, it was a small price to pay. If I didn’t learn to walk on my own again, reintegrating into society would remain a pipe dream, and I would never be able to push for happy futures for everyone, no matter how much time passed. If getting used to this slimy thing was the first step to achieving that, then I guess it was one I’d gladly take.


      “Walker…”


      “I’ll be fine. I can’t keep sleeping forever.”


      Prone to worrying as Master was, I tried to comfort her with those words as gently as I could.


      For the first time in a very long while, without help from anyone else, I was standing on my own.


      …So yeah, I was in pretty high spirits about getting to the point of starting rehab. But to be honest…using that leg was tough. I practiced diligently for a whole hour without stopping, but wobbling across the nice flat floor like a fawn was the best I could do.


      This was completely different from using my own leg to move around. When using your actual leg, you can feel the ground perfectly from the moment you put your foot down on it. You can tell whether it’s hard or soft or if it’s stable purely by intuition, without even thinking about it.


      But the prosthetic wasn’t like that. When I placed it on the floor, I got no sense for how accurate that sensation was. There were definite sensory and mental difficulties, such as whether the limb was properly on the ground, if it would support my weight, or if I’d lose my balance.


      If I was being honest, I’d thought I would be at least a little bit better at this. Maybe my body had gotten weaker… Geez, if Gramps were here, he’d probably yell at me for slacking off or being a big baby about this.


      But the elderly nun had a totally different impression.


      “…Say, boy. I thought I should ask: Is this your first time using an artificial leg?”


      “…? Well, obviously…”


      “You caught on to it awfully quickly… No, it’s never that quick. Ordinarily, it takes people days to be able to walk without any support.”


      Huh, really…? Surely it was just that it took ordinary people who weren’t adventurers that long, right? So that means they wouldn’t be able to walk properly for at least…a month?


      No way, I didn’t intend to take things at such a leisurely pace. I may have said I was “like a fawn,” but that fawn was still up and walking around on its own a few hours after birth.


      I was at least going to be able to move around inside the church without issue by the end of the day. That way, I wouldn’t have to ask Master or the others for help every time I needed a glass of water.


      And honestly, the worst that could happen was that I’d fall down.


      If I were a coward who was afraid to even take a little tumble, I never would’ve learned to swing a blade, much less become an adventurer. Compared to the kind of sword training I used to do, a little rehab where I was just trying not to fall over was child’s play.


      “Nicely done today, Walker.”


      “Oh, thanks.”


      The minute I sat down to take a breather, Euritia brought over a towel and some water. Then Master chimed in.


      “Walker, y-you aren’t overdoing it, are you? There’s no need to push yourself so hard, you know? Take it just a little at a time. Just a little is fine…”


      Master was still perched on Atri’s lap. Needless to say, her dignity as the oldest member of the party was nowhere to be found.


      Atri stroked Master’s head.


      “You’re such a worrier, Liselle. You should take it easy.”


      “I—I just…”


      “Just nothing.”


      “Truthfully, I also believe it may be better for you to take it slowly. Is there any reason you feel the need to learn to walk again so very quickly?”


      Learning to walk again quickly was enough of a reason in itself… That way, I could stop being such a burden on Master and the others and return to the holy city that much faster. Then after that, I could even learn to move my body properly.


      It might have been because I’d rashly restarted my sword practice, but returning to training as soon as possible had become a bit of an obsession for me. This might sound a little overdramatic, but I didn’t feel like myself when I wasn’t swinging a blade.


      …Ever since my body became like this, I’d avoided thinking about it too deeply. But maybe swordplay was something more important to me than I’d thought—


      Then without warning:


      “…Huh?! Uhh, eeeyyaaaaaahh?!”


      Outside the rehab room, a nun shrieked. But rather than a shout of pain or fear, it was more like the kind of hysterical scream you would give when confronted with something completely unexpected.


      Like if in my previous life, a super-famous entertainer popped up in front of you.


      It seemed to be coming from the entrance to the church, and the screaming spread from one nun to the next. The elderly nun pulled a stern scowl at all the clamor that was so unbecoming of the sanctity of the church.


      “…What in the world is going on? Such a racket.”


      The tumult grew closer and closer. It was faint, but we could hear a strangely pompous male voice saying, “Ahh, mademoiselles, please calm yourselves!”


      I reflexively hung my head, supporting it with my hands. That voice…was it him? It was him, right? No, it couldn’t be anyone but him. Why would a big-shot elite knight serving at the cathedral come here? I thought with a groan as I massaged the headache in my brow—


      “…Master Walker!!”


      But contrary to what I’d expected, it was a young nun who barged into the room.


      I recognized that comely, innocent face and platinum blond hair that seemed to absorb the light. I mean, there was only one person in this world who called me—a lowly adventurer—“Master” Walker.


      The Criscrest Church of the Divine Way, which governs all churches in the country, was in many respects thought of as a second home to adventurers, who were constantly getting injured. And ever since Silver-Gray Journey had grown to four members, we’d used the holy city as our base of operations. This meant we had a few acquaintances who normally took care of us at the church’s central authority, popularly known as the cathedral, the pride of the holy city.


      Among them was a nun who’d dedicated herself to healing our…well, my wounds…


      “…Anze?”


      “Ahh, Master Walkerrr!”


      The minute she—Anze—saw me, she ran up to me pathetically.


      “Master Walker, I’ve come to you!”


      “O-oh…wait, why are you here?”


      She knelt demurely before me, glancing at my prosthetic leg and eyepatch.


      “I simply could not sit still after hearing of your injuries. Forgive me. I was completely unaware you had undergone such hardships…!”


      “I—I see. Guess I made you worry.”


      Anze was a good soul, a model example of a nun whose heart overflowed with innocence and affection.


      There was no doubt about that.


      No doubt at all, and yet the emotions she felt were so large that she tended to overreact to things…


      “However, I am worried no longer.”
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      Even in this little town so far from the holy city, Anze’s big heart hadn’t changed at all.


      She took my hand in both of her immaculate ones, overflowing with affection as though a halo had appeared around her head, and enunciated so clearly that her voice reverberated outside of the room.


      “…Return to the holy city with me straightaway and come stay with me in the cathedral from now on!”


      “““…HUH?”””


      I think it was the first time I’d heard Master and the others sound so threatening since we’d first formed our party.


      The atmosphere in the room had definitively shattered, so much so that I couldn’t possibly pretend like I didn’t notice. Though I knew my party members’ threatening auras weren’t directed at me, I somehow felt a primal chill and my back stiffened.


      Despite the hostility being directed at her, Anze’s smile, overflowing with fondness, didn’t move an inch. This fearsome aura that caused a rumbling you could practically hear was nothing more than a gentle breeze to her.


      “The cathedral is the safest place in the world. I will attend to your injuries there.”


      “Uh…Anze, that’s—”


      “Be at ease. I will allow no one to harm you. I will use the full resources of the church to support you. Please leave everything in my hands…”


      Hnngh, damn her enormous heart.


      A little about Anze, the nun with a heart bigger than the heavens and deeper than the sea.


      If my unreliable memory about the original story was correct, she isn’t a character in it. I’m sure that if such a striking girl had shown up in it, even as a side character, she would be tucked away somewhere in my memory. I think it’s reasonable to assume that if she didn’t ring any bells, it’s because she isn’t in the story to begin with.


      And at least as far as I read, a place called the “holy city” is only ever hinted at in the original story.


      There were two reasons for this. First, the original protagonist intentionally avoids the two largest cities, the holy city and the royal capital. And since the protagonist never goes near them, the story never depicts them. Quite logical, really.


      To the berserker protagonist, absolute eradicator of monsters, the two cities are objects of his hatred, for they possess powerful military forces yet can’t save themselves. As far as I remember, it takes a long time in the manga before he finally starts reluctantly interacting with the major characters from the royal capital. I think the plan was for the holy city to slowly become a focal point as well, but the chapters started coming out slower in the manga’s later years, and thanks to my death, I never found out what happened.


      The second reason may just be speculation on my part, but if the author planned for the latter half of the story to take place in the holy city, they may have intentionally withheld information about it.


      If I recall, there were four saints within the holy city whose might exceeded even that of the capital’s entire military force—at least, I thought so. Since this was clearly the kind of much-anticipated force that shows up in the latter half of the story, it made sense the author would only hint at it.


      Not that I could remember a single thing about what that crucial bit of information was, mind you…


      And that’s why my already paltry knowledge of the original story was even more useless when it came to the holy city.


      Let’s get back to Anze.


      A nun affiliated with the cathedral, the central authority of the Criscrest Church of the Divine Way, she was clothed in the typical modest black habit of her station. Her long platinum blond hair flowed down her back, her cobalt-green eyes seemed to shine as they drew in the light, and her skin was so clear that it was hard to believe she was human like me. She seemed so heavenly that I had to wonder if touching her carelessly would bring down some divine punishment upon me.


      Her appearance was proper with not a speck out of place, and her personality was as serene as a sacred spring. Always seen with a benevolent smile, always facing others with her pure heart, she graced her every deed with absolute good will. Her actions, which never showed any sense of negative emotions like anger or jealousy, were truly befitting for someone known as a servant of the divine.


      But even a girl like that had her flaws.


      Maybe it was the downside of having such a pure heart, but Anze occasionally did and said things that were overexaggerated. Bighearted, tolerant, generous, magnanimous, altruistic—many different words could apply to her, but the expression I favored was that she was “too damn purehearted.”


      Seriously, she acted as if the whole world shone with the blessings of God. Take what she said earlier. It could be misunderstood to mean “come live at the cathedral with me”—and yes, we had misunderstood it—and she said it so brazenly, too. But translated to something more on our level, it had the nuance of “come recuperate at the cathedral.”


      To be honest, I kind of had trouble dealing with Anze when she was like that.


      In my previous life, I was a genuine Japanese person raised with faith in the innumerable gods, so this “you must believe in God if you wish to be saved” stuff kind of put me on edge. It just made the religion feel sketchy. It’s not that Anze was a bad person, and I did my best to get accustomed to it, but still…


      That said, aside from being too damn purehearted, she was a perfectly normal girl. I think she was probably about sixteen, same as Atri. She was a little shorter than Atri, and her body had a much softer shape, overflowing with feminine benevolence, probably owing to the fact that she never engaged in combat.


      But above all else, the size of her heart was equally matched by the size of her chest—actually, I’m just gonna stop there. It would be pretty rude to look at her that way.


      However, at one point, Master was brought to the brink of despair at the gap between her and Anze, wondering aloud, “What in blazes did she eat for them to grow like that…?”


      Because of that, Master still viewed her as something of a rival even to this day…


      “Hey there, lass.”


      I got the sense that the cracks opening up in the rehab room were growing far too wide to mend.


      Master hopped off Atri’s lap and stomped over to stand beside Anze in an intimidating manner.


      “Surely you don’t think you’re taking Walker with you? Walker is my—err, our—dear companion. Enough of your funny business, you hear?”


      Master, who was quick to pick a fight even at the best of times, was about 30 percent more hostile than usual toward Anze. Her body unconsciously radiated magic, and her silver hair rustled and wavered uncannily like a living being.


      It was possible she had taken Anze’s remark to mean that I should drop out of the party. Don’t you worry, Master, I’m not interested in joining the Sacred Knights of Cris. So please put away the magic; my stomach is starting to do flips.


      I expected Euritia and Atri to pacify her, but Euritia, her pupils as black as dark matter, just mumbled listlessly, “She’s taking Walker away… I must protect him…” Mmm, I’m just gonna pretend I didn’t see that. Pretty spooky.


      For her part, Atri was calm as always—nope, scratch that. She’d just put a crack in a chair with her grip alone. She stood by, perfectly ready to throw a punch at any moment. What the heck are each of you guys about to do? The elderly nun’s eyes were wide open, and she was probably trembling in fear.


      Well, I had no choice. I’d have to be the one to put a stop to this.


      “Mas—”


      “Quiet, Walker.”


      “Y-yes, ma’am…”


      Master was scary… She didn’t even let me get a word out. Anze, whose composure wasn’t shaken even a bit in the face of Master’s menacing aura, must’ve been on a completely different mental level.


      “My…,” Anze murmured, pondering things for a brief moment.


      “He cannot come? But I believe that Walker’s condition could best be treated by the cathedral’s facilities…”


      “Well…”


      Master looked like she’d bitten down on something bitter.


      “…I can’t argue with that. Yes. It’s painful to say, but it’s undeniable. I’m sure from your end, you could never forgive us for failing to protect Walker.”


      “Why, no, Lady Lisellarte. That simply isn’t true.”


      Anze immediately shook her head. She clasped Master’s hand with an eye-watering amount of compassion, glancing at Euritia and Atri, who stood behind her.


      “All of you are Master Walker’s beloved friends. How your hearts must have ached to see him wounded… Surely it is more than I can imagine.”


      “O-oh…?”


      “How could I ever deign to condemn you all when I wasn’t there myself and have no idea what happened…?”


      That, right there. There was one more tiny reason why I was uncomfortable around Anze—she had zero ill intent. Like, absolutely none.


      Even when she had conflicting perspectives with another person, she was 100 percent considerate of their views, which was obvious from her genuine behavior. As a result, I guess I got kind of dumbfounded when I spoke to her, and it really threw me off.


      Master had the wind taken completely out of her sails.


      “I—I see… N-no, but still!”


      Master had been fully channeling her “elder” aura for the first time in a while, but she’d been overcome by Anze’s good will without realizing it, and it appeared she could no longer keep up the dignified act.


      She puffed out her cheeks and started stamping her feet in frustration.


      “Well, what about what you just said…?! Yeah, the thing you JUST said! You wanna explain ‘come stay with me,’ huh?! What the heck did that mean? It’s shameless! Shameless, that’s what you are! There’s no way I’ll stand for it!!”


      Give it a rest, Master. You were just about to make a comeback when your “elder” charisma took a nosedive.


      Well, it was better than having the mood in the room stay frigid. It felt like a balloon that was about to burst had just sadly deflated instead.


      “Walker is my—um, well…my apprentice! My beloved apprentice! And I’m not gonna hand him over to some big-chested hussy like you, got it?!”


      “Master, calm down.”


      Her resentment at the gap between her and Anze was rearing its ugly head. I’m a guy, so don’t just come out and say stuff like that with me here. It’s rude to Anze.


      But even after hearing all that, Anze accepted it calmly with a soft smile.


      “Hm-hm, Lady Lisellarte, you certainly do care a great deal for Master Walker.”


      “Well, duh!”


      “In that case, allow me to amend my offer. All of you—”


      “H-hold on one moment.”


      The elderly nun from the local church interrupted us, having finally rebooted. The stately aura she’d held that came with being in one’s elder years was gone, and she drew closer to Master with a pale look on her face, like she’d witnessed something unbelievable.


      “D-do you have any idea to whom you are…?”


      Anze giggled softly.


      “It is no matter. Please do not let it worry you.”


      “But—”


      “As I just said, it is no matter.”


      The older nun swallowed the words she’d meant to say and was silent. Wow, Anze was impressive enough to silence a higher-ranked nun than her just like that? The nuns of the cathedral must be on a whole different level…


      “Let us return to the matter at hand. Master Walker is a very dear friend to you all; that much is exceedingly clear to me. And so…”


      Anze clasped her hands in front of her chest, making a proclamation as if light poured from the heavens above.


      “Will you all come and stay in the cathedral with me? That way, we can all care for Master Walker together!”


      This girl was a menace…! An assassin sent by the church to sabotage my reintegration into society with her pure virtuosity…!


      “As I mentioned before, the cathedral is the safest place in the world. There is no need to fear an enemy attack, and even in that unlikely event, I could heal you right away. The cathedral can assure you receive daily meals and personal necessities, arrange for a high-quality artificial leg, and more; all to support you!”


      “““…I see…,””” everyone murmured.


      Well, I didn’t.


      “The knights are always on patrol as well… Hm-hm, so I needn’t worry about losing you on accident.”


      That’s funny, because it sounded to me like she was saying I’d be under house arrest at the cathedral.


      “I will be able to fully tend to Master Walker’s injuries, and the rest of you can focus on caring for him… What do you all say to that? I believe it to be an excellent plan…”


      “““…”””


      Hey, I have some concerns about this. Don’t look at me like you’re thinking, “Why didn’t we think of that?” Neither my stomach nor my pride can handle that kind of life.


      “Anze.”


      “Yes, what is it?”


      She turned to look at me, her eyes full of light. I felt a little daunted by that immaculate radiance of hers but continued.


      “I appreciate your offer, but you don’t have to go that far.”


      “Please do not worry yourself, Master Walker. Truth be told, I regret that I am powerless to do any more than this. While you underwent such hardships, I was in the holy city, completely unaware… Ohhh, I would cure your every wound if only I could…”


      Ugh, she was too damn purehearted…


      Still, I couldn’t afford to let her overpower me. I wanted to rejoin society. It wouldn’t be right for me to take advantage of the care Master and the others had shown me, to give up on getting back on my feet and opt to live a carefree life. It wasn’t fair to them.


      “I know my body’s changed…but I’m not so weak that I’m going to give up.”


      “But…”


      “I’ve almost gotten used to the artificial leg, and I’ll be able to walk soon. I don’t think I need any help from the cathedral.”


      If I could get to the point where I could walk well enough to end rehab, we could probably start preparing to return to the holy city. I needed to tell my acquaintances there that I was okay, so we couldn’t just hang around here taking it easy forever.


      And returning to the city on this prosthetic leg would be like taking the first step to rejoining society, which meant it ought to be perfectly possible for me to live a normal life without getting any help from the cathedral.


      I thought I’d logically explained why I didn’t need any kind of help from them as I turned her down. But…


      “Oh…I see. Then there’s really nothing I can do to…”


      …Hm? Wha? That wasn’t the reaction I’d expected. She seemed pretty shocked, and that smile of hers, unblemished by a single cloud, suddenly collapsed all at once…


      “Please forgive me for my impertinence… I am incompetent indeed.”


      “Ugh…”


      Hang on, that’s definitely not the reaction I expected! Even I can tell from that smile that you’re seriously hurt deep down, y’know?!


      Master and the others gave me a look that said, You didn’t have to go that far… Hey, weren’t you guys about to go to war with Anze a minute or two ago? You sure switched sides pretty quick.


      …S-still, I got it. When I stopped to think about the situation, it did seem like Anze came here as fast as she could from the holy city entirely because she was worried about me…and I was really grateful for that. Flat-out refusing the offer of a girl like that was a bit much…


      “S-sorry, Anze. I’ve really put you out.”


      Still though, I couldn’t afford to let myself get swept away by emotion and let her coddle me. For the reasons I previously explained.


      That’s not what I risked my life for.


      “I do trust you. I just don’t believe in being so dependent on others to begin with. It’s my body, so I want to face it on my own first… Then if I run into any issues, I’ll ask for help. So just let me keep trying on my own a bit longer.”


      “…”


      Anze thinly pursed her lips. She seemed ashamed, regretful…and disappointed in herself.


      “…If there is any way I can be of help to you, please do not hesitate to tell me. My heart is always with you, Master Walker.”


      “S-sure.”


      Honestly, I felt more bewildered than guilty about how I’d managed to cause her so much grief.


      I mean, Anze and I weren’t especially close. I didn’t have the same wealth of experiences built up with her like I did the rest of my party, and we hadn’t spent any time together outside of the times when she had healed my wounds. We first met when Silver-Gray Journey accepted an escort job not long after setting up our base in the holy city, but we weren’t the only party involved in that gig, and nothing particularly special happened between the two of us.


      Still, did her devotion to unquestionably blessing everything she saw come from her heart? Or was she just carrying out the duties of a nun?


      …Yeah. It would take me a little longer to remember the girl called Anze.
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      Walker never would have dreamed it, but he and Anze had actually met once before when they were young—and to Anze, he was one of the most special and hugely influential people of her life.


      Though their exchange had been brief, he had named her during that time. He gave her the nickname Anze.


      Some people might think that forgetting someone after going so far as to give them a nickname is a cruel thing to do.


      But it was inevitable. In those days, Anze needed to hide her true face due to certain circumstances; she hadn’t yet grown her hair out long, and she was a naturally timid and withdrawn person. Given how Anze looked today, it would be strange if Walker connected her to the meek little girl from back then.


      Besides, the only reason he gave her the nickname Anze was because her real name was too long and this was easier to say. There was no special reason behind it.


      Back then it was a dreadful struggle for Walker just to live through each day.


      It was only natural he would forget such a helpless young girl.


      That was eight years ago. At the time, Anze had been sent on a pilgrimage to learn of the wider world outside of the holy city to acquire insight and experience befitting her future station. During that journey, she met a young boy in some tiny village who knew how far from the city.


      She spotted him while strolling around town during what precious little free time she was allowed.


      He was being assaulted by a man.


      At least, that was how it appeared to her. The standard of living here was a far cry from that of the city, with most of the housing stock consisting of tiny rustic cottages that might as well have been shacks. In a run-down plot of land that could dubiously be called a courtyard, an older man swung a wooden sword at the boy in a one-sided attack.


      “What’s the matter, Walker?! What are you doing?! You just gonna stand there and let me hit you?! Not even gonna strike back at me?! Is that how strong your willpower is?!”


      There was anger in the man’s voice like a raging flame, and though she only caught wind of it from her hiding place some distance away, her entire body froze.


      “…Huh? Wh-what? Uh—”


      Until her pilgrimage began, Anze had been raised in the cathedral, sheltered from the world and treated warmly by everyone. She took it for granted that adults would love and care for children like her.


      It was the first time she’d ever witnessed something as frightening as an adult committing violence against a child, and Anze could do nothing but tremble in her hiding spot.


      Just then, the man dug the wooden sword into the boy’s side, sending him flying.


      He tumbled to the ground unbelievably hard, finally coming to a stop when his back slammed against a tree close to where Anze was standing.


      She thought she heard the boy utter an agonized moan.


      “Eeep?!”


      Anze instinctively looked away. As innocent as she was, she couldn’t face the sight of a human body being sent flying like a kicked pebble. She was so frightened that she wondered whether or not the boy had been killed.


      She heard the older man’s disappointed voice.


      “…What a joke. You really wanna get stronger, kid? At the rate you’re going, you’re never gonna reach the level of swordsmanship you want.”


      Anze didn’t understand what he was talking about. It was as if she were listening to a foreign language.


      “Take a fifteen-minute break and heal your wounds as best you can. We’ll start the next part of your training either way.”


      Anze timidly raised her head and saw something unbelievable.


      The man was heading back to his house alone, leaving the collapsed boy behind.


      “…”


      She felt the foundations of her worldview—the one that told her adults were meant to love and care for children—crumbling away.


      The older man disappeared through the door, leaving the boy lying limply on the ground, covered with scrapes and bruises and not moving even an inch. She wanted to rush to his side right away, but she was stopped by her fear of the man seeing her.


      “…Cough, hack—”


      If the boy hadn’t snapped back to consciousness and started to cough, Anze might have stood there trembling forever.


      She ran up to him. Keeping her voice low so the man wouldn’t discover her, she touched his shoulder and called out to him desperately.


      “Are you all right…?! Please hang on…!”


      The boy clearly wasn’t doing well.


      His left eye was swollen, his lip was cut, his forehead and arms were bleeding in places, and his clothes were torn, exposing some painful-looking bruises. He hadn’t gotten all of these injuries in a single day. Anze realized that he’d been beaten like that many times before she arrived in this village.


      The boy spoke deliriously, his eye out of focus. Anze was unsure if he’d heard her.


      “Ah…damn, I completely passed out… Yeoooowch…damn that old geezer. I’m gonna kill him one of these days…”


      “…”


      She didn’t understand any of it. How could an adult commit such merciless violence against a child, and how could a child swear he would kill an adult?


      She just didn’t know. Anze knew nothing of this world.


      The adults she knew, the ones she saw at the cathedral, had such fondness for the children. Even when they were angry with them, it was always out of love…


      “H-how…? Why…?”


      “Huh? Who are you?”


      The boy’s hazy vision finally settled on Anze.


      She was still a timid child then and had next to no experience speaking with boys her own age. Even though she’d been the one to run up to him, she’d done it without thinking, and her mind went blank in panic. Still, she couldn’t just turn her back on the church’s teachings and pretend as if she didn’t notice an injured person.


      “U-um… I am on a pilgrimage, as, uh…an apprentice nun.” Then, a little more forcefully, she said, “W-will you allow me to treat your wounds…? I’m still inexperienced, but I can use holy magic…!”


      She probably looked suspicious. While traveling, she wore a robe that was easy to move in with a hood over her head, and a thin cloth draped over her eyes to hide as much of her face as possible. She’d been taught by the adults that this was the garb worn by nameless nuns on pilgrimage.


      The boy, who was caught a little off guard, seemed to be thinking.


      “Umm…let’s step away for a minute.”


      He stood while fighting the aches throughout his body, then started limping away.


      “It’ll be a pain if he finds us.”


      That was how she first met the boy covered in wounds—Walker.


      Anze, young and innocent, had only ever known a world filled with love, and she took it for granted. Their meeting would have such an immeasurable influence on her that it would even change fate.


      “…Ange…? Th-that’s quite a name. Um…is it okay if I call you Anze?”


      “Y-yes…”


      She introduced herself while tending his wounds, and suddenly he gave her a nickname. It was a long name to be sure, but they’d only just met—her bewilderment at this may have been due to her naïveté.


      However, she felt like she’d become a slightly different person. And strangely enough, she didn’t dislike it.


      “…Amazing. The pain’s going away so fast.”


      “No, this is nothing special at all…”


      Anze cured the boy’s—Walker’s—injuries one by one with the holy magic she’d only just learned to use as he sat on a convenient tree stump some distance from the house. However, she didn’t fully heal every injury, per his request.


      When she asked why, he told her, “I need to get better at using healing magic.”


      As the name indicated, healing magic was a type of magic that could be used to cure wounds. Unlike holy magic, it required no clerical training to use, and while anyone who knew the magic could handle it easily, it was only effective enough to provide relief by slightly speeding up the body’s natural healing processes. Someone who was adept at it could at best cut the time needed to heal by about half.


      But it was still better than nothing, Walker had said.


      “…May I ask you something?”


      “Hm?”


      “Master Walker…what exactly were you doing?”


      His answer was casual.


      “What was I…? Training.”


      “Th-that can’t be…!”


      She rose up halfway without thinking. No, there was no way that a boy being whaled on with a sword while having no way to defend himself counted as training. Anze may have been a sheltered little girl, but she knew what weapons training looked like. She’d been taken to see training drills for the Sacred Knights of Cris multiple times.


      Anze told all this to Walker and then informed him that what he was doing wasn’t training, not by any means.


      Walker gleaned the meaning of her words from her expression.


      “Yeah…that old geezer is super strict. I guess it does seem strange.”


      “If you know as much, then why do you stick around…?!”


      “Because I want to get stronger.”


      Anze let out a gasp.


      His reply was so immediate and unfaltering that it stopped her words short. She saw a heroic determination shining within his cobalt-green eyes like a wavering flame.


      “…I can see it inside my head.”


      “Huh…?”


      “Uh, well…it’s this strong image of what I want my swordplay to be, I mean. But it’s not a normal technique. I can’t accomplish it by normal means. I’m not really that talented…so I’ll never achieve my goal unless I do at least this much.”


      Anze was at a loss for words. She could tell Walker was serious. He was almost the exact same age as her, but he had already decided his life’s path.


      No, perhaps it wasn’t even a path.


      It was like he was scaling a steep, dangerous cliff, bleeding all the while. If he lost his footing or made even a single mistake, he was likely to lose his life.


      “…Are your parents—”


      “Dead… Happened about four years ago, I guess.”


      “Ngh…!”


      There was so much she didn’t understand that Anze thought she might break down crying. Here Walker was, nearly the same age as her, and she couldn’t begin to imagine what was going through his mind.


      From the sound of it, he’d lost his parents so early that he’d only heard about it from someone else. And although he was probably less than ten years old, he’d thrown himself into a training regimen so bizarre that it left him covered in wounds. It was insane. If she hadn’t seen the fire in his eyes, she would be inclined to believe that he’d been driven to despair over his parents’ deaths.


      She could hardly believe that he was really a child just like she was.


      But here he stood, calmly scratching his cheek and looking mildly uncomfortable.


      “Umm…don’t think too deeply on it. I’m the one who asked him to train me seriously.”


      “But…!”


      “It’s fine. I really do feel like I can get stronger… Besides, there are some surprisingly fun parts about it, too.”


      Perhaps he wasn’t too skilled at showing his feelings, since his expression was so clumsy that she thought she might have misread it.


      Right now, she thought he might be smiling at her. Maybe he was trying to seem considerate of her.


      All this despite the fact he’d gone through far more hardships that Anze, who was raised with warmth and love.


      “Still…! This is…!”


      Filled with such frustration that she couldn’t properly control her holy magic, Anze accidentally ended up healing one of his bruises completely.


      “Sorry, it’s just…”


      When she’d started talking to him, she hadn’t intended for him to respond that way.


      “Isn’t there anything I can do to help you…?”


      “…”


      Walker’s expression didn’t change much. But after several long, uncomfortable moments where she wondered if he might be ignoring her, he finally responded.


      “No, not really… I think I’m okay.”


      Anze’s chest ached with a small, stabbing pain.


      She knew that a terribly cold wall stretched out between herself and Walker. He wasn’t being modest or trying to put on a tough face. He just truly had no need for her help beyond this. On the contrary, she was so desperate to heal him that he probably felt awkward trying to push her away and was simply letting her do as she pleased.


      “It’s already enough that you’ve healed my wounds. Thank you.”


      Walker stood up.


      “Wait, I’m still—!”


      “I’ve taken long enough. I need to get back.”


      He gently cut off the flustered girl, his expression infinitely calm.


      “You’re on a pilgrimage, right? Give it your all, Anze.”


      “Ngh…right.”


      In the end, all she could do was watch him retreat back into the house.


      The world as she understood it crumbled away then and there without leaving a single trace. She thought she’d understood that not all children were raised with love as she had been. But seeing how determined this boy was, ready to burn through even his own life, drove home just how blessed she was to live the life she did.


      So this was what it meant to understand the outside world…


      For the first time in her life, Anze was confronted with her own powerlessness.


      The next morning, Anze headed for Walker’s house once again, figuring she could at least say goodbye before leaving the village.


      The schedule of the pilgrimage she was being led on was strictly determined by the phases of the moon. If she were to deviate from it, it would force everyone else to push themselves harder to make up for lost time.


      She only had thirty minutes to spare before they were to depart.


      Kicking up dust as she ran awkwardly, Anze peered over at Walker’s house from the same place as yesterday.


      “Ah—”


      There he was, in a corner of the courtyard somewhat far from where she stood. He clasped the scabbard at his hip with his left hand, his right resting on the hilt as he dropped his center of gravity slightly.


      As it was early morning and the sun had only just risen, their surroundings were awfully quiet, enough so that she felt a stinging sensation. He appeared to be simply standing there, not drawing or swinging his sword, so Anze had a feeling this might be his stance.


      The older man stood facing Walker. He wasn’t holding the wooden sword from the day before but instead gripped a piece of firewood in each hand.


      He lightly tossed both pieces toward Walker at once.


      They flew through the air in a soft arc, and just as Anze began to wonder as to the purpose of this exercise, it happened.


      A flash of silver.


      She thought Walker might have just drawn his sword, but she couldn’t be certain because it happened so fast that it appeared as a momentary flash of light.


      That was probably what it—but wait, no.


      His sword, which should have been in his right hand, had returned to his left. In the blink of an eye, there was a flash from left to right, then another flash from right to left. Yet Anze had only seen it as a single beam of light.


      The firewood fell to the ground.


      Walker sheathed his blade in a relaxed, fluid way, like he was offering up a dignified prayer.


      Anze was overcome with a deep sense of understanding. Ahh, that must be what he’s aspiring toward. Even Anze, who knew nothing of swordplay, was captivated. How beautiful, she thought. As far as she could remember, the Sacred Knights of Cris always kept their swords in hand during battle. But Walker had sublimated the act of drawing his sword from its scabbard into his own form of swordplay.


      What he’d said earlier about it not being a “normal technique” suddenly clicked for her.


      That was why Walker, despite his numerous injuries, despite his painful experiences, kept facing forward and throwing himself at this strict training regimen. It was all in pursuit of this new sword technique that no one else had ever seen.


      “You damn fool! What are you showing off for?! I don’t see even a scratch on these!” the older man bellowed.


      The man’s voice startled Anze as she realized…the two logs he’d thrown indeed lay on the ground, just as unblemished as when he’d thrown them.


      “Shut up! It looked way better that time!” Walker barked back at him.


      “Just draw it! What’s the point of a sword that can only be used like that? You still can’t even chop firewood… I’m raising all your quotas for today by thirty percent.”


      “You old geezer…!!”


      The night before, when Anze tried indirectly asking the elderly steward in charge of her upbringing for his opinion, he’d chided her by saying, “Do not overly concern yourself.”


      …That boy had already decided on the path he needed to take, and it appeared he was walking it with conviction. Holding him back would be the same as telling him to abandon his resolve. It would be best for her to pray for him, that his dream might come true.


      …Perhaps that was it. Anze saw the path the boy intended to take in which he ended up a martyr, and it devastated her to her core.


      Everything about the two of them was too different, from the paths they’d walked up to now, to the paths they would follow from here on. Anze had nothing she could pour her deepest feelings into the way Walker did. She knew there was nothing she could say to him to sway him from his course.


      She was ashamed that she’d been raised in comfort, thinking that receiving love and affection from others was a given. She took a step back from where she stood and forced herself to smile, bowing her head.


      “Please give it your all…Master Walker.”


      About two weeks later, Anze dropped by the village once more during her return trip. In that time, she’d taken a cue from Walker and devoted herself to her studies. For the moment, she forgot about her privileged circumstances and tried to face herself with a fresh, clear mind.


      That way, the next time they met, she would be a less shameful person, if only just a little.


      Then they would surely have so much more to talk about.


      Yes, she thought—there would be a next time.


      Anze had no doubt that Walker would be in the village next time, persevering in his training, just like always.


      She’d spent many days traveling outside the holy city and had seen and learned many things with her own eyes.


      Perhaps she still thought of the danger that thrived in the world outside as something distant that existed beyond those walls.
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      After a dozen or so nights had passed, Anze returned to the village once more as planned.


      Naturally, the thought of resting slipped her mind and she went to search for Walker. In the two weeks since they’d last met, Anze had devoted herself to her pilgrimage like she’d been born anew, studying as hard as she could in her own way. Of course, a sheltered girl learning to put in effort like an ordinary person was nothing compared to his grueling resolve. Even so, she felt at least a little more prepared to have a conversation with him now.


      He would surely still be continuing his strict training and once again be covered in injuries, so she wanted to heal him again. And this time, she wanted to talk about something different. About him, about her, or even about the future. Like if, perhaps one day, he might wish to become Anze’s knight at the cathedral, for instance.


      “…?”


      However, Walker was nowhere to be found. She searched within the village and peeked around the grounds of that house, but she couldn’t find that bruise-covered boy anywhere.


      She felt compelled to ask a villager, a strapping young man whose face twisted into a grave expression the moment she asked.


      “Are you a friend of his, young lady? Ah, I’m so sorry…”


      “…Did something happen to him? Where is Master Walker?”


      …How strange.


      She had a terrible feeling.


      Her fingers trembled. Her heart seemed to freeze inside her chest.


      “That kid… Apparently, he went outside the village alone to train about a week ago. And since then…”


      “…”


      “The adults of the village searched for him, but…all they found was a broken sword and traces of blood near a cliffside pretty far from the village. He was probably attacked by monsters…”


      Outside the village. Attacked by monsters. A broken sword and traces of blood. On a cliffside. A week had passed, and he hadn’t returned.


      “…Huh? Wha…? That…can’t be right…?”


      No.


      Anze understood little beyond those words, and her instincts desperately rejected them. That’s right, it must be a lie. After all, Walker had been in the middle of a boisterous quarrel with that older man when she’d left the village. He was more filled with life than anyone Anze had ever met because he embodied the ideal sword technique he envisioned. He seemed like the type of person who would climb no matter what sheer precipice lay in front of him.


      This was the boy who hadn’t been seen in about a week.


      “The poor kid… For a child to go outside the village alone and there be no sign of them for seven days… He’s probably…”


      “…!!”


      Anze’s vision went blank.


      Yes, she’d learned as much on this journey. Dangerous monsters lived outside the cities, and humans had to take up arms against them. That was the reason for knights and adventurers to exist, the reason why people learned to wield swords and magic.


      And so she knew that the man was being intentionally vague.


      She knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that a child not even ten years old could never survive with only a sword to defend himself.


      “Uhhwa… Aaaaah…!!”


      All the strength left Anze’s body, and she collapsed on the spot.


      …Just what in the world should she have done?


      In an instant, she was swept away in a muddy stream of regret. Perhaps she should have stopped him. Perhaps she should have tamped down on his determination to perfect his ideal sword technique and asked an adult from the church to intervene. Perhaps she should have swayed him from the path he’d set himself on, even if it meant he shunned her in the end.


      “I told him that ridiculous training was a mistake. But he and that old man both…”


      Anze should have thought the same. But she’d been outdone by Walker’s unusual determination, and feeling ashamed of herself for barely making any effort, she’d given up on trying to stop him.


      There were any number of ways she could have dissuaded him had she put in the effort.


      And so a voice reverberated inside her mind.


      …Did I allow him to die?


      Her memories from that point on were fuzzy.


      She faintly remembered crying and shouting and being held by her steward.


      Walker was the first person who had ever disappeared from Anze’s life. The experience left unimaginably deep, brutal marks upon her tender young heart. Steeped in remorse and despair, Anze was barely able to take her meals and was forced to give up on her pilgrimage for the time being.


      Many months passed before she was able to pull herself back together.


      Before she knew it, she came to realize how large a presence this boy she’d met by chance in a remote village had come to be in her life.


      He had torn down Anze’s ignorant worldview and led her to earnestly face herself anew. It was only a brief moment in time, but meeting him had literally changed Anze’s life.


      And that was why…ohh, that was why…


      “I’m the leader of Silver-Gray Journey, Lisellarte. Our party is full of youngsters, but they’re awfully talented, considering. Hey now, introduce yourself, foolish apprentice.”


      By this point, Anze had been in her current position for about two years.


      She was to head for the capital on business, so she concealed her rank and solicited help from a number of adventurers in addition to the knights who would escort her. Day in and day out, adventurers worked closely together with the people of the city through a never-ending stream of jobs. Therefore, employing them as escorts and engaging them in conversation was a valuable opportunity to hear the voices of the people of the holy city more clearly.


      This was one such party who’d undertaken an escort job.


      “I’m Walker. Um…nice to work with you.”


      “…!!”


      That silhouette…


      That voice…


      Oh, the relief that flooded Anze’s heart.


      He’d certainly grown since then, but there could be no mistake. That gray hair tied off at the nape of his neck, eyes the same shade of cobalt green as hers, that blunt manner of speaking, those palms scarred by strict training.


      He was alive.


      He was still alive.


      He was alive, and he and Anze had reunited.


      She should have done something. By doing nothing, it was no different than if she’d stood by and let him die; those feelings of regret that had persisted until now rose up all at once, and it was a trial to endure the pain in her chest that threatened to tear her apart.


      She felt tears welling up, and she hung her head, covering her mouth with both hands.


      “Wh-what’s wrong…?”


      He didn’t realize that she’d been that little girl from back then. Upon reflection, it made perfect sense, for her face had been almost entirely hidden at the time. Now she’d grown out her hair and learned the proper bearing for her rank. It would be remarkable if he realized that this was the same timid girl from before.


      Truthfully, she wanted to throw herself into his arms right then and there. Do you remember? Do you remember me? It’s me, the girl from back then. How glad I am that you’re safe, that you’re alive. I’m so sorry I couldn’t do anything—she wanted to cry it all out, like a dam breaking.


      But…


      “Hm? Ah, that surly face of yours must be frightening her. Go on, smile now. Just smile—”


      “Ghk, hey, c’mon, Master—”


      “Oh dear, there are other people around, Liselle!”


      “…? Looks kind of fun. Let me try.”


      “Not you too, Atri! I-I-I’m so, so sorry, um, uh, I assure you everyone here is quite strong! We will do our utmost to escort you safely!”


      Looking at the young man surrounded by his party members, Anze felt her overwhelming emotions slowly begin to unravel.


      It finally made sense, like she was waking from a dream.


      Yes—of course he had met someone.


      Not someone who was helpless, like Anze. Someone who could genuinely help him, who he could trust, someone with whom he could accomplish anything…someone irreplaceable.


      Knowing that made her overwhelmingly happy…


      …and just a little bit wistful.


      “…Please excuse me, it was nothing at all. I simply found the light from the sun somewhat too bright.”


      She quickly wiped away her tears and raised her head.


      She swallowed all the words that welled up inside her. She truly did want Walker to remember her, to allow her to cry right there. But useless as she was, she felt as if she hadn’t earned the right to divulge those feelings now, to this young man who had found such precious companions.


      Ahh, so that was it.


      This tiny pain in the corner of her heart must surely be envy. She was jealous of these girls who stood by Walker’s side as his dear friends. She found herself thinking that, had things been different, it could have been her standing there.


      Perhaps this was her punishment for being so useless…but it didn’t matter. Even if he didn’t remember her, even if he never remembered her.


      This time, she would face him as a woman who wasn’t ashamed of herself.


      That way, she could become someone he needed.


      “How lovely to meet you all.”


      She already knew how she would introduce herself. She’d decided to use the name she gave every time she interacted with someone as an ordinary nun.


      It was a precious name, a gift from someone irreplaceable to her.


      “I am Anze—please feel free to call me by that name.”

    
  


  
    
      VI


      Roche, the Knight


      Apparently when Anze, owner of the purest damn heart in the world, got depressed, she got extremely depressed. It took a little time for Anze to make a full recovery, dejected as she was, and we had to do plenty to support her.


      Master and the others, who’d been belligerent to her until now, all ended up on her side, saying stuff like “Walker’s in the wrong here. Don’t get so down on yourself,” “You can always depend on us, no matter what,” and “You’re a good soul, Anze,” leaving me feeling pretty ashamed of myself. Seriously, I’m sorry…


      Anyhow, once things had settled down, I asked Anze something that had been on my mind for a while.


      “By the way, Anze.”


      “Yes? What is it?”


      “Right before you came in here, I thought I heard that guy’s voice. Is he here?”


      Anze nodded in confirmation.


      “Yes, he accompanied me as my escort. He should have been right behind me…”


      She looked over at the door, but there was no sign of anyone.


      Sheesh, what was that moron doing, leaving the person he was supposed to be guarding all by herself? As I heaved a sigh, I heard the swagger of energetic footsteps drawing near.


      And then the personification of boisterousness himself barged gallantly inside.


      “Why, hello there! How long it’s been since last we met, my friend! I have come from afar to deliver my well wishes! Apologies, those lovely mademoiselles kept me away. Ahh, I suppose it’s a sin simply for a beautiful man to exist! Hah-hah-hah-hah-hah!”


      …Well, looked like it was time to babysit this idiot next.


      A little more about Roche, a narcissistic knight and one of my few friends.


      Similar to Anze, he was one of those people from the holy city, which the original story barely touches on. Despite that comedic entrance of his, he was a fairly impressive knight. The crest with a sword and cross engraved into his silver armor marked him as belonging to the Sacred Knights of Cris, an elite division of warriors under the direct control of the cathedral.


      To describe his looks in a couple of words, I’d need to pull out the mangaesque term young lord. He was twenty years old and nearly six feet tall, with long legs that were immediately noticeable at a glance. He had unbelievably beautiful blond hair for a man, with long, narrow blue eyes and pale skin. He looked like someone out of a painting, and with his sensual voice on top of it all, it was no exaggeration to say he happened to possess every attractive feature that other men only wished they had.


      But as we just saw, his personality was that of a smug, boisterous buffoon.


      If he’d appeared in a different story, you would expect the protagonist to defeat him like a common pushover. Overflowing with self-confidence bordering on narcissism and constantly flashing that smile like a rose in full bloom, he knew on a deep level that he was gorgeous, and he used that fact to his full advantage, striking up relationships with all sorts of women.


      When I put it like that, he sounded like a self-absorbed creep.


      But in actuality, he was a respectable man. He brimmed with confidence without looking down on others and actually possessed a keen eye for finding the best in people. Though he dallied with a number of women, he held a firm sense of virtue and wouldn’t do anything to break their hearts or give them cause to resent him. On top of that, he had a compassionate and loyal side, which could feel suffocating on occasion.


      And to top it off, he kept his unmistakable skill as a knight concealed.
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      Seriously, this guy was strong. He and I had held plenty of sparring matches ever since we first met, and our results stood at forty-nine wins and forty-nine losses each—completely even. To hear him tell it, he was just another ordinary knight, but if that was true, then just what kind of monsters were the Cris Knights?


      …Ah, come to think of it, I guess that match we promised each other for the fiftieth win wasn’t happening now. I couldn’t help feeling a little sad about that.


      “I trust you’ve been in good health, Walker? There’s nothing so important as keeping yourself in tip-top shape!”


      “Keep it down, Roche. You’re making a racket.”


      “Hah-hah-hah, my apologies! Even I can barely hold back my own brilliance!”


      This freaking guy.


      “Here comes Sir Noisy…”


      “Ah-hah-hah…just as spirited as ever, I see.”


      “You’re too loud.”


      It seemed Master and the rest were completely fed up with him.


      Roche made his way over to my side, his footsteps treading the floor in a pleasant rhythm. His overflowing confidence even came out in the majestic way he walked. He looked down at me leisurely from his natural height advantage.


      “How is the artificial leg treating you?”


      “Still not used to it. And even if I was, I…I don’t think it’ll be possible for me to wield a sword the way I used to.”


      “Ngh—”


      I heard Euritia draw in a breath, like she was biting back some small amount of pain.


      Maybe it sounded as though I was ready to give up after only practicing for an hour, but well, to be frank, this peg leg…the elderly nun said it was made for daily life. It wasn’t a matter of practicing with it. Making it perform well in combat was simply impossible.


      “…I see.”


      Roche’s boisterous smugness immediately vanished, and he adopted a much quieter tone.


      “I thought that you and I would continue our training together…but it seems that may not be possible after all.”


      Huh? It was really strange to see him act so seriously. This is pretty out of character for you, man.


      The moment that thought crossed my mind, Roche went right back to his usual self. He clapped me firmly on the shoulder with one large hand.


      “But I’m certain that you of all people will become even stronger than ever before you even know it! You aren’t the sort of man to call it quits like this!”


      Yeah, I had my doubts. How exactly was I supposed to get stronger when I was missing an eye and a leg? What do you think I am, anyway?


      “Now then…you’re still in rehabilitation, yes? There are matters I must attend to, so I shall excuse myself.”


      “You’ve got work to do?”


      Come to think of it, since the guild had been gravely mistaken about the status of the dungeon I had fought the Grim Reaper in, I was willing to bet the folks at the holy city had quite a bit of post-incident cleanup to do.


      I’ll say this for the guy: When he had a job to do, he did it pretty well. I kinda admired that about him.


      “But of course! I must enjoy a meal with this town’s mademoiselles! Hah-hah-hah-hah!!”


      Anze, you should definitely fire this guy. Abandoning the person he was supposed to be escorting, having dinner with girls…what was this idiot thinking?


      “Anze, you’re assisting Walker with his rehabilitation, yes? Then surely, I am not needed to escort you.”


      “No, I don’t mind.”


      You don’t mind? Ugh, Anze, this is the part where you tell him off for doing this. You could even clap him upside the head and ask him what the hell he thinks he’s talking about.


      “Then I bid you adieu, my friend! I leave Anze in your capable hands! Hah-hah-hah-hah!!”


      “…”


      We’re really fine with letting oafs like him become esteemed knights, the paragons of humanity?


      By the look in my party members’ eyes, they were entirely done with this. Anze was the only one who didn’t seem to mind, her gentle expression never fading.


      “You’re okay with this?”


      “Yes. He performed his duty admirably on the journey here. I would like to let him rest for today.”


      Well, all right, then.


      Still, looking at it another way, you could say Roche had done a good job of lightening the mood. I put my weight on my prosthetic leg and stood up.


      “Okay, I’ll keep going a bit longer.”


      “Please leave Master Walker to me from here on… Go ahead and take a rest.”


      “…Yes, very well…”


      Anze smiled at the older nun, who made her way out of the room on unsteady feet and looked incredibly tired. Maybe she felt anxious being in the same room as a high-ranked nun from the cathedral. As far as I was concerned, the old woman had basically saved my life, so I hoped she got some rest.


      I resumed my rehab after that, which went well—but without the older nun there to discourage them, everyone would not stop fussing over me.


      “Now then, come this way, Master Walker! Take my hand!”


      “No, Walker! This way! Come to me! Don’t you dare let that big-chested hussy trick you like that!”


      Both Master and Anze had taken up positions in my path, and they started getting competitive over which way I should go.


      “Hm.”


      “…Hey, Atri…”


      “…?”


      Seeing this, Atri spread her arms in a careless way, as if to say, Guess I’ll join in.


      “Walker…why…why did you choose Euritia…?! Come on already, big or small, which is it?!”


      “Hwawawawaaah?!”


      I’d invoked Master’s ire by asking for Euritia’s help, and she started raising hell.


      “B-but for you to choose me, then… I understand. I’ll take care of everything from now on. Um, so…w-will you take my hand?!”


      “Hang on, that’s not what I…Euritia? Euritiaaa?”


      But with Euritia, too, it was as if some strange switch had been flipped, and she wouldn’t listen to a word I said. C’mon, guys, be serious about this and let me do my rehab…


      But I couldn’t stop it, no matter how I tried.


      I mean…it felt like such a long time since I’d seen everyone so excited and happy.


      Spending those peaceful moments with my companions helped me forget that I was in a brutal, depraved dark fantasy world.


      Looking back on my memories thus far, by and large, people’s lives within the cities were pretty peaceful. Until pretty recently, I’d been under the impression that this was a standard fantasy world. The fact that I even made that mistake in the first place was proof I’d lived a pretty uneventful life.


      From a meta perspective, you could also argue that the original story seemed so barbaric because of the presence of its protagonist.


      Tragedies happened wherever he showed up. When I thought of it that way, I grew afraid of running into him. He had saved my life, so I would like to thank him someday, but…with my body the way it was now, I wouldn’t have enough lives left to spare if I got caught up in the protagonist’s death flag.


      It would put my companions at risk, too, so all I could do was pray I wouldn’t run into him just yet.


      Ahh, man. I really…


      …really wish I could have at least kept my leg.
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      As the curtain of night fell upon the town, adventurers who’d rewarded themselves for a hard day’s work with good food and drink began returning to the inn one by one. All the energetic voices laughing and exclaiming that Today was a good day, let’s give it our all tomorrow! sounded to Anze as if they came from some terribly far away foreign land.


      At present, the dungeon called Gouzel—and the small town nearby, Rutel—were once again causing a stir in the holy city.


      The nicest first-class suite in the finest inn in town, which was rarely used and far more expensive than the average adventurer could afford, was a momentary sanctuary granted to Anze within that town.


      She knelt before the room’s largest window, which was flung wide open, and she offered up an earnest prayer as pale moonlight flooded through.


      “Lord, why…why must it be him…?”


      Thanks for the day that just passed, a sense of fulfillment, hopes for tomorrow, the strength to face what lay ahead—there was nothing like that in her prayer. Her heart was filled with only an extraordinary feeling of helplessness toward Walker’s predicament.


      She’d acted strong in front of Walker and the others, believing she would only be a nuisance if she began to cry. But now that she was alone, the emotions she’d suppressed ran rampant all at once, and she wouldn’t be able to keep herself together without prayer.


      Once again, she was useless.


      Once again, she hadn’t been around to help Walker when he’d needed it most.


      It might have been possible when they were still children, but Anze knew there was nothing that could be done at this point. What had she even been doing while Walker knocked on death’s door? The thought that she’d been enjoying delicious meals, having lighthearted chats with Alabaster, and sleeping restfully in her warm bed made her shudder with horror.


      “Has he…has Master Walker not already overcome enough hardship? So why…why…?”


      If she hadn’t known about Walker losing an eye and leg beforehand, she likely would have fainted upon seeing his eyepatch and artificial leg. She’d tried her best to act normal with what little sense remained unshattered, but then she’d let her emotions get the better of her and blurted out, “Come stay at the cathedral with me” and “I would cure your every wound if I could.”


      After all, she’d seen with her own eyes the excruciating efforts he’d put himself through.


      Of course, she’d only met Walker very briefly as a child, so it would be arrogant of her to assume she understood everything about his past.


      But the truth was that back then, he’d undertaken training so harsh it could be called abuse and consequently fell into such a desperate situation that even the adults of his village resigned themselves to his fate.


      And once Anze left the village, and Walker managed to survive, he probably threw himself back into his eccentric training regimen.


      Then, likely after enduring who knew how many dreadful experiences, he’d finally met his wonderful companions with whom he shared such trust.


      Shouldn’t that be enough, then?


      He’d been rewarded, hadn’t he?


      She couldn’t help questioning providence as to why such a cruel fate had been thrust upon him at this point in time.


      Restoring his lost leg and eye was impossible, even with her holy magic.


      He’d reached A-rank at such a young age, and all his hard work was finally coming to fruition—so why…why?


      “Master Walker…”


      Just as a clear teardrop fell from Anze’s cheek onto her finger, there were two sharp raps on her door.


      “Anze, are you there?”


      “Ngh…yes. Please come in.”


      Quickly wiping her eyes, she shifted her thoughts elsewhere and stood right away. She calmed her breathing and invited her guest inside. Roche, who had accompanied Anze on this trip under the pretext of escorting her, opened the door quietly and gave an elegant bow as he entered the room.


      From the calm smile he wore on his lips and the reverent way he approached Anze, Roche presented such a refined and elegant air that he might easily be mistaken for a different person from how he’d acted during the day.


      “Welcome back… Have you finished?”


      “Mm. Shall I deliver my report tomorrow?”


      “No…let me hear it.”


      Anze closed the window and pulled the curtain closed. Roche then cast the Deafness spell on the entire room four times as a firm anti-eavesdropping measure. The conversation was nothing that would be problematic if overheard, but this was common practice to do when giving reports outside the holy city.


      “Now I shall begin.”


      Roche briefly cleared his throat.


      “…I believe the guild in this town is innocent. They merely received a report on the dungeon’s clear status. The guild in the holy city were without question the ones who originally conducted the investigation and approved that status.


      “Moreover, it was a party from the royal capital who were first reported to have cleared the dungeon. We cannot rule out the possibility that the report was falsified, but at the very least, the guild employees did not appear to be suspicious. The party who gave the report appears to be an excellent one with a reliable track record.”


      Anze felt some small amount of relief. Had the culprit behind this incident been in this town, she wasn’t sure she would have been able to remain calm.


      “But the guild leader…ahh, his name escapes me. However, every time he opened his mouth, it was nothing but excuses to protect himself and attempts to evade responsibility, so there was little point in talking to him. You made a wise choice in not coming. Good heavens, his subordinates must have a difficult time if that’s the way he acts.”


      Realizing he’d digressed, Roche steered back on topic.


      “More concerning at this point in time is the investigative team dispatched by the holy city, wouldn’t you say? Their entire job is to ensure that incidents of this sort don’t happen. It makes little sense for them to make the excuse that they didn’t know or didn’t realize the truth. And I’m certain they receive due compensation for keeping with such responsibility.”


      Granted, there were instances in the past where dungeons had been reported as cleared when they actually weren’t, though these cases were exceedingly rare. Sometimes, a person who boasted to their friends that they’d clear a dungeon and, losing their composure after being backed into a corner, submitted a false report without considering the consequences. Other times, an inexperienced person would, in the excitement after defeating a powerful monster, make a genuine mistake about their accomplishment.


      Whatever the case might be, every time such a mistake was made, more innocent people were made victims.


      So when it came time to report on the clear status of a dungeon these days, the guild made certain to dispatch highly skilled adventurers to investigate, ensuring reliable verification from a third party. The investigation team was assigned an extremely serious duty, but in return, they were assured compensation commensurate with such an important task.


      If a betrayal of that honorable duty had occurred in the holy city, the one place so close to God—


      “…Understood. Then there is no need for me to take action for the time being, correct?”


      “Yes, which is a relief to me. Were you to pass judgment upon the culprit, who is to say how much of them might remain afterward?”


      “Sir Roche? Does that not make it sound like I’m barbaric?”


      “Certainly not. You are a wonderful, singularly devoted woman.”


      “…Hmph.”


      Roche bowed, a look of warm humor in his eyes.


      “Leave all the troublesome matters to me and stay at Walker’s side. Once you return to the holy city, you won’t be able to see him quite as much as you’d like.”


      “…I appreciate it. Although I must rely on Lady Alabaster to handle matters within the city…”


      “I doubt that will be any issue. Come what may, she won’t fail to see her job through to the end. And she cares for you as a friend… If someone dear to you is harmed, she may complain, but she would never cut corners.”


      Anze thought much the same. That foulmouthed saint would do anything to help Anze, who’d lost all ability to make rational judgments. Despite complaining about it, she’d bustled around coordinating schedules, selected Roche as the most suitable escort, and even arranged to have her deployed as an envoy from the holy city as justification for the trip.


      She was a dear friend to Anze, an irreplaceable childhood companion, and a dependable older sister who always looked after her.


      “Well then, that concludes my report,” said Roche.


      “Very well… May I ask you one more thing?”


      “What is it?”


      “Do you not feel regret?” she asked, looking into Roche’s gentle eyes.


      Ever since the two had met, Roche and Walker had honed their sword skills as rivals while maintaining an affable friendship. He was much closer to Walker than Anze was to Walker, and she wished to know how he was coming to terms with Walker’s tragic circumstances.


      “…Of course I do. How could I not?”


      His words brimmed with such boiling anger that Anze’s body stiffened unconsciously.


      “You’ve seen it for yourself, so I’m sure you understand, but Walker’s sword technique was not that of any ordinary person. It was something supernatural. As a fellow swordsman, I respected his ability with all my heart… The thought that this may be the end sets my blood to a boil.”


      “…”


      “And yet, there is no need for such feelings between us.”


      His voice returned to its previous tone, and he shrugged.


      “Ultimately, these are my personal sentiments, not something to inflict upon others. I hope that our friendship will continue unchanged from here on.”


      “…Is that why you lied the way you did in front of him?”


      “It’s true that I took a meal with those ladies. They work as receptionists at the guild. They were quite kind in answering all of my inquiries.”


      What a mysterious man, Anze thought. While she and Alabaster placed their wholehearted faith in him, he never allowed his friends to see his true brilliance. Like how he’d busied himself making inquiries as an envoy of the holy city yet jokingly lied about “taking a meal with the ladies” in front of Walker.


      More importantly, Roche had already decided how he would face Walker from here on.


      But what about her?


      She was unable to heal his wounds, unable to stay by his side as his companion, and he needed no assistance from the cathedral. Since that was the case, just what could she do for Walker?


      In the end, not a single thing had changed since back then…


      “Have you anything else to ask?”


      “…No, it’s all right.”


      The moonlight was so pale.


      It seemed tonight would be another sleepless night.


      “Well done today, Holy Knight Rochehardt. I will be counting on you tomorrow as well.”


      “As the Lord wills it, Lady Angessheit, Heavensblade Saint… I wish you pleasant dreams.”

    
  


  
    
      VII


      Lingering Regret


      “…Walker. Why are you trying to get stronger?”


      “…”


      Beneath a disgustingly clear blue sky, a young boy lay spread-eagle on the ground, breathing raggedly.


      The old man put away his sword, switched it out for his cane, and looked down at the boy from above. Blood trickled from the boy’s forehead and the corner of his mouth, his left eye was swollen, and bruises were visible among the rips and tears in the secondhand clothing the villagers had given him.


      But even still, there was a light in his eyes that refused to go out. He’d been training under the old man for three years now, yet he was barely eight years old. The idea of sword training at that age was unthinkable; he should have been running around, innocently playing with his friends.


      He was the child of the old man’s son—his grandson.


      “Walker, what are you trying to achieve?”


      When his grandson had first asked him to train him in the blade, the old man had thought to seek atonement for his son.


      His son hadn’t been a warrior by any stretch. He quickly gave up on teaching him to wield a sword, and his son never tried to follow the same path as his father. His son had been far more interested in magic than the blade, and he apprenticed and became a scholar for the Magisterica, the regulatory organization for magic. He became reasonably accomplished and was lucky to marry a lovely woman later on, and it seemed to the old man that he enjoyed a happy life.


      And then he and his wife delved into a dungeon together for a scholarly investigation—and never returned.


      The old man wasn’t sure why his grandson, whom he’d taken in after his parents’ deaths, suddenly asked to be trained in the sword. But he believed it to be his duty to raise the boy well if he wished to follow the path of the swordsman.


      Perhaps if he hadn’t given up on teaching his son to wield a blade so early, if he’d been more serious about teaching him how to fight, he might still be alive.


      But he wanted to raise his now-orphaned grandson so the boy could live on even after he was gone. This was the least he could do to atone, since he would one day go to join his son.


      He was naive.


      His grandson’s bursting passion for the blade was completely unexpected.


      “Walker. What are you trying to do?”


      At first, when the boy was too young to properly hold a sword, he started with easy training. It would’ve been more accurate to call it playing with sticks.


      After half a year, the boy suddenly blurted out harsh words.


      I’ll never get stronger by doing this.


      Teach me how to use a sword for real.


      At the time, the old man had laughed it off as a young child trying to act older than he was. But in truth, the boy gave off the kind of burning spirit that felt like flames scorching his skin. His swordplay sent a brash message: If you don’t take this seriously, I’ll crush you.


      Unconsciously influenced by this, the old man gradually increased the severity of the boy’s training, pushing it beyond playing with sticks.


      The next half a year became actual training.


      The next year went beyond what a child could become proficient at.


      And the year after that, it became something that would cause even an adult to give up entirely.


      Occasionally, the old man’s sense would intervene. Why are you taking this so seriously? You’re training a ten-year-old child.


      But then his instincts responded, Age has nothing to do with it. You can see in his eyes just how serious he is. Meeting those expectations is the final duty of a doddering old man like me who’s followed this path his whole life.


      In fact, his grandson never gave up. Far from it: With a flame burning in his eyes, he bared his teeth and tried to rip out the old man’s throat.


      He was clearly an unusual boy. The old man suspected at first that his disposition was a result of his parent’s death, but was that really something he would hang on to for three years?


      And so he posed his grandson a question.


      “Walker…why do you wield your blade?”


      “Ngh…”


      The boy restrained his breathing with some difficulty and answered in a voice that was barely above a whisper.


      “I…decided. There’s…a sword style that…I wanna learn…!”


      “…That again?”


      The old man sighed heavily. The boy spoke of a style he’d been attempting to develop through trial and error in the few spare moments he had between training. Simply put, it was the act of slicing the target by drawing your blade from its scabbard—but he was doubtful this mysterious technique could really be called a “style” of swordsmanship.


      “How many times do I have to tell you? That ain’t proper swordplay. What’s the point of a sword you can’t use unless it’s sheathed? You can’t use it if you get ambushed. And you’re not likely to be attacked by just a single monster. Are you gonna draw and sheathe your blade again every time an enemy comes at you? What if your aim’s bad, and you can’t get it back in the scabbard? You gonna ask the monsters politely to wait for you?”


      “Ngh—”


      The boy’s breathing gradually evened out.


      “…I know all that,” he spat. “I don’t even know if I can use it in actual combat… It makes no sense. But I wanna master it, so I will. I don’t need any other reason.”


      “…So that’s really all there is to it? That’s the reason you’ve kept up with my training for the past three years? You must’ve realized that this ain’t your average training anymore. Is your sword style worth that much to you?”


      “It is,” he replied immediately. “It’s…captivating.”


      “…”


      His grandson’s bleeding lips formed into a cocky smile.


      “I know it’s not something I can accomplish with ordinary determination. And I don’t have any natural talent. If I tried doing it the normal way, I would be an old man like you by the time I finally got there… That’s why I asked you to train me seriously.”


      And then he went straight for the old man’s throat.


      “I decided I’m gonna beat you using that sword style. So don’t go dying on me before I get the chance, or I won’t forgive you.”


      “…Hmph.”


      The old man snorted once again. But somewhere in his heart, he roared with delighted laughter.


      It wasn’t quite the answer he’d expected.


      “Ya little nitwit—”


      To avenge his parents, to protect something—no, it was much better than those sappy, flowery declarations.


      This boy could drive himself crazy for the sword; the old man was certain of that.


      This boy was already prepared to devote his life for a ridiculous, dubious sword style that he wasn’t even sure he could use in battle, and that the man wasn’t sure where he’d picked it up to begin with.


      The kid wasn’t in his right mind.


      But this was the way it had to be. Otherwise, the short years he had left to raise him would be spent in vain.


      At first, he’d done it as a way to atone. Raising his grandson into adulthood was the least he could do after giving up on nurturing his own son’s talent.


      “All right… In that case, I’m gonna start training you to kill from here on.”


      “…Huh?”


      “If we have to keep up this humdrum training, I’ll drop dead that much faster.”


      No more.


      The only thing left of his son…his only grandson… From this moment on, the old man would stop treating Walker with that bias.


      With whatever life remained in him, he would forge the young man as if he were a blade.


      “It’s been four years… Let’s see this sword style you’re so captivated with before I drop dead.”


      “…Y-you…old geezer…!!”


      If the boy lost his life along the way, so be it. The old man could pay for the sin of destroying his grandson’s life in the deepest pits of hell for all eternity.


      No—he didn’t care if he ended up in hell, no matter the outcome.


      And so…


      “All right, stand up and let’s keep going!!”


      “Right…!”


      As long as there was life left in him, he wanted to see it.


      He wanted to see the flash from this fool boy’s unheard-of sword style when it sliced something in two.
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      When I realized this was your classic manga swords-and-sorcery fantasy world—or at least, that’s what I thought at the time—my life’s purpose was set in stone.


      That’s right; I would learn the art of iaido sword-drawing.


      The ridiculous truth is that all men, no matter their age, love swords. Being no exception to this rule, I was a healthy, cringey young man in my previous life. My parents were shocked when I brought a wooden sword home as a souvenir from a field trip, and my little sister glared at me as I swung it like shoom! and swoosh! in the yard.


      I was enamored with the way manga and video game protagonists wielded their swords, and I lost count of how often I fantasized about using those techniques myself.


      Japan is the land of samurai. I think eternally lusting after swords is an instinct embedded in the genes of every Japanese male.


      So when I realized I was in a fantasy world and those superhuman sword techniques that were impossible to pull off in my previous life were now feasible to learn, there was one thing at the front of my mind.


      Now that I was here, I could learn the art of iaido, a technique limited to the realm of fiction.


      Could I realize my dream of mastering the battoujutsu technique, the embodiment of fantasy and adventure?


      Holding your body in a loose stance with the sword sheathed, nothing but a flash of light as your draw your blade, and sheathing it again immediately after cutting the enemy in two without giving them a second to react—it’s the coolest thing ever.


      I’m obsessed. I’m mesmerized. Long live Japanese iaido!


      I decided to go for it. Since I was in a fantasy world, I figured I might as well try to learn that awesome sword technique I’d dreamed of pulling off back then. Just the thought of actually being able to use a technique that was only possible in anime, games, and manga got me burning with excitement.


      When you get right down to it, that’s where I got my start as a swordsman.


      “………”


      Ahh…even missing an eye and a leg, when I held a sword like that in one hand while relaxing half my body, my mind felt clear.


      A day had passed since I’d received my prosthetic leg, and now that I had gotten the hang of walking, I asked Master if I could do some sword practice. I would be fine with a single unmoving target if I could just cut it once.


      There was no guarantee we wouldn’t run into trouble with monsters or ruffians on the way back to the holy city. I figured I needed to determine how well I could fight with a prosthetic leg and how well I could defend myself, at the very least.


      …However, that was only half the truth of why I was doing this. In reality, I just wanted to swing my sword.


      At the very, very edge of the church’s garden, I stood facing a human-shaped figure that Master had constructed for me by magicking a clod of dirt. It was the only thing in my field of view. I wasn’t even aware of Master and the others, who’d retreated to a safe distance in case my blade missed its mark and were waiting with bated breath.


      Thanks to Gramps working me to the bone, I’d become a dyed-in-the-wool sword fighter. At first, I thought I’d be satisfied if I just got the battoujutsu form down, but the next thing I knew, I was pushing myself to greater and greater heights.


      That was why my body felt restless when I didn’t move, even while bedridden.


      Why I could work up a nice, refreshing sweat by swinging my blade.


      Why, when I was in my sword-drawing stance, I truly felt alive.


      …Yeah, I had to admit it.


      I was a hopeless sword lover.


      Gramps’s last gift to me was a tulwar, a slender blade that one might mistake for a Japanese katana. Even though I’d probably pushed it to the brink during the battle with the Grim Reaper, it fit so naturally in my hand, and there wasn’t a single chip on the blade.


      “Ngh…”


      Oh…damn.


      This was all kinda overwhelming.


      I had lost my eye and leg, and my future as a swordsman had been closed off, but I thought it was a small price to pay for averting my party’s miserable fate. I wasn’t trying to act tough; I really believed it from the bottom of my heart.


      I did, but…


      I didn’t want to quit.


      I really didn’t want to quit.


      I’d wielded my sword for about a decade now, and it had only been a few years since I’d finally mastered battoujutsu to a level I was satisfied with. It had only been a few years. I was just getting started. I was gonna keep pursuing the ideal sword technique and push myself to even greater heights than before.


      I couldn’t quit.


      I just couldn’t.


      There was no way I wouldn’t have regrets if I left things halfway like this.


      “Walker…? A-are you all right…?”


      Suddenly, I was aware of Master calling my name. I saw her face, looking like she might break apart at any moment, both fists clenched as if enduring some kind of pain.


      Euritia and Atri were much the same. Atri’s lips were pursed, and she seemed at a loss for words.


      They saw straight through me…probably. Ahh, dammit, I was such a moron. All I’d wanted was to try one slash; I didn’t mean for this to happen.


      I took a short breath and refocused my attention. For now, I’d carry out my original intent. How well could I wield my sword with this prosthetic leg? It couldn’t hurt to ascertain what my prospects might be in the future, especially if I couldn’t give up on the blade.


      “……”


      I hadn’t just been recklessly swinging my sword around for ten years just to show off. Once I’d made up my mind, my heart felt perfectly tranquil again. I shifted my focus away from Master and the others to the dirt figure in front of me and poured all my concentration into preparing a single slash.


      I put my right leg in front and left leg behind me—this stance put the right side of my body forward, and without my right eye, I could only see about half of what was directly in front of me. I couldn’t see the dirt figures without making a conscious effort to turn my head. But it didn’t matter. I planted my prosthetic leg firmly on the ground like I was stabbing it into the dirt, lowered my center of gravity, and took a calm, deep breath.


      “……”


      Ahh…it kind of felt like something was coming back to me.


      It was even deeper than before…


      …the sensation that I’d become one with my sword. It felt like I was stepping into a different domain from what I’d previously known. The conviction that I could use my sword to slice through anything, exactly the way I envisioned it.


      This must have been a memory from my battle with the Grim Reaper. My mind might have forgotten, but the echo of it remained deeply entrenched within my body.


      That’s right. I’m sure that back then, just like this, I—


      “Ngh—!!”


      I unleashed it.


      I heard the sound of something breaking.


      My world flipped upside down, and all at once, everything stopped making sense.


      “Ow—ungh…”


      For a moment I blacked out, and the next thing I knew, I was staring up at the wide blue sky.


      I must have toppled over and fallen. In addition to being fast, it had all happened the moment I drew my sword, so I didn’t have time to fall safely.


      “Walker! Walkeeer!!”


      “Walker—!!”


      “Walker…!”


      “Master Walker…!!”


      I groaned as the back of my head throbbed in pain, and everyone rushed over, making a huge fuss. Their faces were pale, and Master was already in tears.


      “A-are you—are you hurt?! Walker?!”


      “…I’m fine, I’m fine.”


      Thankfully, I’d let go of my sword, so apart from knocking my head and back against the ground, there wasn’t much to worry about. Master sank to the ground and grabbed my left hand, which I’d raised in response to them, sniffled, and began to cry. L-look, there’s no need to make a big deal over this…


      But Euritia, Atri, and Anze all wore terrible looks on their faces, like a glimpse of hope had been snatched away. I’m telling you guys, you’re overreacting. Did Anze infect you all with her too-damn-pure heart?


      Why had I tumbled over in the first place? I’d planted my prosthetic leg firmly on the ground, so I shouldn’t have slipped and—


      “…Huh?”


      As soon as I saw my left leg, I knew why.


      I knew, but my mind took a little bit to catch up.


      My prosthetic leg was broken.


      The socket had cracked, and the pole acting as my leg had snapped clean in half…


      I saw now. Obviously, I would lose my balance and come tumbling down if the prosthetic leg supporting my body were to break. But why would it do that out of the blue? I mean, it was brand-new, and I’d just gotten it yesterday; this didn’t make any sense.


      Euritia was the one who answered, her voice trembling.


      “W-Walker…your leg, it couldn’t…withstand you drawing your blade…”


      “…”


      My diligent study of proper sword handling technique and a momentary, explosive blast of the Strength spell were what made my battoujutsu possible.


      But until this moment, I had been unaware of a particular nuance of this technique.


      If the burst of energy from Strength put excessive pressure on the lower body, it would place the pivot foot in particular under an unusual amount of strain.


      Up until now, this hadn’t been an issue because my spell had only strengthened my leg to the point where it could withstand the extra force.


      But the prosthetic leg couldn’t withstand Strength.


      And since the magic couldn’t pass through my artificial limb, the limb wasn’t sturdy enough to handle the strain…


      “…Hah-hah.”


      …Well, the leg was only meant for daily life.


      I hadn’t expected it to perform well to begin with. It just looked like a piece of wood you stuck to your leg, anyway. It made sense that a prosthetic with such a flimsy appearance would actually snap in half. Since I had kept my expectations low, there was no reason for me to get upset over the result.


      Besides, just because this leg didn’t work out didn’t mean my chances were shot. There should be sturdier models than this one—but if I couldn’t enhance it with magic—maybe if it was made from magical materials—something rare, like mythril-class—then all I needed to do was get my hands on it—but how would I even accomplish that?—I’d have to ask Master and the others—I’d have to bow down and beg them—I’d be wrapping them up in my selfish schemes—but could you even make a prosthetic leg out of mythril?—What was the point of being so attached to swordplay…?


      Yeah, it was just as I’d predicted.


      I hadn’t expected anything to begin with.


      There was no need to take this so seriously. My harmless little practice session had gone up in smoke, just like I’d thought it would. There ought to be plenty of other opportunities out there—


      “Ahh……dammit.”


      So why?


      Why did I feel so shocked at this…?


      Naturally, Walker was right to think that he needn’t take this so seriously.


      His artificial leg was undeniably made for use in everyday life, not suited for vigorous movements like running or jumping.


      Using a spell like Strength on the prosthetic was out of the question. Had the maker of that leg been there, they would have rumbled angrily that Walker should’ve told them from the beginning if he was going to use it that way.


      This was a completely natural outcome, and it was too soon for him to lament that he couldn’t practice battoujutsu anymore because of it.


      But it was enough to make Walker understand what the loss of a leg and eye—which he’d thought was a small price to pay for protecting his friends—meant to him.


      Walker was still a young adventurer at the tender age of seventeen, but ten years had already passed since he’d first held a sword. He’d dedicated over half his life to the blade, undertaking harrowing training since childhood.


      Even if his swordplay had reached a new level after the deadly struggle with the Grim Reaper…


      Even if he was clearly stronger than he’d been before his injury…


      …there was no point to any of it if he couldn’t wield his blade in the first place.


      Stricken by the feeling that all his diligent training had crumbled, it was inevitable that he would end up grumbling about it.

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      Walker only let his weakness show for an instant. After all, this had happened in large part due to the artificial leg’s durability; it wasn’t like he had decided not to practice battoujutsu anymore. Before long, he put it behind him, received a thorough tongue-lashing from the elderly nun for busting his artificial leg just two days after receiving it, and from then on, he made returning to the holy city his top priority.


      It was even a good chance for Walker to see his feelings toward swordplay in a new light.


      That was all there was to that day.


      Walker’s tiny complaint lasted only an instant.


      He was filled with regret that he hadn’t swung his sword even once.


      Except, how exactly had this looked through the eyes of his companions?
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      “Ahh……dammit.”


      “……”


      Had it always been so hard for him?


      Had he been enduring it this whole time?


      Had he suppressed his feelings all along, wearing a calm expression and pretending as if nothing was wrong, just so that Liselle and the others wouldn’t worry too much?


      Liselle’s blood and breath turned to ice at the sight of Walker, his eyes covered with the back of his hand as if he was hiding something, the tiniest words of regret spilling from his lips. Walker, who’d never uttered a single complaint after losing an eye and a leg, who never showed a hint of sadness, was finally showing the weakness he bitterly regretted right in front of Liselle.


      She’d vaguely suspected it. Even without a leg, Walker never stopped moving around. He did stretches in bed, resumed his sword-swinging practice while in his wheelchair, and devoted himself to rehabilitation the minute he received his artificial leg without a glance in the other direction.


      All so that he could wield his sword once more.


      There couldn’t have been any other reason. He’d dedicated the better part of his life to the blade. Even after losing an eye and a leg, there was no way he’d just mutter, Oh, I see, and give up.


      There was no way he wouldn’t have any regrets.


      Why hadn’t she understood something as simple as that?


      “I see…so this is what it means to lose a leg.”


      “Ngh, ah…Walker…!!”


      That was the first time Walker had uttered a word of frustration… She felt as though the weight of her sins was being thrust upon her once again.


      The part of her that was trying to make up for it, if only just a little, by staying with him for as long as he let her and swearing to protect him next time—she wanted to tear it to shreds.


      What am I…? What am I calling myself his “master” for…?!


      She was helpless. She couldn’t even take away any of her apprentice’s pain. Worse still, wasn’t Liselle the whole reason he was suffering like this?


      Walker wouldn’t abandon the blade. He’d arrived at the realization that there was no way he could give up on it. From here on, he would surely begin searching for any possible way to try to get back into it.


      But at the end of the day, an artificial leg was no substitute for the real thing. His leg could never be restored to the way it had been. No matter how high-quality a fake leg he used, he would never be able to move around as freely as he had with his real one.


      Perhaps if an artificial leg wouldn’t do…


      Walker’s desires might lead him down a path that defied human reason.


      And just what would he do if they did? Could a single human resist temptation from a devil, or would he reach out to it without hesitation for the sake of the blade?


      She knew—knew that to Walker, following the path of the sword was everything. And that meant, as his master, Liselle could atone by offering all her support so that he could swing his blade once more.


      She knew.


      She knew this.


      But it wouldn’t leave her. The abhorrent figure of the Grim Reaper still lived inside her mind.


      The blood splattered everywhere.


      The sight of Walker submerged in a puddle of blood.


      The feeling of holding someone precious to her in her arms, his life fading away…


      Walker would certainly learn to move just as well as other swordsmen, even with an artificial leg. And even if he was blind in one eye, he would still be able to fight easily, as though he had an eye in his mind.


      But no matter how far he went, Walker would always fall short of how he was meant to be. The eye and leg he’d lost would be like shackles—and next time, they might be what took his life for good.


      Walker would die.


      Just the thought made her breathing more frantic, made her want to scream. Her mind was pitch black, filled with nothing but the word no. Though Liselle was the one who’d taken Walker’s swordsmanship from him, though she understood his greatest wish, she wanted him to stop acting recklessly and live in peace.


      As his master, she wanted to grant her apprentice’s wish.


      As his friend, she didn’t want him to end up in another dangerous situation.


      “Hngh…!! Uuugh….!!”


      “M-Master… It’s okay. I’m okay. Don’t cry…”


      And here was Walker, trying to comfort Liselle, even though he was the one who was really suffering.


      The pain she felt at that moment was like being cut with a knife, and Liselle couldn’t stop the tears from flowing.


      In the face of crushing sadness, it was all Euritia could do to fight back tears.


      If she could have taken his place, she would have given up her body for his right then and there.


      Why did it have to be Walker? If anyone had to be sacrificed, it should have been her. Walker’s sword technique, Liselle’s magic, Atri’s martial prowess—every one of the others was uniquely talented, the absolute best at what they did. But Euritia was different. She was replaceable.


      That was why she should have been the one to take the fall.


      Even if that notion was an insult to Walker, who’d risked everything to protect them.


      Still, Walker’s technique wouldn’t be lost. To put it into words, it was simply the act of slashing as you unsheathed your sword. But he’d thoroughly perfected that simple movement, distilling it to an art the likes of which no one had ever seen before. Those who saw him fight with that technique, which he called battoujutsu, would pass around stories of it until it was known throughout the land—this, Euritia believed wholeheartedly.


      If only he hadn’t lost his leg.


      As he took his stance in front of the dirt figure, it almost looked as though his limb had returned.


      That crystal clear aura he exuded, like that of a blade, had entered even greater depths after his desperate struggle against the Grim Reaper.


      It was the zenith that only someone who had stood in the abyss of despair and burned through his own life, thrown everything away, and overcome his own limits in the face of death would ever be able to reach.


      Her heart pounded loudly. Goose bumps rose across her skin. Her shivers crept all the way up to her head, becoming a sweet poison that eroded Euritia’s thoughts. Even though Walker was only holding his sword at the ready, just the sight of him was enough to drive her mad to her very soul.


      …But it was all for naught.


      As she saw Walker fail to unleash even a single telltale flash of light, showing weakness enough to shed tears for the first time, Euritia truly realized the weight of what she’d taken from him.


      This is my fault… This is all my fault…


      She felt an indescribable, black emotion that threatened to tear her open from the inside.


      If only she’d done something back then. If she’d fought by his side, if she’d risked her life to protect him, if she’d done anything at all, then maybe Walker’s wounds would’ve been at least a little less severe.


      Maybe he wouldn’t have lost his leg.


      There was no way he would give up on wielding the sword. Even with his body the way it was now, he would go on loving swordplay just as he always had.


      But she didn’t know if that love would pay off in the end. The undeniable reality was that it had taken only one swing of his blade to make his brand-new artificial leg break under strain. As a leg built for everyday use, that was all it could do, but what guarantee was there that a more advanced leg would be able to help him?


      Walker was suffering now, all because he loved swordplay from the bottom of his heart. And he would only continue to suffer.


      Everything is my fault.


      “Hngh…!! Uuugh….!!”


      Liselle was sobbing. Even Euritia, who’d been the last to join the party, was in such pain that it felt as though her chest was being hollowed out. But Liselle had spent so long with Walker that her pain must have been all the greater.


      She’d never forgive herself. For being so useless. For how incredibly weak she was.


      I’m…I’m…


      She placed both her hands on Walker’s right hand as he lay on the ground, as if clinging to him.


      Truthfully, she wanted him to take it easy. She didn’t want him to suffer any longer.


      But mesmerized as she was by Walker’s sword technique, she also didn’t want to block his path.


      No…I…have to…have to…


      At the very least, any hardships outside his swordsmanship…


      I have to erase them…


      Whether it was everyday matters like meals and laundry, the sparks that flew during battle, or the voices that sneered behind Walker’s back as he struggled to master the sword with one eye and one leg, she would eliminate any such thing that proved an unnecessary obstacle on Walker’s path to master the blade…


      I have to…remove them.


      He could leave all those superfluous things to Euritia.


      That was what she had to do.


      Otherwise Euritia, who was so easily replaceable, would be utterly worthless.


      Upon hearing Walker’s tiny murmur of frustration, something bloomed in Atri’s heart—not sadness or regret, but pure, absolute determination.


      She was sure Liselle and Euritia had a lot going through their minds as they stood in front of Walker, who’d shown weakness for the first time. They must have been wondering if there was anything they could do, and if they could somehow take away his pain—the kind of things that would never cross Atri’s mind.


      Atri knew she wasn’t all that clever, and she was aware she didn’t have the look of a woman who could soothe and support a man. It seemed that Liselle and Euritia were desperately trying to think of what they could do for Walker. So she didn’t feel lost.


      Atri would be with him.


      If he took up the sword again, she would watch his back. If he chose to put down the blade and live out his days quietly, she would protect his peace. If he wanted to reach for new heights in combat with just one eye and one leg, then she would reach right alongside him. If he stepped off the path of morality in the name of the blade, then she would follow him into depravity.


      They would always be together. Liselle, Euritia, all of them, always.


      And she would exterminate anyone who got in their way.


      Battle was what Atri excelled at most.


      So there was no way she would make the same mistake again.


      Even if they ran across a Grim Reaper again one day.


      Atri would kill it.


      She would be able to slay it next time.


      Monser, human, or god—she would remove from this world anything that got in her way.


      “Hyup.”


      “Whoa—”


      Atri sat down, lifted Walker’s head, and placed it on her lap.


      “Hey—”


      “It’s fine.”


      Walker tried to say something, perhaps because Liselle was holding his left hand and Euritia had grabbed his right hand. Sensing that it was futile to resist, he gave up and lay his head in Atri’s lap.


      “Hm.”


      Satisfied, Atri entwined her fingers through his gray hair. She never dreamed she would have such precious friends one day. She was so strong that no one around her age back in her homeland could equal her, and she had been raised as a warrior without knowing any need for friends. When she had set out on her solitary journey, she imagined her companions being weaklings that she might even need to protect.


      But meeting Walker had changed her ignorant way of thinking.


      She made some dear friends and found warriors worthy of her respect.


      Meeting Walker was fate. This, she could say now with absolute certainty.


      Yes.


      And so she believed…


      …one day, she would pin him down.


      Grandmother said that finding a man strong enough that she could offer him her everything, pinning him down and stripping him, and carrying on the bloodline of the Arsvalem was their most important mission. To Atri, Walker was the kind of warrior she truly believed she could die for. So she would pin him down, one way or another.


      She didn’t know what other cultures were like, but perhaps Liselle and Euritia had been taught the same thing. When the time came, they could all pin him down. She was certain Grandmother had also said that a superior bloodline should be passed on to many future generations.


      And she would spend her last moments in battle, dying for Walker.


      For that was the Arsvalem’s highest honor.


      Even now, Angessheit felt shame over how powerless she was.


      Walker was the first person whom Angessheit—Anze—had ever left to die. She should have done something, but she’d stood by and let him vanish before her eyes. At the time, the experience left an unfathomable impact on the young Anze and led to the awakening of her powers as the Heavensblade Saint. Anze believed that her encounter with Walker held some greater meaning, for there could be no other reason for a weak young girl who’d never once held a weapon to awaken to such power.


      But though she’d gained the power of the Heavensblade and become a saint, she still felt the same helplessness she had back then.


      She wished she could stay by Walker’s side; if only it were possible. She would welcome him as her personal knight, and they would live peacefully together at the cathedral. She’d pictured it over and over again in her head.


      But it wasn’t to be.


      After all, Walker had already met such wonderful, irreplaceable companions.


      Lady Lisellarte. Lady Euritia. Lady Atri. I am truly envious of you all.


      Anze could only watch from nearby as Walker was surrounded by those invaluable companions of his. He trusted them all from the bottom of his heart, and they cared for him from the bottom of theirs. This was plain to see just by looking at the members of Silver-Gray Journey. Even Walker himself, who wasn’t good at showing his emotions, appeared to be more at ease around his companions, the set of his jaw more relaxed.


      That was why he had risked his own life to protect Liselle and the others.


      On the other hand, he was only able to heal the smaller wounds he received during his daily training and adventures. Anze couldn’t heal his eye and leg with her holy magic; she couldn’t stay with him as his companion, and he didn’t need the support of the cathedral.


      Yes—even now, Walker did not need Anze.


      She was so, so very envious of Liselle and the others.


      Master Walker…isn’t there anything I can do for you?


      If he needs a better artificial leg, I’ll use the church’s entire information network to search for one.


      If you cannot forgive whoever it was who lied about the dungeon being cleared, then I will judge them in the name of the saints.


      If you find the dungeon that caused all this to be an eyesore, then I will eradicate it from this world.


      Master Walker…how can I get you to need me…?


      She’d already left him to die once. He’d already overcome such difficult training; she wanted him to receive some kind of reward.


      If Walker wished it, she would support him with everything she had, anytime, always…


      If Alabaster knew she felt this way, she would snort in disgust.


      “…Just like I told ya, you’re making things way more complicated.”


      One glance at Walker’s stance was enough to convey he’d reached new heights of swordplay.


      Even Roche, who was covertly watching over everyone some distance from the garden in the shadow of the church building, felt his skin sting and his feet freeze, as though they were sewn into the ground itself.


      If he could sense this much force at this distance, where he could just barely make out Walker’s profile, then the average person standing right in front of him would likely be engulfed by it, unable to even lift a finger.


      For that reason, Roche’s smile deepened, and he bestowed his sincere compliments upon his friend.


      …I see. So you’ve opened the door.


      It wasn’t commonly known, but there were fairy tales in which a life-threatening crisis spurs a person on to even greater heights. A door that could only be opened by someone who—standing on the brink of death and unable to take another step, yet still burning with life—puts everything on the line to wrestle fate into submission. From time to time, someone within the group of adventurers who had attained S-rank status would awaken in just such a crisis.


      And yet, it was called a fairy tale because there was no means to achieve it other than a miracle.


      To begin with, it was unlikely there was anyone alive willing to put themselves on death’s door. Even if they tried, the brink of death was a precarious place to stand. And even if they did reach such a place, there was no guarantee they could open the door, or would survive after doing everything right; their life as a warrior could be cut short forever.


      It was like a divine blessing given to people who had made a miracle happen with their own two hands.


      Walker and I may yet have a chance to spar for a fiftieth win… Hm-hm, I wonder if you’ll be the one to take it.


      As a holy knight, Roche didn’t expect to lose if he fought with literally all his power, magic included—but in terms of pure sword techniques, he was no match for Walker.


      That was exactly why he couldn’t help smoldering in sorrow at the sight of Walker so heavily burdened by the loss of an eye and a leg.


      Walker’s artificial leg snapped, and as he tumbled to the ground, Anze and the others rushed to his side without a second thought. However, Roche didn’t join them.


      “…Truly…”


      He felt his blood boil. If only Walker hadn’t lost his left leg, because Roche knew the kind of heights he could have reached by now.


      A Grim Reaper. A god of death who harvested the lives of warriors. Walker had been mortally wounded, yet he had still defeated it in single combat while protecting his companions, something beyond even the capabilities of a holy knight such as Roche himself…


      But Walker had pulled it off. He’d cheated death and protected his companions splendidly. For a man such as that to be subjected to an even crueler trial—who could blame Roche for wanting to vent his bitterness toward God?


      Compared to his companions and Anze, who’d briefly met him in childhood, Roche hadn’t been acquainted with Walker all that long. However, since they had sparred together well over a hundred times now, Roche felt confident he understood Walker’s feelings about swordplay even better than Walker did himself. He was convinced he knew better than anyone else how harsh the training Walker had gone through was.


      And so he could say with absolute certainty: Walker was not the type of person who would ever lay down his sword to live a peaceful life.


      Walker must have realized this just a moment ago when he’d picked up his sword. From here on, he would find the path he should take, step by step. Roche and Anze would always be ready to assist him if needed.


      His only concern was for Walker’s party members: Liselle, Euritia, and Atri.


      The three of them had almost watched Walker die. What an unimaginable horror that must have been. Just how far would those girls want to go with Walker on his road to becoming a swordsman once again?


      Because doing so meant accepting that there was a chance he might die next time.


      They were all party members, but since they also cared deeply for Walker as his friend, that decision could bring with it a great deal of pain.


      Roche shrugged.


      “Walker, what you have to face may not be your own body, but the friends who are right beside you.”


      Roche wouldn’t go so far as to call Walker thickheaded, but the man was regrettably terrible with words.


      I wish he would take a few cues from me in that department! thought Roche, who swept back his bangs in a gallant manner and took a step forward, even though no one was watching.


      With Walker’s artificial leg broken so thoroughly, he would need someone to lend him a shoulder.


      While he was at it, Roche would drive away that dour atmosphere that had sunk in. There ought to be someone whose job it was to be jovial and witty.


      “…My, my, Walker, you’ve put on quite the spectacle once again! Hm-hm, it seems you simply can’t stop yourself from making these sweet mademoiselles cry! You ought to learn a little more about a woman’s feelings—”


      In front of his friend, he would remain the same person he’d always been.

    
  


  
    
      VIII


      Clouds Descend


      Despite the fact my prosthetic breaking set us back another week, it was eventually repaired, and my chances of finally being discharged were looking up. That day, the members of Silver-Gray Journey headed to the guild to find a means of getting home, which would also serve as the final test in my rehab.


      I couldn’t help thinking I had been gone for a while. The ten days I spent wandering the brink of death after my battle with the Grim Reaper, the week I spent on bed rest, and the additional week it took get to the point where I could walk around outside added up to nearly a month. It was like I had taken a long, leisurely vacation; well, it was entirely my own fault I had broken my prosthetic the week before.


      Because of that, the elderly nun had warned me when giving me my newly repaired leg, “If you break it again, it won’t be my problem.” Seriously, I’m sorry…


      As we passed by some adventurers right before reaching the guild, I received some understandably surprised glances at the sight of me walking along with my peg leg, cane in hand. An adventurer’s body is their most important resource, so it was remarkably rare to see a guy strolling up to the guild with a prosthetic. I still wasn’t used to getting those kinds of looks.


      While I was able to walk to some extent, it wasn’t realistic to take a relaxing stroll all the way back home because of the state of my body. Our options included hiring someone to escort us, riding in a horse-drawn carriage, or waiting for a stagecoach to be assembled in town.


      We could also take a boat back via the waterways, but since the town we were in, Rutel, was a little far from a port, we would need transport to one anyway. And since Atri had a surprising aversion to large ships, our party did its best to mainly utilize land routes.


      Thankfully, since transporting people was a business that was indispensable to humanity, armed escorts were one of the most highly requested services from the guild.


      The demand was particularly great from merchants propping up the flow of goods. Some of the most successful merchants didn’t hire random people from the guild but would instead select a trusted party beforehand and offer them the job directly. Being offered a job this way was considered a status symbol by adventurers, since it meant their abilities had been acknowledged by the world at large.


      Master opened the door, and we entered the guild.


      “Ah—”


      But as we crossed the lobby, which was sparsely populated with adventurers, Euritia suddenly stiffened. Following her gaze, I saw two adventurers loitering restlessly against the wall, perhaps waiting to meet up with their buddies or something.


      At a glance, they appeared to be around Roche’s age. Atri spoke immediately, a dangerous look in her eyes.


      “…Those are the bastards who harassed Euritia before.”


      “What?”


      “They kept pestering her to follow them somewhere.”


      Ahh, so that’s what it was. I guess that happened without me knowing. And this was different from what had happened with that boy the other day; those men followed her around with other things in mind. Oh, Euritia, always getting into trouble, hah-hah-hah.


      …Shall I just kill them?


      “Oh—hey, you’re that girl from the other day! What a coincidence, meeting you here!”


      “Hm? Whoa, you’re right! Still a cutie, I see! Hey, could this be fate?”


      “Ngh…”


      They noticed Euritia, too—and once they realized it was her, they approached and started schmoozing like they were old friends. Euritia gave a small gasp and stepped backward.


      Good, they were perfectly in range… If they wanted to come at Euritia with ulterior motives, they would have to get through Atri and me first.


      “…Hey,” said a girl’s cold voice from somewhere off to our side. The two men let out a simultaneous “eep,” their faces turning blue as they were hit by a wave of absolute zero magic and frozen over on the spot.


      There was a girl clad in a light beige robe with red accents, which you could tell at a glance was the outfit of a sorceress. But the remarkably threatening aura that spilled from her entire body was intimidating enough that she could have easily switched roles to a frontline fighter.


      Her smile was firm.


      “I let you out of my sight for a moment, and what do I find you doing? Trying to chat up girls once again? Are you acquainted with these people?”


      The men replied with cold sweat dripping down their faces.


      “W-well, uh—”


      “W-we met really briefly once. R-right?”


      Their eyes met ours, as if pleading for their lives. Master, of course, ignored them and replied immediately.


      “We don’t know them. Unless you were to count them following our friend around and harassing her.”


      “Huh?”


      There couldn’t be a more perfect example of someone losing their temper while smiling.


      And thus—


      “Both of you, apologize right now. Do it. How many times have I asked you to stop doing this sort of thing? Why is hassling people all you know how to do?”


      “We’re so sorry!!”


      “Why are you apologizing to me? Over here. Apologize to these nice people. Go on, bow. With sincerity. And make it a ninety-degree bow. That’s right, know your place.”


      “…”


      The outcome was two young men pulling off an apology with perfect, right-angle bows, and a girl with a black smile who seemed to have fallen somewhat to the dark side. When one of them tried to raise his head to say, “H-hey, can we—,” the girl smashed his toes with the head of her staff.


      “I didn’t tell you to raise your head yet, did I? Why must I tell you more than once? Don’t you feel ashamed, being lectured like a child? Haaah, how pathetic…”


      “…”


      Seeing this, our entire party was pretty taken aback. I mean, I understood those guys should apologize, right? But when two grown men were being dominated by a tiny girl and forced to give an impassioned apology, it was a little hard to gauge the situation…


      Apparently, this wasn’t the first time this had happened, as the girl pulled a face like she was enduring a headache.


      “Uh, I’m terribly sorry for the trouble they’ve caused you. Why do these two idiots always do such juvenile things…?”


      Thankfully, there weren’t too many people at the guild that morning, but the bizarre, suspicious looks we got from all sides were painful just the same. Master was obviously fed up with them.


      “Very well, we get the idea. So long as your companions don’t keep hassling us, that’s good enough. Now, good day.”


      “Ah…p-please wait!” the girl called out to Master as she made to leave. “U-um…perhaps it’s rude to ask so bluntly, but are you adventurers? Actually, um, we’re in quite a bind…”


      “Huh…? Ask for help elsewhere. We’re in need of transport to the holy city.”


      “…! That’s precisely the job we’ve taken on!”


      Leaning forward, she prattled on, seeming oddly desperate.


      “W-we’re providing an escort! To the holy city! Please would you at least hear us out…?”


      “…”


      What should we do? Master asked with a glance.


      Judging by the girl’s desperate pleas, she seemed to be in a tough spot. Since we were all headed for the city, I figured we might as well hear her out first.


      Master nodded.


      “Well, I can’t promise I’ll do anything more than listen. So go ahead and speak.”


      “Th-thank you so much…!”


      The girl beamed like she’d just been saved.


      “Um, I suppose we should introduce ourselves first. My name is Luelie. And these two morons are…”


      “Cain.”


      “Lloyd.”


      “We’re Windmill, a C-rank party.”


      Here was their story.


      First off, Windmill. It seemed they were a party of four like us, with the girl in front of us, Luelie, acting as the leader. It was clear by her red-accented white robe and huge wooden staff that she was a sorceress.


      She had pale violet hair that, like Euritia’s, was medium length in the back, while the sides grew out past her shoulders to hang in front of her chest. She looked to be about Euritia’s age, or at least that was the impression I got from her childish voice, unpolished politeness, and short stature.


      As for the two young men who still stood at perfectly stiff right angles, the blue-haired one was Cain, and the brown-haired one was Lloyd. It was hard to tell since they were bowing, but they were good-looking guys who gave off a cheerful, sociable impression.


      …Although, I could see how they’d come off as juvenile.


      As for the missing fourth member…


      “Actually, my sister is our fourth member, but…right now…um, she isn’t well.”


      “Hm…? Is she all right?”


      “Y-yes. Um…she’s being cared for by the church here in town.”


      In other words, Luelie and the others had kept on working as adventurers while her sister recuperated. Even now, her sister was probably lying in one of the church’s beds, feeling ashamed of herself. I knew that feeling all too well. Somehow, she didn’t feel like a stranger to me.


      Each of us gave our names in turn, and Luelie courteously confirmed all of our names aloud.


      “S-so yesterday, we accepted an escort job. We’re protecting two merchants, and they have horse-drawn carriages! But we’re anxious about only having three people to do it. Is there any way we could ask you to assist us?”


      Oddly enough, the girl’s offer couldn’t have come at a more perfect time. Though we were an A-rank party, our sole male member was too injured to be of any use, and the other three members were girls who didn’t look too strong at first glance. With things being the way they were, it didn’t seem likely we would find a job where they would be kind enough to let us ride in a carriage.


      But if we worked together with Windmill, we would have three men and four women, an adequate amount of people. On top of that, Roche and Anze had offered to return with us. With one of the Knights of Cris and a nun who could use holy magic in our ranks, any client would be happy to give us the go-ahead.


      Honestly, if that was all there was to it, we would have no reason to refuse. The only problem was…


      “So we’d be taking on a job…with these people?”


      The two men in the back were now on record as having stalked Euritia in the past. Even if it was your everyday gig, we would be putting our lives at risk, and it was hard to believe that someone you didn’t trust would watch your back.


      Luelie must have realized that Euritia obviously had her guard up. She mercilessly smashed the blue-haired man’s—Cain’s—toes with her staff.


      “I-I’m constantly telling these two idiots off! If they even try doing anything funny, I have no problem with you beating the tar out of them and tossing them on the road!”


      Were these guys really her party members? Cain, still standing at a ninety-degree angle, started twitching and trembling.


      Master folded her arms.


      “Well, it doesn’t sound all that bad, but…I think we’ll take a look at other jobs for now.”


      “Yeah, all right.”


      “Ggh…”


      Luelie turned pale, like a child who’d been abandoned. I didn’t think it was that serious, but…she was still a kid, so having her party split up for the first time must have been frightening.


      We all checked the job requests posted on the wall. There were some requests for escorts, but either the destinations weren’t for the holy city, or the departure date was over a week away, or they’d be walking as means of transport. There didn’t seem to be any that fit our needs.


      “In that case, should we take those folks up on their offer? Or shall we wait around for a stagecoach?”


      Luelie stood off to the side, holding her breath as she anxiously awaited our judgment. She looked as though she would cry if we turned her down, and I could sense her pathetic desperation hanging in the air, like she was ready to entreat God for help.


      It was extremely awkward.


      “…Looks like she’s really in a pickle.”


      “Well, having two carriages guarded by three people…no, it would be dubious even with four people. She said they leave tomorrow; canceling at this point would damage their reputation.”


      Information about reliable and unreliable adventurers was, surprisingly enough, shared readily throughout society. Merchants in particular were highly aware of these details since their dealings with adventurers were so closely linked to their own success. If a party was branded as irresponsible because they abandoned a job right before it started, they might not be able to do business with merchants again for several years.


      Now we had to decide what to do.


      “Walker…um, do you have a moment? There’s something that worries me…”


      “What’s up?”


      Euritia tugged gently at my sleeve. She leaned in close to me and hid her face from Luelie and the others, speaking quietly enough that no one but the four of us could hear.


      “…That party gives me a bad feeling somehow.”


      “…”


      “I mean, Luelie seems to be frightened of those men… Are they really friends…?”


      Truthfully, Euritia’s intuition tended to be pretty reliable. Her personality combined with her own circumstances made her quite good at sensing ill will and hidden intentions from men, along with wariness and fear from women. I’d also felt there was something unnatural, or maybe just out of place, about this bunch, but hearing Euritia say she felt that way too meant I hadn’t been wrong.


      Master and Atri also appeared to be suspicious.


      “Indeed. Leaving aside the girl, those men…there’s something unpleasant about them.”


      “Agreed.”


      Hmm, I was amazed they were both so adamant. Being able to pick up on the true character of someone you’ve barely spoken to ought to be considered magic.


      …Come to think of it, I felt like the protagonist of the original story had gotten dragged into a similar situation. I’d neglected the original manga a lot recently, but I was starting to remember what little I knew about it.


      If I recalled correctly, it started out like this: There’s a scene in which these two girls are recruiting someone to help search for their lost companions. Their target is this party of side characters who had no connection to the protagonist. He only bumps into them because he’s on the way to hunt monsters, and then he temporarily teams up with them when he senses something is off—that’s how it went.


      …Of course, the protagonist acts like a lone wolf who can’t stand working with others, but he never looks the other way when someone is in danger. Because of that, I recall fans treating him like some new type of tsundere.


      After following the girls’ instructions, the group is attacked by a gang of ruffians. From there, it’s revealed the two girls completely lied about needing to search for their companions. In truth, their comrades had been taken hostage, and the ruffians were threatening the girls to lure their prey to their hunting grounds.


      The “prey” in this case is the side character party who agreed to help the girls out of the goodness of their hearts. I remember thinking it was an extremely vicious way of using innocent people, taking advantage of their goodwill and trampling it underfoot.


      Then the protagonist annihilates the ruffians with his unmatched power, and it turns out the hostages were already…well, that’s how it ends. I remembered that being a pretty tough read. The scene ends with the girls wailing in grief as they hold their friends’ corpses.


      “…I see. In that case…”


      Considering the others’ intuition, and comparing things with the original story…


      That would mean those two guys, Cain and Lloyd, were ruffians, and they had the innocent Luelie pretending to be their companion so they could keep an eye on her. She was suppressing her fear and desperately luring people out as prey to try to rescue her comrade, who’d been taken hostage.


      Based on the fact that these guys had stalked Euritia before, it was possible they’d already zeroed in on Silver-Gray Journey as their prey. Seeing me getting pushed around town in a wheelchair, they must’ve figured we had just the right amount of baggage. When I thought about it in those terms, I started to suspect that comedy sketch of an apology earlier may have been their attempt at putting on a show to get us to let our guard down.


      Yeah—something about this just wasn’t right.


      If all this conjecture was true, it meant Luelie had been coerced into smiling and acting all chummy with these despicable villains who’d harmed her companion. She’d be forced to join their gang and commit crimes by her own hand.


      In that case…


      What in the world was Luelie feeling right now?


      “…”


      I felt a swirl of black dregs clouding my heart.


      I mentioned it before, but I couldn’t deal with bad endings. If someone was being tormented right in front of me, even if it was someone I didn’t know, I couldn’t just stand by and let the life be drained from their eyes.


      It was painful, it was nauseating, and the frustration made it feel like my brain would burn itself out. Why would anyone do that, I wondered. Why not make them laugh instead? Did they really get such a kick out of making people suffer even though we were in a fantasy world?


      This was the brutal, depraved dark fantasy setting that had put my feelings through the wringer in my past life.


      And to me, it was no longer a fantasy.


      It was reality. I lived in this world. We all did.


      Luelie wasn’t just a character. She was a living, breathing person in this realm, just like me—


      “…Then let’s accept.”


      A clear, emotionless female voice cut straight through my dark thoughts.


      It was Atri.


      “We’ll all pretend to fall for it, then go in and pulverize them.”


      “…Atri.”


      That’s certainly the sort of thing Silver-Gray Journey would’ve chosen to do before now. We weren’t some philanthropic party that went around helping anyone and everyone, but we would assist someone if it was within our means to do so. That’s how we’d done things ever since it was just me and Master.


      But was it right for me to prioritize my feelings here? With me missing an eye and a leg, I would just be a burden the others would have to protect. Was it really okay to do something that would put everyone in danger due to my circumstances? Ever since I’d ended up like this, I’d been a burden on them even under normal circumstances—


      “Walker.”


      Her tone sounded admonishing.


      “Your face isn’t fooling anyone.”


      “…”


      What sort of expression was I making? Probably nothing good.


      “Don’t you trust us?”


      “…I didn’t say that.”


      “Then have faith in us… We’re friends, right?”


      …Well, yeah.


      Atri was right. At the moment, it seemed like I didn’t trust in my friends, and she probably couldn’t stand feeling like she was being rejected. I would probably have felt the same way if I had been in her shoes.


      “Walker, I feel the same way.”


      Euritia, too, looked determined enough to lay down her life.


      “I want to be of help to you. Please…”


      …For real, what kind of expression was I making? I felt like they were taking it super seriously.


      “Walker…”


      Master took my hand in both of hers again, gripping it so hard that I thought it might break.


      “You needn’t bear every burden alone… We’ll bear it with you…!”


      Oh god, they were taking this way too seriously, right?! This is the kind of stuff you say to stop someone who’s getting ready to sacrifice themself. I mean, it was definitely a serious issue to me, but I was just getting a little depressed thinking, Man, what a brutal, depraved dark fantasy world this is…


      Besides, it wasn’t like I didn’t trust them; that wasn’t the case in the slightest. I think I understood just how strong and trustworthy they were better than anyone in the world.


      I imagined the source of this conflict was my feelings of uselessness from needing to rely on others. If I’d had my other leg, I could have fought alongside them, but the most I could do right now was protect myself in order to avoid getting in their way.


      I guess you could say it was…my pride as a man.


      Looking at it from another angle, there might be people who’d say, “You lucky dog, you’ve got these girls looking after you and protecting you, right?” If Gramps were still alive, he would heave a huge sigh at how pathetic I was.


      It wasn’t about logic. That was just the kind of creatures men were.


      …Yeah, it was imperative for me to search for a better prosthetic leg once we returned to the city. We may have evaded the original story’s bad ending, but it would be kind of counterproductive if I ended up exposing everyone to even more danger.


      “…All right. Thanks, everyone.”


      I felt immense gratitude that they wanted to help me this much. However, I also didn’t want to be complacent and assume my friends’ willingness to help would always be a given. Maybe it wasn’t possible now, but step by step, I would increase how much I could do, rejoin society, and one of these days, go back to being a swordsman…


      If I didn’t, everyone would keep on being tortured by guilt and regret.


      Even if this was a dark fantasy world where a person could suffer terribly at any time, I wasn’t about to give up…!


      “Mm. Then let’s get the details.”


      Master summarized our conversation, and we finished our strategy meeting. We returned to Luelie and told her we would accept the job. She seemed so relieved that she might collapse.


      “Th-thank you so very much…!”


      “However, as you can see, I’m missing an eye and a leg. We should ask the client if they’re all right with that.”


      “We’ll take care of that!”


      The reply came from Cain and Lloyd, who’d finally been allowed to raise their heads. They pounded their chests in perfect tandem, like they were brothers.


      “We’ll go ask!”


      “Come with us!”


      They looked to be the oldest among us, but for whatever reason, they talked like a couple of third-rate mooks. I had no idea whether they’d always been that way or if Luelie had broken their manly pride—or maybe it was another ploy to get us to let our guard down.


      “…W-well then, let’s go.”


      I had a bad feeling about this, maybe because of what Euritia and the others had said.


      As Luelie followed the two men, I could see the guilt she could no longer hide slipping through the tiny cracks in her smile.


      “…Ahh, welcome. I am Stapphio, the client. Let’s see, you wish to take on the job together with these fine people, then?”


      The client stood near the defensive gate at the city’s entrance as he outfitted a carriage with provisions.


      He was garbed in a well-tailored, dark red outfit that gave the impression he was a merchant, accented by a slightly pudgy belly. It wasn’t unusual to find merchants who took a heavy-handed attitude toward adventurers, but at least on first glance, this man seemed warm and good-natured.


      “Such is our intent. But we’d like to ask for a few details first, if we may.”


      The client, Stapphio, didn’t condescend to us like we were children, not even to Master, but instead nodded politely several times.


      “I see, I see. As you say. Then let me give a simple explanation…”


      Here’s what Stapphio told us.


      He needed an escort to the holy city to purchase stock. Tomorrow morning, he would depart from town and make the standard three-day trip to the city. He wanted two teams split between both carriages to escort him and his merchant friend. Unless an emergency popped up, we would also be able to ride inside the carriage. Though Stapphio had already procured food for the journey, he thought it would be helpful if each of us could obtain provisions of our own.


      Just your everyday escort job.


      “One member of our party isn’t feeling well, but we cannot postpone the trip. We would greatly appreciate your help…,” he said.


      “Do you have extra seats? They aren’t here now, but we also have a knight and a nun with us,” I said.


      “Uh…a-a knight, you say?”


      Stapphio’s voice grew loud and flustered.


      “Is that a problem?”


      “…Uhh, not at all. It’s simply rare to hear of adventurers traveling with a knight.”


      “We’re acquaintances. We can guarantee his skill.”


      “Indeed…”


      Stapphio placed a hand on his chin and began to ponder something. Since he was a merchant, perhaps he was calculating for expenses versus expected profit when it came to how many people to hire for an escort. Or perhaps he was desperately recalculating his plan, wondering if the knight would be an unexpected force to reckon with.


      “The knight will be riding a horse, so we would just need one seat for the nun,” I added.


      “…In that case, we can assign four people per carriage.”


      He might start having second thoughts if the presence of the knight intimidated him, so I pretended to be doubtful about his proposal.


      “And, well…as you can see, I’m missing an eye and a leg. I’ll do my best not to slow everyone down, but I won’t be able to help fight…”


      “…That’s good to know.”


      If the man in front of him was just a burden, then he would only have the knight to worry about.


      That’s what he must have concluded, because after considering this for about ten seconds, Stapphio nodded.


      “There’s no need to worry. With the knight along, we’ll have plenty of protection. Walking must be a burden on you, so please make use of our carriage.”


      He looked at Luelie and the others.


      “I certainly wish to ask for your help, but…how does this sound to you all?”


      Luelie bowed her head pleadingly, and Cain and Lloyd saluted for some reason.


      “P-please consider it…! You may be the only ones who can help us…”


      “I swear we won’t do anything weird again!”


      “You can leave all the odd jobs up to us if you want!”


      Seriously, what was with the third-rate mook act…?


      Anyway, there was no going back now. If our hunch was correct, we would be ambushed on the way back to the city and forced into a fight.


      Steeling myself, I nodded in response to Master’s gaze. She nodded as well.


      “Then we shall accept this job, too. Leave it to us.”


      “Ohh, thank you so much…!”


      Stapphio smiled broadly, and Cain and Lloyd shouted a deeply jovial ““Thanks a lot!””


      Meanwhile, a stiff smile came to Luelie’s face as she stood off to the side, her shaking fists creating deep creases in her robe.
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      “…A girl from a party called Windmill? We haven’t seen her. Did you get the name wrong?”


      …Yeah, I knew it.


      I had returned to the church and immediately asked the elderly nun if she knew of anyone from Windmill, and she gave me just the reply I’d expected. Luelie’s sister wasn’t recuperating in the church—that meant she had been lying.


      At that point, my suspicions were all but certain. I gathered everyone, including Roche and Anze, in the sickroom and gave them a brief rundown of the situation.


      “…I see. Essentially, this job is a trap set by ruffians.”


      “Yeah… Sorry for getting you two mixed up in this, I had to include you in the headcount.”


      My explanation finished, I bowed at Roche and Anze. Though we’d been planning to return to the city together from the start, I’d still gotten them wrapped up in this mess without their consent.


      However, both of them wore enormous smiles.


      “Hm-hm, we don’t mind at all. In fact, we’d be happy to assist you. Isn’t that right, Anze?”


      “Yes.”


      Anze clasped her hands in front of her, as if in prayer.


      “If by chance you get hurt, I will heal your wounds. You have nothing to fear.”


      “…Thanks.”


      Maybe they were just thugs, but one wrong move could still put our lives in danger. Hearing Roche and Anze respond so positively made me feel truly blessed to have them as friends.


      “And we mustn’t ignore our own combat abilities, yes?” Roche asked in a bright voice as he gallantly brushed aside his bangs. “In our group, there’s Liselle, whose talent with magic surpasses even that of a sage! The one and only Atri of the Arsvalem! The striking swordswoman with limitless potential, Euritia…! And of course, me!!”


      Pretty narcissistic to highlight yourself there. But he was crazy strong, so I gave him a pass.


      Once he was done striking a pose, Roche adopted a calmer tone.


      “Not to mention we have you, the swordsman who single-handedly slew a Grim Reaper. Even as you are now, an ordinary person couldn’t hold a candle to you!”


      “That’s right! I feel the same way.”


      Euritia?


      “I’m convinced that if we threw you into the middle of a crowd of ogres, you would walk back out completely fine as if nothing happened, Walker.”


      “Yeah, right.”


      “I think so, too!”


      I was baffled that Euritia kept butting in to agree with him. Slaughtering a crowd of ogres with one eye and one leg would be the deed of a warlike god who’d given up its humanity. Not even Gramps could—On second thought, I had a feeling Gramps could have done it easily…


      “How many people are there like us in this tiny town? If those ne’er-do-wells are targeting other parties, we ought to do this. I understand full well how you feel,” Roche added.


      “…Sorry.”


      I felt a little better after hearing him say that. Despite his pompous narcissism, it was pretty cool of him to be so casually supportive…


      “Be that as it may, we have nothing but circumstantial evidence. But since Luelie is definitely lying, I think it’s likely true…”


      “In that case, Master Walker…”


      Anze modestly raised her right hand as she spoke.


      “Would you like me to peer into them?”


      “…?”


      I knit my brows, unable to discern what she meant. She placed her hand on her chest.


      “If I peer into them, I can determine whether they’re sinners.”


      “…You can do that?”


      “Yes. I am a nun of the cathedral, after all.”


      Wow, cathedral nuns are pretty impressive… The ability to expose people’s sins just by looking at them sounded kinda like something the Buddhist king of hell, who judges the dead, could pull off.


      “However…I am yet inexperienced, so I can only see their most recent sins…,” Anze clarified.


      “I think that should be more than enough…”


      “No, I am still a novice at this… For instance, it is said that one of the saints in the cathedral, the Astralsight Saint, can see every lie and every sin a person has committed throughout their life.”


      Forget like the king of hell—this woman was the king of hell. I really didn’t wanna meet this Astralsight Saint. She sounded like she would probably be able to discern I’d been reincarnated.


      …Then again, the chances of a nobody adventurer like me coming face-to-face with a saint were vanishingly small, so it was pointless to worry about it. As far as I was concerned, they were heavenly beings.


      “If you feel uneasy about them, Master Walker, I believe I could be of some assistance.”


      “…All right. Anze, could you give it a try?”


      I was already feeling pretty certain, but if we could get firm confirmation, then all the better. The moment I asked her, Anze’s face lit up in an exceptionally bright smile.


      “…Yes, yes! If there is any way I can be of help to you, any way at all, you only need ask!”


      She was so delighted that it kind of shocked me.


      I still vividly remembered how depressed she’d been after I turned down her kind offer to assist me as a nun of the cathedral. M-maybe it had been on her mind this whole time. I couldn’t see why else she would get so excited over something this small…


      “Then let us know once you learn something, but be subtle about it. Use Telepathia to tell us.”


      “Understood. Let’s do our best, Lady Lisellarte.”


      All things considered, I really did have a reliable bunch of companions. It went without saying I could depend on Master, Euritia, and Atri, but Anze and Roche certainly were dependable, too.


      Yet this made it even more frustrating that I couldn’t yet walk properly on my own. I didn’t think it was a mistake to fight as desperately as I had, and I regretted nothing. But ever since I broke my prosthetic, the loss of my leg had been weighing heavily on me.


      If the protagonist of the original story had ended up in that situation, he would never have needed to get desperate. No, he would have stayed completely coolheaded and let his instincts guide him to the best way of smashing the enemy. And naturally, he would have almost certainly managed to get through unscathed, without making any sacrifices or causing any heartache.


      “…”


      What on earth would this accomplish? Ever since I’d snapped my prosthetic, my mind had been clouded with unnecessary thoughts. Internally, I shook my head. Ruminating over the past wouldn’t change a thing. Plus, I had to goal to focus on in the moment: returning to the holy city and finding a better prosthetic leg.


      So I didn’t realize.


      Right before I put those feelings behind me, I let out a small sigh—and from the darkness on the right side of my vision, I just missed Euritia and Atri staring straight at me.
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      It was growing late, and one by one, the lights in town went off, save for the pale glow of the moon. Adventurers returned to wherever they were staying to sit and eat with their companions, to bathe or care for their weapons, and to finish up whatever needed to be done by the end of the day, until all that was left was to relax and go to bed.


      In a tiny shared room inside a reasonably priced inn for adventurers, Euritia and Atri sat on their beds, facing each other. Atri, who was illuminated by the light of a magicite lamp, looked so deep in thought that it was like she might be swallowed by the darkness of night at any moment.


      If Atri looks that bad, then my expression must be even worse, Euritia thought.


      “Walker…he blames himself, doesn’t he…?”


      “…Yeah.”


      Walker hadn’t said as much, but she knew what she’d seen. He mourned the loss of his eye, leg, and his old body. He must have been thinking about how he could fight if things hadn’t turned out like this; yes, he blamed himself for being so pathetic as to need Euritia and the others for protection.


      But he hadn’t done anything wrong. In fact, he was only like this now because Euritia and the others had been unable to help him back then.


      “It must have been…so painful.”


      “…Yes.”


      As far as Euritia could tell, Walker was the kind of man who hated the sight of anyone unfairly suffering. From that description, most people would probably imagine him to be a compassionate man with a strong sense of justice.


      But at the guild earlier that day, he’d realized that Luelie’s job offer was probably a trap. Yet afterward, he hadn’t burned with righteous indignation and declared he would never forgive her, nor had he expressed any pity for her.


      Instead, he had seemed to express…a profound sadness and disappointment at the world itself. He didn’t resent the ruffians who were using Luelie, but the world that had produced them.


      It was as if reality had betrayed him again and again, long before Euritia had known him.


      Walker may have been the oldest member of the party after Liselle, but at seventeen years old, he was still quite young.


      But what in world had he been through during his younger days, before he met Euritia and the others?


      For all she knew…


      Perhaps it was far more than anything they could imagine. Perhaps it would make Euritia’s cold treatment at the hands of her brothers sound like a funny story. Perhaps he had harbored a horrific past that he was afraid to speak of.


      According to Walker, he’d spent most of his childhood training in the sword under his grandfather’s tutelage. But was that really all he had done to reach those heights? And why did he feel such disappointment at the world?


      Something must have happened to him. There must have been some other reason he had needed to become that strong, beyond a desire to become a warrior and master the way of the sword. What was the source of his despair at the world?


      And why had she never thought ask this before now?


      “Ngh…”


      She was ashamed at how starry-eyed she’d been until recently, at how she’d admired Walker while knowing nothing about him.


      Walker blamed himself for no longer being able to properly wield his sword. He’d single-handedly defeated an extraordinary monster, so no one would shame him for his wounds, yet he was lambasting himself for sacrificing a leg and an eye in the process.


      It was like he was comparing himself to someone absurdly strong, someone who—unlike him—would have emerged from even a battle with a Grim Reaper without issue.


      Suddenly, Euritia was overcome with terror.


      At this rate, Walker might one day throw away his own life again.


      His sacrifice wouldn’t be planned. No, he would undoubtedly choose to give up his life in the moment, on instinct alone. That was exactly the kind of choice he would make.


      With his ability to wield the sword gone, he would think this was the least he could do.


      And so…


      “Atri, if those people really are criminals…I will not let them get away with this.”


      When Walker’s artificial leg had snapped under the power of his battoujutsu, he must have fallen into despair; he must have felt like the path he’d walked until that point, the one he was meant to continue on, had crumbled away. And if that wasn’t eating at him enough, now he had come across a tragedy he couldn’t ignore: a group of men using a girl against her will for nefarious ends.


      And she couldn’t abide that.


      There was no way she could let Walker go through more hardship or sacrifice himself.


      So Euritia and the others would just have to take care of those villains.


      “…Are you sure? You don’t need to force yourself. You can leave it to me.”


      She knew the intent behind Atri’s question… Euritia wasn’t all that used to killing people. Conflict bothered her, and she was soft at heart. Like with how she had been unable to give a firm refusal when those strange men had approached her, she believed it better to avoid killing people.


      But right then, memories came flooding back to the surface.


      Since she had joined Silver-Gray Journey, there had been plenty of times where Euritia had been forced to do battle with ruffians. Once, Walker had even gotten injured protecting Euritia because she had hesitated to deal the fatal blow.


      Luckily, he had made it off with just a light cut on his arm, but had things gone wrong back then, he could have sustained a serious wound that would have ended his career as a swordsman.


      …A heavy, viscous emotion bubbled up from deep within her heart.


      “I’ll be fine,” she answered.


      Prioritizing her own innocence while the person she adored most in this world suffered was completely unacceptable.


      She would not make the same mistake twice.


      “I’ll fight, too… Shall we eliminate them? All of them…every one.”


      “Understood.”


      Atri nodded, and Euritia was glad she felt the same way. Euritia shared a desire to protect Walker with Atri, and if everyone was willing to devote their all to him, then that was good enough for her.


      Despite being illuminated by the magicite lamp, Euritia’s eyes were darker than the night outside, bereft of any emotion.


      Atri did not notice, but even if she had, it was unlikely she would have paid it any heed.

    
  


  
    
      Epilogue


      Everyone made their preparations for our extremely dubious job, and by the time morning came, it was finally time to say farewell to that town.


      I felt an especially deep gratitude toward the local church, since the people there had taken care of me for nearly a month after my brush with death. I’d become acquainted with a few of the nuns, including that one elderly nun, and while the sickroom was cramped and quite modest, I had stayed there so long that it had started feeling familiar, like it was “my” room.


      We probably wouldn’t be back there again unless we have a very good reason. Upon realizing this, I felt a little forlorn. Deep in my heart, I whispered a quick thanks for the town’s hospitality.


      “Not forgetting anything, are you, Master?”


      “Hrmph. I should be the one saying that. You’d best not treat me like a child.”


      I’d asked her this as we did our final check of the room, and she immediately puffed out her cheeks in a frustrated pout.


      As it turned out, Master had ended up staying with me in this room every single night. Since she was so incredibly small, none of the nuns had any issue with a boy and a girl sleeping together on the sacred church grounds. Maybe they saw us as a particularly close older brother and younger sister—or maybe an older sister and younger brother—and thought it was heartwarming.


      I double-checked that my favorite sword was secured to my left hip with Accessorize. Testing out my prosthetic leg by lightly stepping on the ground, I took my cane in hand.


      “Okay, let’s go.”


      “Mm-hm.”


      Our destination was the holy city of Grand Frozei, the home base of Silver-Gray Journey. In this world, if an adventuring party went on a three-day trip and didn’t come back for a month, you would start to suspect they’d gotten wrapped up in some sort of accident or incident. I figured news of our circumstances had made its way to the guild in the city, but it would still be best to head back as soon as possible and show everyone we were fine.


      …The only problem was, this almost certainly wasn’t going to be a nice, peaceful trip back. Master trotted next to me, tightly squeezing my right hand.


      “I can walk by myself without you squeezing my palm, Master—”


      “…”


      “…A-all right, all right.”


      I gave in to Master’s silent pressure. C-come on, please don’t look at me like you’re about to be sick. After I’d gotten my prosthetic and started walking around, she seemed worried I might fall, so she’d been following me wherever I went, clinging to my hand. I’m not a little kid who just learned how to walk, okay?


      Hmm…I’d thought that learning to move around on my prosthetic leg would ease some of their worries. But now they seemed even more worried about me than when I was in the wheelchair…


      “Walker.”


      “Hm?”


      Master had enough power in her fingers that her grip hurt. She looked up at me with eyes that seemed almost pitch black and spoke as if making a vow to God.


      “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay. We’re going to protect you no matter what.”


      Master, I’m begging you…please stop taking this so seriously! It’s fine! Maybe I have a prosthetic leg, but I can at least keep myself safe! If you don’t stop, my stomach is gonna twist itself in knots! Please let the light return to your eyes!


      Dammit. Deep down, I hung my head. I understood why they wanted to keep me safe, but this was getting way, way too serious. No matter what I did, there was this constant, oppressive worry in the air, and it made me wonder if I could really earn a happy ending.


      Still, I had to keep trying. Master, Euritia, and Atri…at this rate, they would be consumed by guilt and regret for the rest of their lives. If that happened, then what would be the point in me averting our terrible fates?


      As a hater of bad endings and a staunch believer in happy endings, I wouldn’t accept anything less than a future where the three of them could smile!
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      “…Very well, shall we be on our way?”


      “Yeah.”


      While Walker was reaffirming his determination, Euritia and Atri left the inn they had stayed in for so long. After they checked to make sure they hadn’t left anything behind, the only thing left to do was return their key to the front desk.


      “Are you all right? It doesn’t hurt?” Atri asked.


      “Yes, I’m fine. I am a swordswoman, too, so this is nothing.”


      To provide some context for that statement, Euritia and Atri had been up sparring since very early that morning, before the sun had even risen. Things had gotten a bit too heated, and Atri had dealt Euritia a rather heavy blow.


      “You really are strong, Atri. I still have a way to go.”


      “That’s not true—I was struggling, too. Once I revealed a technique of mine, it never worked a second time.”


      “Ah-ha-ha, my only saving grace is that I’m a quick learner…”


      Atri looked as if she wanted to say, That’s more than just being a quick learner. Euritia was able to analyze her opponents’ moves in an instant just by seeing them once, could easily reproduce them herself after seeing them a second time, and by the third time, could make them completely her own. Due to the events of her early life, she hated the word talent, but natural talent was the only way to describe her abilities.


      They were silent for a few moments.


      “…Let’s keep Walker safe.”


      “Mm. Of course.”


      Both Euritia and Atri were certain this job would not be some peaceful carriage ride. While they had no objective proof, their intuitions were ringing alarm bells.


      Those two men, Cain and Lloyd, saw women as nothing but playthings. However friendly they pretended to be on the surface, they couldn’t conceal the sentiments that lingered deep within their eyes. There was no way louts like them were Luelie’s companions, people with whom she could share joys and sorrows.


      Speaking of eyes, Walker’s were so beautiful and honest that it seemed disrespectful to compare them those of others. His expression could certainly be unpleasant, but the light that gleamed within his gaze was entirely pure, telling the story of an immaculate warrior who followed his chosen path with a single-minded devotion.


      Both Euritia and Atri loved that about Walker’s eyes.


      For that reason, they were devastated his eyes had been so heartbreakingly distorted lately. It was unforgivable.


      “People who would do harm to Walker don’t belong in this world.”


      “…”


      Atri’s words were earnest. Not too long ago, Euritia would have softly reminded her, N-nothing too violent, now…


      “Yes.”


      But now, she didn’t even shake her head. A graceful smile appeared on her face.


      “…And we’ll be the ones to dispose of anyone who seems like they’ll harm him.”


      “Mm.”


      Atri nodded, a faint smile on her face. Right now, Euritia and Atri’s sole reason for existing was to repay Walker by eliminating any and all obstacles in his way.


      Because he had sacrificed his body to protect them.


      If Euritia and the others weren’t prepared to do at least that much, then how could they possibly atone?


      “I’m glad you feel the same as I do, Euritia.”


      “Eh-heh-heh, as am I.”


      Unbeknownst to Walker, the heavy feelings his companions harbored continued to grow heavier still.
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      “…Anze, are your preparations complete?”


      “Yes. Come in.”


      There was a knock at the door, and a gentle question from her attendant, and Her Grace ushered them inside with a soft voice. After receiving permission to enter, the attendant opened the door respectfully, gave an elegant bow, and strode toward her.


      The two were Anze and Roche.


      “It appears you slept well.”


      “Yes. Even I was surprised…”


      Anze had some color to her cheeks. She had spent night after night troubled by wanting to help Walker but being unable to, but now she appeared mentally composed.


      “Perhaps it’s because Master Walker is finally relying on me for something. It’s truly nothing more than a trivial bit of assistance, but…”


      “…Hm-hm.”


      With her powers as a nun—or more accurately a saint, she could ascertain whether the party in question were ruffians. If they were, they would surely have committed crimes such as assault or theft, no matter how they tried to disguise their appearance.


      If Walker and the others were more or less convinced that this job was a trap, then she would barely be assisting them at all. But it was evident by looking at her that Anze was incredibly pleased all the same, which made Roche’s face relax as well.


      Anze cleared her throat with a hnn, and her face stiffened.


      “More importantly, Sir Roche—”


      Suddenly, she appeared concerned about what might be outside the room. Roche understood from her expression alone and cast Deafness on the entire room.


      Having enacted countermeasures against any possible eavesdroppers, Anze and Roche could speak not as nun and knight, but as saint and holy knight.


      “…Holy Knight Rochehardt.”


      Roche dropped to one knee on the spot and gazed up at Her Grace.


      “Should this job play out in the way that Master Walker expects…I will not be of much help outside of healing in an emergency. I wish I could pass judgment on them, but…”


      “Mm, you may leave everything to myself and the ladies.”


      Anze nodded affirmatively.


      “Thus, shall I make this command as the Heavensblade Saint: Work together with Silver-Gray Journey and annihilate every last enemy that stands in their way.”


      At present, there was no one she held more important than Walker. For Walker’s sake, she would exercise her authority as the Heavensblade Saint to the fullest extent possible, and she would not hesitate to stay by his side and support him for as long as possible.


      Naturally, she would not tolerate anyone standing in his path. It would ultimately depend on how terrible a villain they were, but Anze already assumed they would clearly need to be eliminated.


      As far as Anze was concerned, the most important thing was that Walker was rewarded, and any nameless villains were no more than riffraff. Some may wonder if such acts of favoritism were befitting of a saint extolled as the incarnation of God—but it was fine. There was never anything fair about the existence of the saints to begin with.


      “…As the Lord wills it.”


      Immediately, Roche accepted her order. He would annihilate any foes who tried to harm Walker—because naturally, he would act as his friend before acting as a knight. Even had he not been ordered to do so, Roche would have sworn to Anze to annihilate such foes of his own volition.


      Through their more than one hundred matches, Roche understood more than anyone just how much Walker had trained to perfect his sword technique. And because he wished from the bottom of his heart for Walker to be rewarded for his training, seeing him missing an eye and a leg caused Roche as well to smolder with an anger he had no outlet for.


      “Well then, shall we be off?”


      “Yes.”


      The holy city, a city of faith, did not preach the salvation of wickedness. Under the principle of punishment and reward, the wicked must have judgment passed upon them, and condemnation must be followed by punishment—such was the foundation for peace, and therefore the holy city had made a name for itself as one of the safest cities in the world.
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      And so, a little while after Walker and the rest set off, three figures departed from a tiny inn in a corner of the town.


      Two men and one girl.


      “All right, let’s get going, li’l Luelie.”


      “It’ll be fine, don’t you worry. Once all goes according to plan and we finish up, we’ll keep our word.”


      The men beckoned to the girl with smiles that seemed friendly at a glance. Had it ended there, they would have appeared to be nothing more than an ordinary adventuring party setting off on a journey.


      “……Yes, all right.”


      With a damaged expression, she gripped her wooden rod as tightly as she could.


      It was almost as if she was grasping for any aid she could find.

    
  


  
    
      Extra Episode


      When Walker Awoke from the Brink of Death


      As soon as I awoke, I looked up to see Gramps’s familiar scowl.


      “…!!”


      My survival instincts from my training days instantly aroused, and I leaped back to put some distance between us. I brought my hand to my waist to make sure I was carrying my favorite sword. All right, as long as I was armed, this wouldn’t be so one-sided. The nerve of him, doing something as cheap as attacking me in my sleep. That old geezer better be prepared, because today would be the day I brought him to his knees.


      But despite my readiness for battle, Gramps just heaved a dull sigh.


      “So you’re finally awake, you young fool?”


      “…Huh?”


      …Wait, where was I?


      The world was pale. Here and there, flowers swayed in the breeze, and the sound of bubbling water and birdsong carried through the air, giving the impression of a mountain highland. But everything carried a soft, ephemeral hue that seemed strange to my eyes.


      Gramps was white.


      I was also white.


      “…What’s going on?”


      “You don’t know?”


      “No…?”


      I mulled it over without relaxing my stance, and then it all clicked. Oh, of course—this was a dream.


      It wouldn’t be strange for the world to be so weirdly colored in a dream…and the same could be said for Gramps showing up in front of me even though he’d kicked the bucket a long time ago. I’d always suspected Gramps might one day rise from his grave, so it had taken me a while to realize this was the product of my own mind.


      I see, I see, I thought, nodding twice.


      “…So why are you appearing in my dream?” I asked.


      “…”


      What the heck, why was he looking at me with such pity?


      “Land sakes, you’ve got no idea how worried people are for you…,” he said at last.


      “Huh?”


      “Never mind.”


      What’s he talking about? I wondered, instinctively relaxing my stance…


      …only to see a blade in front of me.


      “Gck—!”


      This time, my polished survival instincts really had the chance to shine. I warded off the attack with my scabbard, dodging as Gramp’s sword barely grazed the ends of my hair, while I leaped to the side with as much force as possible. The tip of his blade swung down, mercilessly smashing into the ground.


      An impressive gale burst forth, strong enough that it seemed like there had been an explosion. Cutting away rubble that went flying at a speed that would put a cannonball to shame, I once again leaped away until I was at a safe distance.


      The ground split open for about thirty feet in the direction Gramps had swung his sword. It looked as if a bare fault line had appeared in the flower gardens of heaven. From within the dust cloud, he swung his sword and said, “Hmph…seems you haven’t lost your edge.”


      “Uhh…”


      I was taken aback. What the hell was wrong with this old geezer? How was he senile and still doing this? Screw you, quit acting like you’re not human anymore.


      Still, once I was over how dumbfounded I was…a smile appeared on my face.


      “…Well, there was only one thing I could do after coming face-to-face with you.”


      Even in a dream, our routine hadn’t changed. If anything, it was a welcome feeling. When I was a kid, Gramps had always defeated me within three strikes, but I’d gotten pretty strong. Nowadays, I ought to be able to keep up with far more than three.


      Gramps snorted with laughter.


      “…Come on then.”


      “Bring it on…!!”


      …Despite me sounding pretty confident, I ended up losing. Like I could ever win against this absolute monster…!


      “Hmph. Looks like you’ve gained a few skills, but you’re still green.”


      “You old geezer…”


      Damn, how frustrating…but on the other hand, I felt satisfied. Enduring five strikes from Gramps was a new record for me, and after putting all my effort into one slash, I was able to bring him to one knee. Even though his expression was composed, Gramps seemed pretty surprised, too. Served him right.


      “Still, you just managed to snatch a victory against a Grim Reaper…You did well protecting your friends.”


      “…?”


      A Grim Reaper?


      Where had I heard that name before? I couldn’t help feeling like it sounded familiar. And what did he mean by “protect”? And was Gramps actually praising me?


      The world contorted.


      “…Huh?”


      The pale world landscape its shape, like a dissipating cloud of mist. The ground I’d been lying on vanished, and I was enveloped in a floating sensation.


      Gramps vanished in the blink of an eye.


      I could only hear his voice.


      “Sorry, kid, but it’s far too early for you to come to where I am. Go get some more training in, you young fool.”


      Was I…floating right now?


      Or maybe falling?


      My vision went dark—
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      “……”


      I opened my eyes.


      For about the first ten seconds, I had no idea what was going on. Where was I? What happened to me? Was I alive or dead? I felt the warmth of the sunlight flooding in through the window, saw foliage swaying in what seemed like a pleasant breeze, heard the peaceful chirping of a small bird, and my mind finally began to wake up.


      I was in a room somewhere, in bed.


      Uh…hmm? Let’s see…this wasn’t my own room. Wait, something happened, right?


      I tried to dig through my memories from the day before, but no matter how I racked my brain, I couldn’t remember clearly. It was probably just another day in the holy city, but…I hadn’t drunk myself stupid, had I?


      I propped myself up in bed with my arm. My body felt heavy, like it wasn’t my own, and just sitting up was so difficult that it left me short of breath.


      This really didn’t feel like a hangover.


      “…”


      All I could see was the bed I’d been sleeping in, a nightstand on which rested a magicite lamp, a three-legged chair, and a cupboard with hardly anything inside. There was nothing else in the room, and I was its only occupant.


      All right, now what? I couldn’t get anywhere if I didn’t know where I was, so first, I figured I would try leaving the room. Then I could search for Master and the others.


      As I tried to shift my body again with that thought in mind, the door opened. It moved slowly and feebly, as if being manipulated by a ghost.


      “…Ah, Master.”


      Master had entered the room. It was her, but—


      “M-Master? Wh-wh-what happened to your face?” I sputtered without even realizing.


      She looked like someone would if, say, they hadn’t eaten right or slept properly in a week and had done nothing but stew in guilt and regret that whole time.


      Her lovely hair had become ratty, her eyes were lifeless and ringed with dark circles, her lips were dried out, and she seemed like she might keel over and pass out at any moment.


      W-w-wait a sec, what was going on? Yesterday—well, I didn’t quite remember yesterday, so maybe the day before yesterday? Anyway, the day before yesterday, Master had been just like she always was, right? Something must’ve happened while I was asleep.


      Looking like an empty husk, Master locked gazes with me.


      She opened her lifeless eyes wide and completely froze.


      “………”


      “…M-Master? Master—?”


      I couldn’t help wondering if her heart had stopped beating, let alone whether she was blinking or breathing. After about ten seconds of silence, she finally spoke.


      “…Walker…?


      She called my name in a low voice. She reached out to me clumsily, her fingers trembling.


      “…Walker…”


      Though she tried to move her legs, there was barely any strength in them.


      “Walker—”


      She tried to force herself to walk anyway—and fell over.


      “Augh…!”


      “H-hey, hey. Seriously, what’s going on?”


      Something was obviously out of the ordinary. I immediately got out of bed, trying to put all my strength into both legs so I could hurry over to Master…


      …only for my vision to turn sideways as I toppled over and fell.


      And because I hit the nearby nightstand on the way down, I took a spectacular fall, causing a clamor that could’ve shaken the room.


      It hurt like hell, but to be honest, I was more bewildered than anything.


      “…Huh? Wh-wha…?”


      I immediately tried to get up without realizing what was happening and once again lost my balance and fell onto my shoulder. Seriously, what the hell was going on here?! Nothing had seemed right ever since I’d woken up!


      “…Walker! Walkeeer!!”


      In the end, Master rushed over to me. She fervently made her way to my side despite her legs not moving the way she wanted, her eyes filled to the brim with tears.


      “I’m fine! I’m fine, so don’t move! Don’t strain yourself! I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry…!”


      …Yeah, this was extremely weird.


      Something was happening right in front of me. It was nothing to laugh about, but it wasn’t deadly serious, either. I was unable to clearly remember what happened yesterday, and I had no idea where I was now, but all I could do was struggle to try to get up once more.


      “It’s fine! Really, I’m okay!!”


      Master wailed sorrowfully, holding my head against her chest with all her strength. Feeling increasingly disturbed, I asked, “Hey, Master, what are you—”


      “Just hold still! Please! I’m begging you…!!”


      “Y-you’re worrying too much. Where are we, anyway? If I drank too much, you should’ve brought me back to my own room.”


      “……Huh?”


      Master had practically been strangling me a moment ago, but now her arms slackened in surprise. I took that opportunity to prop myself up and free myself somewhat.


      “W-Walker? What…what are you talking about?”


      “…? That’s not what happened? Sorry, I just can’t remember…”


      “…”


      I could practically hear the paltry amount of color draining from Master’s already lifeless face.


      “N-no way…th-this can’t…? No—”


      She grasped my shoulders with all her strength, frozen in terror.


      “Walker, d-do you know who I am?! It’s Liselle, Lisellarte, you know?! Your m-master!!”


      “Huh? I—I know that… Where did that come from?”


      “’C-cause you said you didn’t remember…!”


      Well, yeah, but where did she get the idea that I would forget about her…? I’d even called her “Master” earlier. I had known her longer than anyone else, so there was no way I’d forget her.


      “S-so you remember everything about me, right?! You didn’t forget anything?!”


      “I told you, I remember all that. You want me to tell you about how we first met?”


      Hearing me say that, Master finally seemed to ease up a little. She looked so deeply relieved that I felt sorry for her, and several teardrops spilled over and ran down her cheeks.


      “S-sorry for worrying you. I don’t really remember what happened yesterday, and I’m having trouble moving…”


      Once again, I tried to stand—and once again, I lost my balance, Master catching me in her arms. Dammit, what was going on with my body?! Now was not the time to be lying around…!


      “Walker, have you…not realized yet?”


      “…? Realized what? There’s clearly something here I’m not getting…”


      She breathed a small gasp. From that reaction alone, I could tell that Master knew exactly why I was barely able to move my body.


      “It would really help if you could tell me…”


      “Ngh…”


      Master’s face twisted into a pitiful expression. Her hesitation was clear; she looked like she was debating whether or not to tell me, though she obviously didn’t want to. C-come on, don’t beat around the bush. It was already pathetic that I hadn’t figured it out myself, but unless she came out and told me, we weren’t going to get anywhere.


      I wasn’t sure if my earnestness got through to her, but before long, Master began chewing her lips and opened her mouth to speak, her words heavy with gloom.


      “…Left…leg…”


      “My leg…?”


      Since she’d mentioned it, I looked at my left leg.


      …Once I saw what remained of it, I could hardly believe I hadn’t noticed until now.


      My left leg was gone.


      From the knee down, it was just…completely and utterly missing.


      “…”


      It was as if water began to seep out from some tiny crack within me.


      Everything came back to me.


      “…Master,” I said quietly. “Where are Euritia and Atri?”


      “Huh? Um, they’re out shopping right now…”


      “They’re safe?”


      “Y-yes.”


      It made perfect sense that the reason I’d taken a fantastic tumble onto the floor and still couldn’t get up was because my leg was gone. Come to think of it, I might’ve lost sight in my right eye since my vision seemed off, too.


      Still, that stuff didn’t matter.


      “They’re really okay? No one got hurt?”


      “W-we’re fine. But more importantly—”


      “…I see.”


      Now it was my turn to feel extremely relieved.


      Somehow, I’d averted our terrible fates. That shitty, sickening ending to the original story.


      Finally, I understood what it meant to have Master alive and right here in front of me.


      “Thank goodness…”


      With all those thoughts filling my heart, I spit out just those few emotion-filled words.


      So Euritia and Atri were safe, too… Oooh, nice job me from back then who struggled on the brink of death! My memory cut off after I stepped within reach of the Grim Reaper, so I couldn’t remember how I’d fought afterward or how I’d defeated that thing. But since Master was perfectly fine, maybe the fact I couldn’t remember meant that a miracle had occurred.


      “Everyone is all right…”


      Ahh, so this was what it meant for your heart to feel full. I hadn’t expected to survive in the first place, much less narrowly escape death and confirm that Master was safe and sound. It wasn’t a dream. Yeah, my fall had hurt a whole lot, so it couldn’t have been a dream.


      “I’m so glad…”


      I was so overwhelmed with emotion that no other words would come.


      I’d had a reputation for having a surly face my entire life, but…at that moment, I was sure I was smiling from the very bottom of my heart.


      “Why…? Why did…?”


      How did it look to Master to see me so relieved that everyone was safe while overlooking my own wounds?


      The fact that I’d lost my own leg flew right out of my mind, so there was no way I could’ve known.
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      Apparently, we were staying in the town closest to the dungeon, and I was in a sickroom at the Criscrest Church. After I awoke, the nuns asked me some simple questions, Master told me bit by bit what they’d been doing up until today, and Euritia and Atri returned from their shopping trip.


      When those two first saw me sitting on the bed, they were as speechless as if they’d encountered a ghost. With their eyes wide as saucers and mouths hanging half-open, they were so bewildered that it almost looked like time had stopped around them. It was pretty unusual to see Atri, who wasn’t the best at expressing emotions, make a face like that, let alone Euritia.


      After several seconds, Euritia suddenly dropped all the bags she’d been carrying to the floor.


      Of course, she hadn’t dropped them on purpose; she was just in such a daze that her arms slackened and fell on their own. Finally, time started to move again for Euritia. Much like Master just a little while earlier, her eyes quickly overflowed with tears, and her face wrinkled up. She was on the verge of breaking into sobs.


      “Walker…! Walker!!”


      “Whoa—”


      Heedless of the foodstuffs scattered across the floor, she went into a full sprint and leaped at me as I sat on the bed.


      Judging by Master’s reaction, I had been seriously close to death after my way-too-desperate struggle, so I was starting to realize I must have seriously worried everyone. Even so, I’d never expected Euritia to jump on me. I mean, she wasn’t the kind of girl who would do something like that to a guy.


      But there she was, right there on the bed with me, her face pushed straight into my chest.


      “Thank goodness…! I was so worried… I was so, SO worried about you…!!”


      “E-Euritia. Okay, I get it, I get it…”


      Hang on, having her this close to me could not be good for my heart. Master was still stiff as a board, so I didn’t think of it much her hugging me, but Euritia was quite soft and—nope, not thinking about this.


      “…Walker.”


      And then, Atri. Typically calm and easygoing, she didn’t jump on me the way Euritia did. Instead, she stood by my side, looking for once like she was endeavoring to hold something back.


      “I was worried, too…very worried.”


      “…”


      This was the first time I’d ever heard Atri’s voice quaver like it was about to break. My heart, which had been completely thrown off by Euritia’s pleasant scent, was suddenly filled with guilt.


      “…Yeah, I’m okay now. Sorry.”


      Though I had needed to fight in order to avert our terrible fates, it seemed I’d still caused everyone a lot of heartache…


      If I had just recalled the original story a little sooner, things wouldn’t have turned out this way. If only I’d been as strong as the original protagonist. I couldn’t help feeling ashamed of myself for being so cowardly that all I could do was throw away my own life.


      After picking up the food that had scattered across the floor and putting it on the shelf, Master tugged lightly on Euritia’s sleeve.


      “Euritia, Walker only just awoke, so this may be a little much…”


      “Ah—”


      Euritia flinched in surprise and put some distance between us. She messily wiped away her tears, her entire face suddenly turning pale.


      “I-I’m so sorry…! I didn’t disturb your wounds, did I?! I—I…”


      “I’m fine, no need to worry. Just calm down.”


      Since I was terrible at showing affection, I responded in as gentle a voice as I could manage. I’d already caused them to worry because of my brush with death, so it wasn’t my intent to make them any gloomier than they already were.


      See? I’m just as chill as always. If I’d still had my leg, I could’ve gotten up and gone for a stroll right then and there. Even the nun who’d asked me a few questions earlier said she wasn’t concerned, so everything would be fine.


      Or maybe they felt sorry for me because I’d lost an eye and a leg. Even that was nothing worth fussing over.


      “Don’t worry about my health.”


      “…Huh?”


      “I put my life on the line to try and protect you, and now you’re safe. You’re all here, alive, right in front of me…so I don’t regret a thing.”


      Master and the others had no way of knowing this, but our party wipe in the original story was honestly really appalling! The only way to describe their last moments is that they were tortured horribly. And how do you think I felt about that scene when I read it in my past life? I didn’t remember much about the plot or the setting of the original story, but that scene in particular was just…just so…


      I had been able to avoid that by giving up an eye and a leg, so why would I have any regrets?


      “Please don’t sweat it. If getting a little banged up means I was able to save you guys, it was worth it.”


      I wasn’t just putting on a brave face. Encountering a Grim Reaper meant certain death unless you were an S-rank adventurer, so it was a monster to be feared. If I hadn’t remembered what I knew about the original story, we would’ve stood no chance of winning, even if all four of us struggled with everything we had. You could ask one hundred other people what they thought of our story, and without a doubt every single one of them would say it was a miracle we survived.


      I’m sure that, in their hearts, Master and the others knew this was a way better outcome, right?


      So…


      “…I’m just fine.”


      So, I mean.


      Could they please stop acting like they were holding a wake for me?


      Seriously. The vibe in there was so heavy; if it got any worse, I worried it would crush my stomach.


      I was honestly perfectly fine!!
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      “I put my life on the line to try and protect you, and now you’re safe. You’re all here, alive, right in front of me…so I don’t regret a thing.”


      “Please don’t sweat it. If getting a little banged up means I was able to save you guys, it was worth it.”


      “…I’m just fine.”


      All of these were things Walker said, word for word, but it should be noted just how much harm those words caused his companions.


      To begin with, at this point Liselle, Euritia, and Atri all had particular feelings toward Walker. Whether one could call it affection was an entirely different discussion. To Liselle, he was her apprentice, the person dearest to her in all the world; to Euritia, he was like a mentor, the person she respected most in all the world; to Atri, he was the warrior she revered most in the entire the world. After the battle with the Grim Reaper and the hellish ten days Walker had spent lingering on death’s door, their spirits were already on the verge of collapse.


      And then there were the things Walker had said.


      At this point, there was no way everything was fine.


      To make matters worse, Walker earnestly meant everything he’d told them. Only later would he come to realize how significantly the loss of his leg and eye had affected him, but at that moment, he truly had no regrets.


      Liselle and the others understood this, too.


      They knew that he was pleased at being able to protect them and that he was relieved from the bottom of his heart. That as long as they were safe, he would even laugh off life-altering injuries as just “getting a little banged up.”


      That he would risk everything to fight for and protect them without ever stopping to think of himself.


      As a result, they accepted it.


      Accepted that Walker cherished them all so much that he didn’t mind throwing everything away. To an extent, this was correct, but in some ways, they read too much into it.


      He’d weighed his own life against theirs and had chosen theirs without hesitation. This fact was enough to completely obliterate their spirits, which had already been on the verge of collapse. The wistful warmth of knowing Walker’s excessively awkward feelings and the cold guilt of the choice he made that couldn’t be taken back…these two conflicting emotions clashed in their chests, silently driving them mad.


      Walker, Walker…!! No, no, no, no! I never wanna leave your side again…! I can’t imagine a world without you! I wanna be with you forever and ever and ever…! Walker, you’re my…my…!!


      The deep affection Liselle held for Walker deepened even further.


      …Walker, I’ve made a decision. Since you put everything on the line to protect us, I will put everything on the line to support you. You may act like it’s trivial, but living with just one eye and one leg will be difficult, don’t you think? So please leave everything to me from now on. Let me redeem myself. I’ll do anything for you, mentor…anything…


      Euritia’s yearning for him became so intense that it pushed her to the brink of insanity.


      …Walker, you must be the one I was fated to meet. I’m certain I was born to encounter a warrior like you. And so I offer up my body, my life…my everything. I wish to die for you. That, and that alone, is the reason I exist.


      Atri became a euphorically determined berserker.


      …And so, after his party was nearly wiped, everything began to go downhill for Walker in the days that followed.


      Walker remembered the original story, and his companions had no idea it existed. It was a lethal misunderstanding caused by a rift in perception that couldn’t be bridged, or perhaps a miraculous confluence of events.


      Though his party members were perhaps reading into Walker’s situation too deeply, their conclusions weren’t entirely incorrect—and therein lay the rub.

    
  


  
    
      Extra Episode


      The Saints Tighten Their Nets Around Walker


      “…Haaaugh, enough of this!! Go to hell, you bald fat-asses!”


      The evening of the day Walker’s party met Windmill, tension hung in the air as they prepared for the next day’s carriage ride.


      Meanwhile, in the cathedral, the Criscrest Church’s central authority in the holy city, a young lady swore in a very unladylike manner and threw herself onto a sofa.


      She was the same foulmouthed saint who had sent Angessheit, the Heavensblade Saint—or just Anze—to see Walker. She was known to the public as the Alabaster Saint, and she now lay face down on the sofa, kicking her feet.


      “I can’t take it anymoooore! I hate working!”


      “Hm-hm, nicely done today.”


      A clear, innocent, and childlike voice praised Alabaster for her efforts. It came from a girl clad in the same grand vestments as Alabaster, wearing a tiara engraved with a star crest—the Astralsight Saint, whom Anze had said could see every lie and sin a person had committed.


      Alabaster quit kicking her feet and rolled over.


      “I friggin’ hate this, seriously… Bein’ all hospitable and charming really ain’t my thing.”


      “You’ve always left that part up to Anze, haven’t you?”


      “That’s ’cause she’s great at turning on the charm… Sheesh, what’s so fun about hangin’ out with some bald fat-asses, anyway…?”


      The reason Alabaster had exploded in anger over bald fat-asses was that just a short while ago, she’d attended a banquet in an official capacity as a saint, where she’d entertained a high-ranking delegation of bald fat men called the Whosits or something visiting from a neighboring country on official business. She’d desperately tried to ignore their flowery rhetoric that was halfway to sexual harassment, creating a pleasant atmosphere by feigning modesty as best she could, all while saying things like “My, my, tee-hee!” and “Oh, dear me!”


      Since Anze, the most socially adept of all the saints, was currently absent, Alabaster had no choice but to step in and attend these functions in her place.


      “…Perhaps it would have been better not to let her go? You knew this might happen,” said another girl, whose voice sounded thin and unenthusiastic, like she was speaking while still asleep. She was the last of the four saints of the cathedral, the Fortune Saint, who wore a tiara engraved with a moon-shaped crest.


      Alabaster looked even wearier.


      “Yeah, course I knew that. But when she starts cryin’ like that…y’know?”


      “You really do have a soft spot for her… Well, best of luck at tomorrow’s banquet.”


      “Dammit—!”


      After the saints finished their daily duties, they would always gather to spend some time together. It was here Fortune posed Alabaster a question in her drowsy voice.


      “…Hey. Do you know that adventurer she’s spending time with?”


      “Hnn? …Nah, but I saw him from a distance once. Never met him face-to-face.”


      Anze frequently talked about Walker, so she knew quite a bit about the boy despite never having met him. But since admitting it might stir the hornet’s nest, Alabaster decided to keep quiet about it for now.


      “Hmm…”


      In response, Fortune lapsed into a silence that was somehow telling.


      “Why are you asking?”


      “Hm…just wondering what sort of person he is.”


      Alabaster stared at her, wide-eyed.


      “Pretty rare for you to take interest in other people.”


      “He slew a Grim Reaper, didn’t he? That’s an important matter for the holy city.”


      Fortune’s voice was endlessly drowsy as she spoke.


      “It wouldn’t be strange if an adventurer suddenly went missing. It’s happened before, when some S-rank party left for another country.”


      “Adventurers are all about adventuring.”


      “And that’s the problem. If the holy city loses capable people, it’ll just cause more trouble for me in the long run…”


      After a moment, she continued.


      “I think that we of the holy city need to retain that adventurer by any means necessary.”


      “But that guy was seriously wounded—he lost an eye and a leg. No way in hell is he gonna be able to—”


      “If he was able to defeat a Grim Reaper, then he won’t give in so easily. We should offer him our full support. That’s how we ingratiate ourselves with him. Then he’ll work for the holy city for years to come and make things easier for me…”


      “Typical. You only wanna lighten your load…”


      While Alabaster stared at her with half-lidded eyes and feeling fed up, Astralsight gave a respectable nod.


      “I am in agreement that we should be proactive in retaining capable people.”


      “Well…”


      Though she’d phrased it in a somewhat self-centered way, Fortune’s point wasn’t altogether incorrect. It was true that if capable adventurers gathered in the city, then more jobs—or in other words, the citizens’ troubles—would be resolved each day, which would end up easing the saints’ burdens.


      “What was his name again?”


      “Master Walker.”


      “I see…Walker, huh?”


      “That’s right.”


      Ahh, that was a name she would remember, thought Alabaster with a forced smile. That was the moment the remaining two saints set their eyes on him.


      “I should like to meet him as well, if the opportunity presents itself… Is this what people mean by ‘calling dibs’ on something?”


      “Indeed, I’m interested in him, too. Come to think of it, I heard he’s friends with Roche… Just what manner of person is he?”


      Ahh, now these guys have their eyes on him, too. Sucks for you, Master Walker.


      Despite that internal quip, Alabaster had no intention of ignoring Walker, either.


      With Walker having been gravely injured and losing an eye and a leg, it was safe to assume that Anze’s deep feelings for him, which were complicated enough as they were, would get all the more complicated. For instance, if Walker’s party Silver-Gray Journey up and left the country one day, then there was no doubt that Anze would declare her intent to accompany them and break from the church, causing a massive scandal in the process.


      Besides, you could never have too many capable adventurers. They couldn’t allow another country or those bastards at the royal capital snatch away a boy who’d bested a Grim Reaper in single combat.


      For Anze’s sake, and the sake of the holy city, Walker had to become a permanent resident.


      Perhaps it seemed like a selfish decision, but she planned to make Walker give in by forcing him to take responsibility for making Anze cry.


      Can’t run now, can ya?


      And that was how his party members, as well as the four saints who reigned over the holy city, all tightened their nets around Walker.


      At that moment, in a town far from the holy city, a one-eyed, one-legged young man sneezed—but that’s neither here nor there.
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      Afterword


      A heroine who holds the mortally wounded protagonist in her arms, crying out for him not to die and to stay with her.


      A heroine who sits by the protagonist’s side as he lies unconscious in his sickbed, apologizing to him as tears stream down her face.


      A heroine who can’t forget the moment the protagonist almost dies and has flashbacks to it.


      For some reason, I’ve always been captivated by scenes like this in anime and manga. On the other hand, when it comes to developments like these, it tends to be a given that the protagonist will recover quickly and the heroine will pull herself back together. The main focus is on the drama of the protagonist’s comeback, while the fact that he was injured is nothing more than a passing occurrence.


      But this story is a little different.


      The protagonist is gravely wounded and loses an eye and a leg, and cannot recover from it so easily. Because of that, the heroines regret their powerlessness again and again, suffering from living with such intense emotions.


      In web novels, a plot development where the supporting characters are so distressed with worry over the protagonist’s difficult situation that the light leaves their eyes is called kumorase, meaning darkened by clouds.


      A plot in which the protagonist is wounded while protecting their friends is often thought of as classic, but since it’s often just a passing occurrence like I mentioned earlier, it may surprise some to learn that it’s been established as a genre all its own.


      (*This is just one definition, and there are patterns when it comes to kumorase.)


      We’re living in the golden age of stress-free fantasy battle novels, where it’s commonplace for the protagonist to mow down every enemy with overwhelming force and save the heroine.


      It may be no exaggeration to say that this book, in which the whole point is for the protagonist to fall into a tough situation and the heroines to become darkened by clouds, goes against the times.


      However, the sight of heroines crying in heartache because they care for someone important to them is a beautiful thing.


      To be honest, I haven’t told anyone this yet, but I’ve been wanting to read a story like this—and to my fellows who feel the same but hide it, I hope this work reaches as many of you as possible.


      Ameria

    
  


  
    
      Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Yen On.


      To get news about the latest manga, graphic novels, and light novels from Yen Press, along with special offers and exclusive content, sign up for the Yen Press newsletter.


      Sign Up


      Or visit us at yenpress.com/newsletter-signup
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