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      ROYAL SELECTION PREQUEL: THE BLUE SUCCESSOR


      1


      In the Dragonfriend Kingdom of Lugunica, certain titles were bestowed only to special magic users. This title was derived from the six colors representing the six elements of magic.


      Red represented fire. Blue represented water. Then Green for wind. Yellow for earth. And black stood for shadow, while white stood for light. Those who mastered an element were given a title that incorporated its corresponding color.


      However, these titles were relatively new and had only existed for thirty years or so.


      For a long time, humans held a rather dim view of magic. That all changed thirty-five years ago when the Demi-human War broke out. In the fires of civil war, their understanding and perception of magic changed dramatically.


      Every record and bit of research related to magic was reexamined, and humans quickly charted a new course. One of the first changes was the creation of the six color titles. Despite their recent introduction, those titles conveyed a surprising amount of influence.


      At the same time, very few were familiar with these new titles. It would take quite a long time before the meaning and import of these color titles became common knowledge.


      And so…


      “Mentor Garitch, why are you sometimes called Blue?”


      This question and the accompanying inquisitive look came from none other than the current Blue titleholder’s own pupil. Yes, even his own pupil did not understand the meaning of the title. Truly an amusing notion.


      “Yee-hee-hee! Hilarious! How can you be so hilarious, my Ferris!”


      “Hilarious…” Ferris sighed. “I don’t understand why, but glad I could make you laugh.”


      The beautiful girl wearing a conflicted frown…was actually a boy. He had chestnut hair and eyes, but the lovely child’s most distinctive feature was his cat ears.


      Felix Argyle was the boy’s name. His friends often called him Ferris and the elderly man certainly considered himself one. At the same time, the old man and Ferris didn’t exactly get along.


      “One more thing. The way you call me Ferris? I’d rather you didn’t. It sends chills down my spine.”


      “Well, watching you squirm is how this old man enjoys himself. Yee-hee-hee! Don’t worry about it so much.”


      “Gross! Just retire already. This kingdom’s labor shortages must be serious.”


      As Ferris sighed and tidied up his shelves, he heard the man laugh softly behind him. He was a thin man in his seventies with white hair, pale skin, and sunken cheeks. While some called him Master Skeleton due to his gaunt appearance that made him look sicker than many patients, he was in fact the kingdom’s top healer—Garitch Fabless the Blue.


      Blissfully unaware of his master’s achievements, Ferris gave Garitch a disgruntled frown. “Master…? Why do you have such a disgusting look on your face?”


      “I’m just glad you got a mite more talkative since I first met you. Back then, you were practically a feral cat, but now that you’ve been tamed, you’re like the king of the house.”


      “Hey, don’t call me tamed! And yeah, you never had a good thing to say to me when we first met.” Ferris puffed out his cheeks, sat on a nearby chair, and propped his chin on his hands. “But you know, haven’t we been together waaay longer than planned? I shouldn’t have to put on airs anymore, so I’ll be as catty as I want. On that note, just let me go back to Lady Crusch already!”


      “Oh my, my, what a sad thing to say to an old man. Who’s more important? Me or your mistress?”


      “Lady Crusch. I don’t even need to think about it.”


      “Yee-hee-hee! Good! I’d be disturbed if you chose me!” As Garitch exploded with laughter and slapped his knee, Ferris looked as if he had swallowed a lemon. “Oh, come now, don’t be like that…”


      The two were chatting in one of the rooms of the Royal Hospital in the Nobles’ District of the capital of Lugunica.


      The Royal Hospital was a large facility where the finest healers across the land were gathered and stationed. From there, they were dispatched to the cities and fiefdoms of the kingdom as needed.


      It was also a center of recruitment and training, granting opportunities to individuals with a talent for healing magic. Ferris was one of the initiates invited to work at the Royal Hospital.


      However, since Ferris’s sponsor was a royal, and he previously served as the personal attendant of a duke’s daughter, he was handled with incredible care, even by a hospital’s standards. No one wanted to get on the wrong side of the king or a duke. This resulted in everyone keeping him at an arm’s length—all except Garitch, who took Ferris under his wing.


      “I have no complaints with Master Fabless as Ferris’s mentor. If anything, the boy should thank his lucky stars.”


      That was one councilor’s conclusion about the arrangement. The others attending the meeting nodded their assent at the time, but it was hard to tell what they would make of Ferris’s current relationship with Garitch.


      After all, Ferris was unaware of his mentor’s reputation and station. Garitch was hailed as a national treasure, but as far as Ferris was concerned, the man was nothing more than your average old coot.


      “Well, it would certainly be amusing to see those fools acting all shocked.”


      Ferris made a face. “Master, did you just say something strange?”


      “Nyyyoooope!”


      Ferris heaved a sigh that bordered on disrespectful as his master deflected in a singsong voice. Garitch did not remark on his pupil’s behavior—not because of a hands-off approach to teaching but out of consideration for Ferris’s circumstances.


      Ferris had an extraordinary, unparalleled gift for healing. His hidden talent far surpassed that of Garitch, who was considered the nation’s most accomplished. There was little doubt that in a few years, Ferris would be the top healer in the kingdom—and most likely, the world. As Ferris was utterly unaware of his own brilliance and how he compared to his master, Garitch treated the boy the way he treated himself—unseriously.


      Of course, the fact that Ferris didn’t recognize his own massive potential only made him more endearing in Garitch’s eyes.


      “How could anyone not tease and torment you? I just can’t help myself.”


      “Could you not say stuff like that? It scares me. Argh! You never take me seriously, and we always veer off topic! Our lesson will never end at this rate…”


      “Hey now, don’t blame your mentor, you ungrateful little apprentice!”


      “Yeah, yeah, I’m sorry. So? Are you ever going to answer my question about why you’re called Blue?”


      “Well, I’m blue in the face—maybe that’s why?”


      “Understood, Master. I’ll never ask you that question again.”


      While his apprentice angrily abandoned the question, Garitch gave a gravelly laugh, then resumed his lecture.


      He taught Ferris about healing magic, as well as practical treatments for wounds and sickness, and the various medicines. With such a large pool of knowledge to share, talent or no talent, Ferris had a lot to learn.


      “What’s the use in spending all this time learning ordinary medical procedures? Why can’t I just cure everyone with magic?”


      “That might work for you most of the time, yes, but what’ll you do if you use magic willy-nilly and run out of mana when you really need it? Having the right knowledge could save somebody’s life. We’re healers. There’s no such thing as knowing too many ways to heal a person.”

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      “That’s true…” Ferris grunted. “Master Garitch, you make a good point sometimes, as frustrating as that is…”


      “Yee-hee-hee! Well, I’m old! It’s my last good deed before I die.”


      For all his grumbling, Ferris was a fast learner. The smile on Garitch’s face was genuine. The boy was a joy to teach and nurture.


      “I have no complaints with Master Fabless as Ferris’s mentor. If anything, the boy should thank his lucky stars.”


      As the memory crossed his mind, Garitch shook his head. At his old age, fate brought him something to hope for again. The truly lucky one was him, not the boy.


      And it was with this feeling in his heart that Garitch teased and taught his beloved pupil, day in and day out.


      2


      Now then, let us shift gears and take a look at things from the perspective of the apprentice who knows nothing of his teacher’s fondness for him.


      “Arrrrrrrrrrrgh! When will I get to go home?!”


      Back in his room, Ferris unleashed his aimless frustrations in a shout, his chestnut-colored cat ears twitching in agitation. It wasn’t until nightfall that his daily lecture and practical training were finished, and he finally had a chance to return to his personal quarters at the hospital. After eating a flavorless dinner, Ferris flopped onto his bed without even changing clothes.


      “Lady Crusch…Lady Crusch, Lady Crusch, Lady Crusch… There isn’t enough Lady Crusch in my life…”


      He pressed his face into his pillow and called the name of his beloved mistress over and over. His eyes were closed, but he could see her gallant silhouette as if she were standing in front of him. It felt like it had been an eternity since Ferris had started living apart from the one person he wanted to spend every waking moment with—


      Ferris had no desire to study medicine at the Royal Hospital. But his mistress had sent him there with high hopes. Betraying her expectations was out of the question.


      Every hardship he encountered only further proved how much his beloved Crusch believed in him. That was the mantra that had gotten him through the harsh months, but the scope of his training had exceeded his initial expectations, and Garitch’s grip on him was tight. There were no signs that his time at the hospital was anywhere close to ending, and his spirit was close to breaking.


      With a heavy sigh, Ferris let his stormy eyes wander to the edge of his bed and said, “Your Highness, your adorable Ferri is about to die from Lady Crusch Deficiency.”


      “What a romantic name for a disease! I wondered why you clutched your head so dramatically…”


      “It’s a disease that gets worse and worse the longer I don’t see Lady Crusch, until I finally explode and die.”


      “I stand corrected—that’s not romantic at all! Ferris, are you okay?! Please don’t die on me!”


      The boy who had come to pay Ferris a visit took his joke a little too seriously and went pale. His face was framed by glittering, shoulder-length golden hair, and he had ruby-red eyes that shone with curiosity and an impish smile brimming with charm. This handsome boy was the same age as Ferris and one of his favorite people.


      His name was Fourier Lugunica, the fourth-born prince of Lugunica, and Ferris’s second-most cherished companion. Despite the huge class gap between the two, they were close friends.


      “But, Your Highness, you’re the reason Lady Crusch and I were torn apart…”


      “D-don’t get all dramatic on me! I understand how you feel, but I had no reason to believe you would be here this long! I thought this would be good for you! It’s the truth, I swear…”


      “But I haven’t seen my Lady Crusch in eighty-six days and seven hours.”


      “I’m so sorry! Believe me, I’m sorry! Just please don’t look at me like that! You’re scaring me!” Fourier stammered in hasty apology.


      The kindhearted prince was head over heels in love with Ferris’s mistress. His feelings were obvious to everyone aside from Crusch herself, and it was only because of his strength of character that Ferris deemed him worthy of his beloved Lady Crusch.


      Simply put, they both had their hearts set on the same woman. Their friendship was inevitable.


      “Be that as it may, you aren’t exactly being fair, Your Highness.”


      “You still won’t forgive me?! What must I do?!”


      “I dunno, run around in circles and bark for me…”


      “Will that really suffice? Then I’ll do it. I will if that’ll satisfy you. I’m a prince, but I’ll still do it.”


      “Fiiiiiine, I guess! You really don’t play fair…”


      Ferris laughed and gave in to the prince’s pathetic attempt at a threat. Then he spun around on the bed, folding his skinny legs and hugging them to his chest.


      When Fourier saw the way he was sitting, the prince let out a little cough and said, “Ahem…Ferris. You and I are indeed friends, but we must always act with discretion and decency.”


      “Your Highness…have I done something to offend you?”


      The blood nearly left Ferris’s face for a moment, but the next thing Fourier said immediately cleared up his misunderstanding.


      “Don’t look at me like that! No, that isn’t what I meant. It’s…you know. You are a girl, so you mustn’t sit so carelessly in front of others. Not even me.”


      Of course, this raised another misunderstanding between them that could not be cleared up, but that was neither here nor there.


      “You are a young lady, and Crusch has entrusted me with your care. I must return you in the same condition—nay, in even more beautiful splendor than when you left; otherwise, I would lose face.”


      As Fourier quickly smoothed over things, Ferris smiled, savoring the comfort his friend’s words brought him.


      His apprehensive reaction earlier was no act. Normally, Ferris wasn’t one to let the impressions of others faze him. He needed that mental fortitude to keep dressing as a girl. To become strong enough to serve Crusch.


      But he cared what Fourier thought.


      The last thing Ferris wanted was for Crusch or Fourier to end up hating him. And of course, he didn’t want to upset Crusch’s father or any of the Karsten servants who had always looked after him, either. There were very few people Ferris held dear, and their opinions mattered a great deal to him.


      Because of this, even after all these years, Ferris had never revealed to Fourier that he was a boy. It wasn’t the idea of opening up to his friend that scared him but how their relationship might change if he did.


      Crusch and Fourier were like the sun to Ferris. The mere thought that might change racked him with soul-crushing fear.


      “Ferris, are you listening to me? I’m trying to give you important advice.”


      “Er, um, important advice? I’m sorry, I didn’t hear anything like that.”


      “What?! Oh, fine, I’ll say it once more. Listen—you are a beautiful and delicate flower. You mustn’t leave yourself so vulnerable…”


      “Huh? Oh, but you already gave me that advice…”


      “But it’s important for me that you follow that advice! I thought this would be helpful… Was it not?!”


      “Pfffft!”


      Ferris burst out laughing. His friend’s desperation was just too much.


      “Hmph…” The young prince grunted, momentarily lost for words. “I don’t understand why you’re giggling so much, but I’ll consider that a good thing.”


      This demonstration of how understanding and charitable Fourier was only made Ferris laugh all the harder, until he had to wipe the tears from his eyes.


      “Ahhh, that was funny. Since you gave me a good laugh, Your Highness, I’ll forgive you. Nobody’s purrfect.”


      “Oh, you will? What a relief… I do have a nagging sense that something is amiss, but no matter!”


      Fourier never dwelled on minor details. That was another of his virtues.


      With his doubt now happily cast aside, he righted himself, turned to face Ferris, and said, “However, I do sympathize with your predicament. Your stay here has been extended beyond expectation, and it pains my heart as well.”


      “Well…just to be clear, I don’t hate all the material I’m studying.”


      “Oh, I never doubted that. You are just as diligent as Crusch. No, it’s my sincere belief that Garitch must have a plan. The title of Blue is more than mere decoration.”


      “Again with that Blue nonsense…”


      There it was again. The word Blue. And this time, it had come from Fourier’s mouth. Garitch wouldn’t give him a serious answer, but maybe Fourier would.


      “Hm? You don’t know about the colored titles?”


      “I figured they just mean something amazing and didn’t really think much past that. Every time I ask my master about it, he dodges the subject.”


      Ferris did not have the option of asking anyone else in the hospital. He had little contact with other healers in the facility besides Garitch. Everyone else there seemed to consider Ferris a nuisance and kept their distance.


      The reason was Ferris’s cat ears. Echoes of prejudice against demi-humans still ran deep, and nobody was willing to extend a hand to Ferris, who had developed catlike features due to atavism. On top of that, he was on friendly terms with a prince of the kingdom. Suffice to say, there were many who were unhappy with the situation.


      Of course, Ferris had no inclination whatsoever of bringing any of that up with Fourier.


      “That’s right—you are surprisingly shy, aren’t you? Very well, then allow me to explain.”


      Oblivious to Ferris’s personal circumstances, Fourier gave a benign justification and stood up straight, raising a finger as if he were about to begin a formal lecture.


      “Garitch’s title of Blue is an honor given only to the most gifted magic users in the land. Only the top of each of the six elements of magic receives a title of the corresponding color.”


      “Wait…are you saying Master Garitch is the greatest water magic user in the land?”


      “Indeed, I am! In other words, you are receiving instruction from the most skilled healer in the kingdom…”


      “Oh, meow. So there’s nothing that great about the title Blue after all. What a letdown…”


      “Um, do you realize what a ridiculous thing you just said?!” Fourier’s eyes peeled wide open in shock.


      “Oh, I didn’t mean that! Umm…I do think my teacher’s healing magic is incredible. I respect him a lot for it. But it’s just…hearing that he’s the greatest in the kingdom just makes me go huuuuh?”


      Ferris tried to phrase it more diplomatically, but his sentiment remained the same. Garitch’s skill and knowledge of healing were impressive, and there was still a great deal he could learn from the old man. But when it came to healing magic, he didn’t get the sense there was much of a difference between his skill level and Garitch’s.


      “I just feel like Master Garitch’s healing magic isn’t all that extraordinary since we’re not that far apart.”


      “Hmmm…that is quite the bold claim. However, everyone recognizes Garitch’s genius…and if your skills are comparable to his, then I am very proud to call you my friend!”


      “Well, thanks, Your Highness… It’s a relief to hear that from you.”


      The prince chuckled smugly and folded his arms. “Isn’t it?”


      Ferris gave him a quiet round of applause. Then he started wondering about the other colored titles besides the one his master had.


      “Just out of curiosity, what sort of people hold the other colored titles?”


      “Ooh, the other titles, eh? Well…let’s see if I can remember. Garitch is Blue, and the other titles are… Oh, right! Red, Yellow, and Green are all held by the same magic user.”


      “Wow, just one person has three titles… What about Light and Dark magic?”


      “The remaining titles of White and Black are missing…if I’m not misremembering.”


      The odd lack of confidence in Fourier’s answer severely dampened Ferris’s curiosity. It seemed to him that these titles had been assigned quite haphazardly. This made him reconsider his opinion of Garitch a little, but he was also starting to feel disappointed.


      “Aha! Ferris, I know that look. You don’t believe me!”


      “No, I believe you, Your Highness. Ah—would you like some tea? All that talking must have made you thirsty. I have some cookies, too.”


      “I will not be sidetracked so easily! But yes, I would love some tea!”


      No longer interested in discussing the titles, Ferris lured Fourier’s focus away with an offer of a snack. And so the cat-eared boy and young prince continued chatting well into the night.


      To Ferris, this was his one little comfort in his days spent away from his beloved mistress.


      3


      Ferris stopped mid-step in the hallway, unsure what to make of the strange scene he had stumbled upon. Down the hall, there was an old man in a white coat conversing with a tall young man. The former was a familiar skeletal figure—Garitch—but Ferris did not recognize the latter, who looked quite out of place in a hospital.


      He was dressed in purple and wore a dappled cloak. His indigo-blue hair was long and tied behind his neck. There was something uncanny about him that commanded attention.


      They were in the research wing of the Royal Hospital, where outsiders were prohibited from entering without permission. The hospital was divided into two major sections: the research wing and the treatment wing. It wasn’t strange to see visitors in the treatment wing, but this eccentric fellow looked very different from the usual occupants of the research wing who—


      “—Ah, Ferris, perfect timing. Come here—there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”


      Just as that doubt crossed his mind, Garitch spotted him and beckoned him over. For a moment, Ferris considered pretending he hadn’t heard, but in the end, he approached his teacher.


      He immediately regretted this.


      “Well, well, weeell… So thiiiiis is the little treasure you’ve been telling me about, Garitch,” the man said, turning around.


      When Ferris finally got a good look at his face, he froze. It was painted white and inexplicably caked in clown makeup. His sharp eyes were two different colors—blue and yellow—and the effect was oddly unnerving.


      Overwhelmed by the young man’s intense gaze, Ferris just stood there unable to speak.


      “Mmm, what a lovely reaction. I just looove it when somebody acts this way the first time we meet.”


      “Your awful taste never ceases to amaze. But…”


      “But you dooon’t mind it, do you?”


      “Yee-hee-hee! Damn straight!”


      Garitch answered the young man’s provocative stare with a hearty slap of the knee. And as the two men shared a depraved laugh, Ferris couldn’t be less amused.


      “Um, if you’ve finished having a laugh, may I go meow?”


      “Right, sorry, I didn’t introduce you yet. Ferris, this man is Roswaal L Mathers… He’s quite the powerful magic user.”


      “Oh, come now, I’m only the most powerful magic user in the entiiire kingdom.”


      “A-ah…the most powerful…”


      The young man had pressed a hand to his chest and gracefully agreed that he was the greatest. In all honesty, Ferris had no idea whether the man was joking or not.


      But if he really was the most powerful magic user in the kingdom…


      “Just a guess, but…do you hold the three titles of Red, Green, and Yellow?” Ferris asked.


      “Oh my, you aaare Blue Garitch’s star pupil. How very well informed.” Roswaal winked and smiled, clearly impressed with Ferris’s deduction. “I do currently hold three titles. Revere me and pledge your loyalty unto meee.”


      “With all due respect, I’ve already pledged my admiration and loyalty to someone else.”


      “Oooh, no hesitation. I see, I see… What a lovely answer.”


      Ferris had rudely replied without thinking, but Roswaal did not seem offended. In fact, he seemed pleased.


      Sensing something indescribable from the young man, Ferris cast a glance at Garitch. Truth be told, he did not want to stay any longer. He needed to know what Roswaal wanted.


      “I’ll cut to the chase.” The old man was ready to answer his silent question. “He came to borrow something. To pester me for a book on healing.”


      “A book…? But isn’t he the most powerful magic user in the kingdom?”


      “Ah, yes, well, it’s embarrassing to admit it, but I haven’t the sliiightest affinity for healing magic, leaving me rather unfamiliar with those sorts of spells. That’s why I came to borrow reference material.”


      “Ha-ha, I understand. I have no aptitude for anything except healing magic…”


      He was well-versed in healing magic thanks to his aptitude for the water element, but Ferris had no notable potential with any other aspect of magic. He could heal Crusch’s wounds, but he could not go into battle for her.


      If forced to choose between his talents and Roswaal’s, Ferris wasn’t sure there was a clear advantage for either side.


      “As decorated as you already are and you’re still brushing up on the basics of healing magic? You trying to steal my title from me, huh? Yee-hee-hee!”


      “Oh, no, no. I would neeever. It turns out one of the children in my care has a talent for water magic, and I wanted to mentor them. I figured I’d study it in secret.”


      “If they’ve got a talent for water magic, shouldn’t they just come study here at the hospital?” Ferris asked. After all, that was precisely why he was there. If the child in question wanted to learn, that would be the obvious choice.


      But Roswaal shook his head. “Sorry to say, there’s another child who would be extremely upset if I split them uuup. I would prefer not to separate the pair, either, so I’m entertaining their wishes and keeeeping them together.”


      “Oh, meow I get it! Yes, that I can understand!”


      “Hey, now,” Garitch said. “I understand your situation, but seeing you agree with him so eagerly is galling!”


      “Then finish up my training already. As soon as possible.”


      Nothing could earn Ferris’s sympathy faster than a story about the misfortune of being separated from the one you love. When Garitch snarked, Ferris was quick to skewer him with a sharp stare.


      It was up to Garitch when Ferris’s studies were finished, meaning the two-month extension was entirely his doing. Ferris was beginning to seriously regret his choice in mentor.


      “You two have such a looovely relationship.”


      “I know, right?” “We do not, meow!”


      As their replies overlapped, Ferris turned his back on his mentor in a flustered huff. Because of this, he didn’t notice the faint gleam of yearning in Roswaal’s eye as he watched them banter.


      And as this moment of anguish went undetected…


      “Master, so sorry to have kept you waiting. I have finished.”


      “Mew?!”


      Ferris yelped and jumped at the voice that called out from behind them unexpectedly. He frantically ducked behind Garitch as yet another unfamiliar character stepped into the hallway. It was a handsome young man, with dignified, fearless features and indigo hair. He wore a monocle on one eye, and a black butler’s uniform hung elegantly on his slender frame. He looked to be in his early twenties.


      “So sorry to startle you. The urge to play a prank suddenly came over me. I can be childish at times,” the man said with a dead-serious face and a textbook-perfect bow. The young man’s confession was honest to a fault.


      “The urge?!”


      Ferris shot an uneasy glance at Roswaal, who nodded.


      “As you’ve prooobably surmised, this is my butler. Well done, Clind.”


      “Not at all. The documents room was well organized, so it was a simple matter. I do believe I have obtained all the books you requested. Please confirm, Master.”


      The butler Roswall referred to as Clind politely handed him the books he had been carrying. After checking their covers, Roswaal gave an approving nod. Ferris gave them a glance as well, and it looked like everything was there.


      There was just one thing he felt a need to call out.


      “Um, I was just organizing the documents room a minute ago…”


      That was what Ferris had been doing right before running into Garitch and Roswaal in the hallway. Given the timing, Clind must have retrieved those books while Ferris was still in there.


      “Yes, I worked in silence so I would not disturb you. A simple courtesy.”


      “You mean you were behind me all this time?!”


      When Ferris’s eyes shot open, there was a mysterious glimmer of satisfaction in Clind’s eyes as he gave a nod. Without so much as a word on his servant’s behavior, Roswaal turned toward Garitch again.


      “Weeell then, thank you for letting me borrow these books. Once I finish, I’ll come back next month for more.”


      “No need to rush with the books that are copies. Just make sure you give that kid of yours some tough love. No regrets, okay?”


      “You should know that I would never cut corners when it comes to magic.”


      As Garitch kneaded the small of his own back, Roswaal bowed in a show of respect. Then, with one last glance at Ferris, he gave a clownish smile and said, “It was nice meeting you. I’m sure that Garitch can rest easy with a student like yooou by his side.”


      After a pause, Ferris said, “…That’s an exaggeration.”


      “Not at all. Learn well—and without regret.”


      Ferris’s lips turned in an inquisitive frown at the oddly sincere yet wildly cryptic advice. But Roswaal said nothing more as he turned to leave.


      “Until we meet again. Well then, let us be on our waaay, Clind.”


      With a casual wave and a brief parting word, Roswaal began to walk away. Clind diligently marched behind the tall man. But as he slipped past Ferris, he whispered, “Pure of heart, making no distinction between man or woman. Please remain as you are. Thirst for it.”


      And as he whispered those words, he placed something in Ferris’s hair. Ferris quickly raised his hand to see what it was. His fingers found soft, delicate petals.


      He gave me a flower…


      By the time Ferris realized this, the clown and his butler were already far down the hallway. As Ferris watched them go, he sighed, feeling oddly exhausted.


      “Those were some…weird people,” Ferris said.


      “So what. There’s no harm in getting to know them. Roswaal is one of the few decent nobles in the kingdom.”


      “He’s…decent?”


      “’Course he is. He doesn’t care about your pedigree or your looks. He judges a person by what’s on the inside. If that isn’t decent, then what is?”


      As Garitch flashed him a toothless grin, Ferris bit his tongue. Even he had to admit that Roswaal had been nothing less than genuine. That had made such a strong impression Ferris had almost forgot to keep up his own facade.


      “Studying in the royal capital is a great opportunity to gain something besides healing training. Might as well make the most of it.”


      “…Why are you always so attentive in the weirdest ways?”


      Garitch’s ultrarare moment of consideration left Ferris with an awkward grimace on his face. His mentor’s words made sense, of course. Ferris could not help that he had few friends at the moment, but for Crusch’s sake and his own, he had nothing to lose and everything to gain by making more allies.


      Though, knowing Garitch, Ferris was certain his advice was just as much teasing as it was thoughtfulness.


      “But what a strange conversation… It almost felt like you were putting your affairs in order.”


      “Shut your mouth, impertinent pupil of mine! Why should I take somebody with a flower in their hair seriously?”


      “Hey, that butler just stuck it in my hair without asking!”


      His cheeks puffed out, and Ferris ripped the flower out of his hair. It was a tiny yellow blossom. Where Clind had gotten it was a complete mystery. The stem and petals were dewy and fresh.


      “Guess he mistook you for a girl. Not that I blame him.”


      “Hmmm, I’m not so sure actually…”


      Ferris had gotten the sense that Clind had figured it out as he was leaving. He didn’t mind that, but he was still wondering why he had been given a flower…


      “I don’t even want this flower. You can have it, Master.”


      “Hoh-hoh, flowers do suit me better… But are you sure?”


      “Please don’t make me doubt myself… It’s exhausting.”


      With a cackle, Garitch slipped the flower Ferris had shoved at him into the breast pocket of his lab coat. Then he gave his sulking student a gentle tap on the back.


      “Well, I accept. I’ll consider it a gift from you.”


      “It wasn’t a gift, and it wasn’t from me at all. Also, you really are acting like you’re putting your affairs in order.”


      “That I am, my boy. That I am. Your training here is coming to an end.” As Ferris walked alongside Garitch, his eyes grew wide at the news. With a glance at Ferris, Garitch touched his bony cheek before continuing. “Healing techniques, identifying wounds and illnesses—I taught you everything I know. I’ve drilled the fundamentals into you. The rest will come from your heart. The best way to save lives—that isn’t something you can learn from an old man like me. Youngsters like you have to find a new path.”


      “You may be right. So what’s next? What am I supposed to do?”


      Finishing his training—that was the only way for Ferris to return to Crusch. His heart raced at seeing the end finally come into view. Garitch regarded his excited pupil with a scrutinizing frown.


      “Master?”


      His mentor suddenly stopped in his tracks. Ferris didn’t turn around until he was nearly two steps ahead. In the quiet, empty hallway, student and teacher stood face-to-face. Garitch’s gaze was unusually solemn as he beheld Ferris.


      “Um, Master, what—?”


      “The wonders of healing magic, caring for people, saving lives—I’ve taught you all of those lessons. So, for your final lesson…”


      “My final lesson?”


      After a pause, Garitch said, “…I have to teach you the powerlessness of healing magic.”
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      First thing the next morning, Ferris and Garitch paid a visit to a mansion in the Nobles’ District.


      Garitch rang the bell at the front gate, a dark expression clouding his face. Beside him stood Ferris, diligently accompanying him. He had no idea why they were there.


      It was not unusual for his mentor to make house calls outside the hospital. Some patients were too sick to make the trip to the hospital, and others wished to conceal their illness from the public—especially the nobility.


      But Ferris’s mind was preoccupied. Not by the outing itself but by something his mentor had mentioned.


      “The powerlessness of healing magic.”


      He was going to teach Ferris not only the possibilities of healing magic but also its limitations.


      Ever since Garitch Fabless the Blue uttered those words, Ferris had racked his brain trying to figure out their true meaning.


      “So sorry to have kept you waiting, Master Fabless.”


      Ferris was drawn out of his thoughts when he heard those summons and the opening of the mansion’s iron gate. Standing across the threshold was an elderly woman who appeared to be a servant. She bowed at the waist, then raised her head. Ferris was stunned by how refined she had made that simple gesture look.


      This woman was clearly no ordinary servant. She stood up straight and gave the pair a scrutinizing squint of her blue eyes.


      “The mistress awaits. Please, this way.”


      With a voice devoid of any emotion, the woman welcomed the pair onto the property.


      In design, both outward and inward, the mansion did not particularly stand out in any good or bad way compared to its neighbors in the Nobles’ District. However, the garden and trees were very well manicured. They obviously had a good gardener.


      Slipping through the front lawn, they followed their escort into the mansion. The interior had a similar modest sophistication to the exterior. It was not showy, but there were some fine furnishings. Without a word, the servant led the pair toward the room at the end of the hallway.


      “We leave it in your hands, Master Fabless.”


      With a deep bow at the door, the servant yielded the room to the two. Garitch nodded grimly, reached for the doorknob, and slowly opened the door to their destination.


      The first thing Ferris noticed was the strong smell of liquor.


      As someone who was regularly in and out of hospital rooms, this was a familiar smell. Alcohol was a well-known remedy for treating wounds and helping to stave off infections, even outside the healer discipline.


      However, the distinctive odor made it clear this particular alcohol was not medicinal.


      “Well…hello there. Been waiting for you, Fabless the Blue.”


      Ferris’s nose wrinkled as a sarcastic voice greeted them. It reeked of alcohol. He turned in the direction of the deep, drunken voice to see a middle-aged man sitting on the floor in the corner. He had flaming red hair, blue eyes, and rosy cheeks under his wild stubble. Two empty bottles lay on the ground to either side of him, and he was cradling a third. It was almost empty.


      Ferris knitted his brows in disgust at the quintessential drunk.


      “Eh? Don’t recognize that kid. What’re you doing here?”


      “This is my pupil who has been assisting me for the past three months—as well as today.”


      “Your assistant? Whoa, did the booze rot my ears or brain? Or did you lose your title? Which is it, Fabless? You’re talkin’ crazy.”


      His breath reeking of alcohol, the man wobbled to his feet and glared at Ferris and Garitch. The intense hostility burning in his eyes sent chills of fear through Ferris’s body.


      The hatred was almost palpable.


      “You can’t do nothin’ anyway, so what good’s an assistant? This ain’t a sideshow or a playground for stupid kids.”


      “Master, I agree. I don’t think this man needs a healer,” Ferris said, seizing the opportunity the drunkard’s rebuke provided and tugging on his master’s sleeve.


      As far as Ferris could tell, the man did not need a healer. He had no signs of illness or injury, and his warped personality could not be cured with magic.


      But Garitch only shook his head at Ferris and said, “No, Ferris, he’s not the one we’ve come here to see today. Our patient is on the bed.”


      “Huh?”


      Surprised by Garitch’s words, Ferris peered deeper into the room. He saw there was a bed. But the presence of the drunken man on the floor right beside it masked any presence that might have been in it. That was why he had not noticed.


      How had he missed the woman with golden hair, sleeping on the bed so quietly that he could not even hear her breathe?


      “Brilliant work, Doc. You brought your assistant here without even saying who the patient was?”


      Clicking his tongue in irritation, the red-faced man kicked the empty bottle by his foot into the corner of the room. Then he leaned against the wall and began to drown himself in liquor again.


      Even Ferris could not deny that the visit was mismanaged. With a gentle tap on his shoulder, Garitch made his way to the sleeping woman. Ferris took a deep breath in and out and followed closely behind. And when he got to the bed, he looked down at the woman and—


      “…What…how…why…?”


      The woman’s uncanny lack of a presence made his head spin. He could see her lying right there. And yet she had such a faint presence. It was almost like he could see her, but she wasn’t actually there.


      “Her breathing, her heartbeat, her temperature…it’s all weak but not abnormal. At least as far as I can tell,” Garitch said.


      “Yes…I agree. Her Gate…doesn’t seem abnormal, either…”


      As Garitch swiftly began the examination, Ferris performed his assistant’s duties. He repeated the same tests as his master, to ensure nothing was overlooked.


      “As I thought, nothing is wrong with her physically… However…”


      He had a diagnosis. But Ferris was baffled by it.


      Physically, nothing seemed amiss. But the reactions unique to living beings were completely absent. The woman was there, yet she was not there.


      “Sleeping Princess.”


      “Huh?”


      “This woman’s illness…if it can even be called that. Physically, she’s perfectly healthy. Except for the fact that she just sleeps and sleeps. Never eats, never moves—for years.”


      “For years…? Does such an illness really exist?”


      “She hasn’t changed in years—that’s a fact. Time passes differently for her in this eternal sleep.”


      It didn’t take long for Ferris to figure out the relationship between the sleeping woman and the middle-aged man. That was when he realized the cruel truth behind the woman’s young appearance.


      If everything Garitch had just said was true, this woman and middle-aged man had been separated for many, many years…


      “Cut it out, kid. Pity makes me wanna vomit.”


      The drunkard nipped the budding sympathy in Ferris’s heart. The master and student had been speaking in hushed tones, but the man had gleaned the content of their conversation from their body language. He maintained his glare, his blue accusing eyes hard as nails.


      “But I wasn’t pitying—”


      “Shut it. Spare me your empty words. I only want one thing from you. And if you can’t give it to me then you can get the hell out of here!”


      Pounding the wall with his elbow, the man rejected Ferris’s words, his opinions, and his pity. The rage in his voice forced Ferris to remain silent as the expression on the man’s face contorted.


      “So lemme guess—you aren’t gonna give me the one thing I want this time, either, huh? Time and time again, the national treasure, Fabless the Blue graces my humble abode. I’m so sorry my wife’s so incompetent. Ohhh, so very sorry.”


      Heartless words spewed from the man’s mouth as he tottered toward the pair. He stopped before the silent Garitch and tipped his bottle toward the healer’s head.
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      “You know the way out, quack—and take your stinkin’ demi-human with you.”


      Between the insults and the spilled liquor, Ferris was about to blow. However…


      “I’m sorry that we disappointed you,” Garitch apologized.


      “I abandoned hope long ago,” the man snapped, flopping back onto the floor beside the bed. And with a perfunctory wave from the surly man, there was nothing left for them to do but leave the room.


      “M-Master, let me get something to wipe—”


      “I’m not that wet. He didn’t want to waste his booze… What a difficult man.”


      “Have you worked with him for a long time?”


      “Are you saying I should choose my friends wisely? True…it has been over a decade since I started examining his wife.”


      Garitch accepted Ferris’s handkerchief and wiped his brow. His answer took Ferris’s breath away. Over a decade. That was how long Garitch had been tending to that woman? That meant the woman’s condition had been afflicting her for at least that long. She had been sleeping for more than ten years.


      That was truly horrible and deserving of pity. Even so…


      “He had no right treating you like that, Master. You’re trying to treat his wife… How can he be so abusive?!”


      “Sorry you had to see that. I didn’t think he would get so worked up, but I suppose I underestimated the man’s immaturity. Regretful, that.”


      “I’m not at all angry about that! Please take this more seriously!”


      Sensing his mentor was dodging the subject and being anything but forthright, Ferris raised his voice in anger. With a smirk at his beloved pupil, the emotion vanished from Garitch’s eyes as he took a deep breath.


      “I thought I told you, Ferris. I have to teach you the powerlessness of healing magic.”


      “……Do you mean the Sleeping Princess? I agree, that illness is too—”


      “No, no, not that. It’s true that I can’t do anything about that condition. But the powerlessness I wanted to show you was that man’s attitude.”


      Wide-eyed, Ferris stared at Garitch’s shaking head, unable to speak.


      “Healing magic is not omnipotent. Far from it…but it gives people hope. That’s a fact. I’ve saved a great many people, and I’m proud of that. But do I deserve the title of Blue? Even at my old age, I still don’t know.”
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      “But hope can sometimes be a double-edged sword. When your healing powers can’t save a person, it can cut deep and salt the wound. And healing magic has its limitations. But your powers probably far surpass mine…or anyone else’s. Of this, I’m sure.”


      Garitch drove these words of encouragement into him. Ordinarily, Ferris would laugh off such praise as overexaggeration, but he couldn’t do that now. Garitch’s praise held a weight he could not refute or ignore.


      “Someday, you will hold the title of Blue. And your tiny shoulders will be burdened with hopes and expectations, the likes of which I’ve never seen. I just had to warn you about that before it came to pass.”


      “About…the powerlessness of healing magic?”


      “Knowledge will prepare you. Just like your knowledge of healing can save lives, your memories of today might save your soul someday. Always be prepared for whatever life throws at you. That’s what I hoped you’d learn from me.”


      Garitch punctuated the solemn lesson with an unbecoming wink. The irreverent flippancy of it evinced Garitch’s unique spirit…and after a few moments, the tension in Ferris’s shoulders loosened.


      “I learned a lot, Master… But all this Blue business… Isn’t that for the kingdom to decide? I don’t think you can just assign it however you like.”


      “Heeey now, it’s a nomination from the current Blue title holder. As far as I’m concerned, it’s already been decided.”


      “There’s already a ton of rumors about how Prince Fourier gives me special treatment. Are you trying to add even more on top?”


      Ferris found life in the capital hard enough. He didn’t want Garitch’s jokes to make the rumors of favoritism even worse.


      Of course, his master was only being considerate, and Ferris tried to be understanding.


      “I never once believed healing magic could fix anything.”


      It was important that Ferris understood how far those powers could go. And he could never neglect his devotion to the craft. In the end, it all sounded like no more than a commonly held belief, but he supposed it was also a fundamental truth.


      “You old people, meow. Always rambling.”


      “Yee-hee-hee! Say whatever you want, child.”


      Garitch met Ferris’s casual response with a smile so wide it revealed all his missing teeth. Ferris had said so partly in earnest and partly out of consideration for the failure Garitch carried with him from the Sleeping Princess’s bedside visit. Valuing each other’s feelings above all else, mentor and apprentice returned to their usual banter.


      “But you sure are weak-spirited, Master. Though I understand why, after ten years in a rut.”


      “No matter how many times I’m defeated, I never give up on the idea of emerging victorious in the end. Since you have somebody close to you who keeps losing sword fights to the one he loves, I think you can see the nobility in that.”


      Puffing out his understandably flat chest, Ferris closed his eyes and let his thoughts go to the smiling blond-haired boy. And when he envisioned his beloved mistress standing beside him, long green hair streaming behind her, a heartfelt smile spread across his face.


      Yes. His master was right. The two most noble people Ferris knew were just like that. Ferris wanted to walk the same path they did, and he didn’t want to fall behind.


      “I know you wanted to show me the powerlessness of healing magic, Master…but I have a different takeaway. Your little Ferri senses endless possibilities.”


      “Endless possibilities, you say…”


      “Even the Sleeping Princess might be cured someday…right?”


      With progress and further research and the emergence of new talent worthy of the title Blue—or the rapid improvement of hospitals—even incurable illnesses might not remain that way forever.


      Today’s blocked roads would surely be opened one day…


      “And the people I love? I’m sure they’d say, You’re right, little Ferri!”


      Garitch met Ferris’s bold declaration with a silent gaze. He looked like he had just taken a sucker punch to the face. Only his eyes moved, blinking in a daze. But after a while, his wrinkled face twisted and twitched, until he let out a shrill, painful laugh.


      “You…why do you call yourself little Ferri?”


      “Arrrgh! I-is that really important right now?!”


      Ferris had carelessly slipped into his personality that he only revealed at Crusch’s mansion or in Fourier’s presence. As he scowled at Garitch for laughing so much, the latter scratched his withered cheek. The old man’s fingers lingered on his hard, bony face and a distant look entered his eyes.


      “Possibilities…possibilities, eh? The apprentice has become the master. Way to embarrass an old man.”


      “Perhaps you’ve gone senile, Master. You’d better be careful not to botch the next checkup.”


      “Sure, say whatever you want… Ah, right.”


      It was then that the woman who had escorted them into the mansion earlier rushed over to them as they chatted in the hallway. Now that the examination was over, she had probably come to see them out. Garitch went to deliver the results.


      Ferris could clearly see the guilt and regret over his own powerlessness weighing on his master. But the moment they left the room, Ferris thought he saw his old master stand a little taller. He hoped his words of encouragement had helped, even if only a little.


      “I wonder if I channeled Lady Crusch and His Highness well with my speech.”


      He immediately regretted saying that. Hearing it aloud, he realized how insufferably self-congratulatory he sounded. What impudence, to even suggest that he came close to the two people he revered the most. Ferris decided to focus all his energy on what he and only he could do.


      So his first step was—


      “I need to finish my training and get Lady Crusch to praise me.”


      Returning to the spirit he had at the start, Ferris followed his master with a light spring in his step. No trace of the weighty conversation they had just had affected his gait, nor that of Garitch Fabless—the current titleholder of Blue—who had just named him the next Blue in line.


      There was an unbelievable lightness in Ferris’s step, as if he knew he would never be burdened with its weight.


      And because of this, Ferris would look back upon this stretch of days many times in the years to come. A mere ten days after this experience, on the very same day he would formally finish his training at the hospital and return to his beloved mistress, he received news of a certain man’s passing.


      And with the death of Garitch Fabless the Blue begins the story of the fate of his title.
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      The shriveled old man lying on the bed looked as though he were asleep. No one would be blamed for thinking that.


      His face was as wan and pallid as usual. His body resembled a lifeless skeleton, and he still had on the white lab coat he wore every day.


      The old man was already withered like an ancient tree, so it was difficult to tell the difference between sleep and death.


      “You look like you’re just asleep… If only that were true, Master.”


      Ferris peered down at the old man’s body and whispered with no outward emotion. They were in a room that served as a morgue in the treatment wing of the Royal Hospital. The remains of patients who had passed away while under intensive care were kept here to offer their loved ones a chance to visit.


      Visitations were generally reserved for family first. However…


      “Fabless has no next of kin. His wife died many years ago, and they had no children.”


      “So he had a wife…,” Ferris remarked. “That’s surprising.”


      As Ferris stared at the corpse, a tall, dignified figure stood beside him, her gaze cast downward. It was a girl with slanted amber eyes and long, beautiful green hair. She was the same age as Ferris, yet her eyes held a strong conviction his lacked. Her gaze was like a sword—but a faint shadow crossed her eyes as she regarded Ferris with concern.


      “I’m all right, Lady Crusch,” Ferris assured her with forced cheer in his voice. “Forgive me for worrying you. To be honest, it came as a shock to me…but during my three months at the hospital, people have died on my watch many times.”


      “Ferris…”


      “And besides, though you aren’t aware of this, Lady Crusch, Master Garitch was a very strange person! If he could talk right now, he’d probably laugh and say, Think of this as your graduation exam, my boy! Yee-hee-hee! Lady…Crusch?”


      Crusch had interrupted Ferris’s rambling with an embrace. His whole body tensed up in her arms. Not because he hated it—he was merely surprised.


      A hug from Crusch held deep significance for Ferris. It reminded him of the day she had rescued him from the darkness and he pledged his life to her.


      “There’s no need to pretend in front of me. You are too gentle…too self-sacrificing… There are times when you deceive even my eyes and hide your true feelings. That’s why, occasionally, you overlook important moments like this.”
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      “I am happy that you consider yourself my devoted servant. Your loyalty helps me forget my own shortcomings. You are my most cherished treasure—which is why I want to repay everything you’ve given me tenfold.”


      In her tender embrace, Ferris let himself bathe in the fire of her words. Crusch’s quiet yet impassioned voice always found its way into the deepest recesses of Ferris’s heart. Even times like now, when Ferris was doing his best to put on a brave face and not worry his mistress.


      “I’m weak…and pitiful… A sorry excuse for a servant, Lady Crusch.”


      “Grieving and resenting the death of the mentor you revered… If that is weakness, then I am lucky to have someone as weak and pitiful as you by my side. My only hope is that I can be as pitiful as you.”


      “I—I understand, my lady, so please stop teasing me…!”


      Crusch’s noble spirit would not allow Ferris to use weakness as an excuse to avoid confronting his feelings. At the mercy of his lady’s unwavering conviction, Ferris’s only option was to hang his head and stammer in shame.


      “All right, I admit it. I’m sad that Master Garitch died. It breaks my heart.”


      “Good. That is the right reaction to losing a beloved teacher. Grief is righteous—especially if that death was caused by someone else.”


      Crusch bowed her head deeply and whispered as Ferris’s eyes brimmed with tears. Garitch would never wake again—but his death was not due to illness or accident. It had been a blade in his back.


      Garitch Fabless the Blue would go down in history as one of Lugunica’s finest healers. His death had come abruptly to both him and to the people of the kingdom.


      “For a man who saved so many lives… This is not how his life should have ended,” Crusch muttered.


      “Yeah, he was always joking about whether he would ever die…”


      The greatest healer in the kingdom had had a funny habit of joking about life and death. He valued the lives of others so highly he was constantly driven by a powerful sense of duty to save others, yet he always acted like his own life was inconsequential. So, as Ferris gazed upon his corpse, he wasn’t sure if Garitch would have been overly concerned by his own death.


      “At least he didn’t suffer…,” Ferris said.


      The blade was cruel, but Garitch had not spent his final moments in agony. Ferris was certain that Garitch’s consciousness had slipped away almost instantly, and his mentor had died without realizing what had happened.


      That knowledge comforted him. But it raised another concern.


      “Who did this…and why?”


      Garitch Fabless had devoted his life to saving countless others. Why would someone murder him?
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      News of Garitch’s death arrived two days before Ferris had originally planned to leave the royal capital.


      Upon the completion of his three months of training at the Royal Hospital, he was supposed to return to his mistress, Lady Crusch. But the sudden death of his mentor dashed those plans. When Crusch arrived at the royal capital to fetch Ferris, they did not have the happy reunion either had expected thanks to the revelation of a grim truth in the morgue.


      “Since none of his belongings were taken, it’s clear his killer wasn’t trying to rob him.”


      Crusch ruled out that possibility while they sorted through Garitch’s effects in the morgue. The stiff bag in Crusch’s hand contained the items found beside Garitch on the road where his body had been discovered.


      Garitch had not been in the habit of keeping many possessions on him. As far as Ferris could tell after spending three months with the old man, nothing notable seemed to be missing.


      Ferris mused, “The body was found in the Poor District, and thankfully, not on an unsafe street, so his belongings weren’t lifted off his body… But if his killer didn’t mean to rob him…”


      “There are many reasons to commit a murder. If not for money, then maybe prestige or spite…and though I don’t like considering it, there could have been no motive at all.”


      “Killing…for killing’s sake?”


      “If so, we’re beyond doomed. But would a man like Fabless fall victim to a random attack by an indiscriminate killer? I like to think that people generally act with reason.”


      For the time being, Crusch excluded the possibility that this was a tragedy of pure chance. Ferris agreed. He hoped the murderer had a motive, though he knew full well there were plenty of irrational things, as well as senseless evil, out in the world…


      “If disrupting order in the royal capital was their motive, might the murderer be connected with the Witch Cult?” Ferris asked.


      “I understand what you’re trying to say, but that’s quite a leap. Granted, it would not be out of character for those villains to murder Fabless the Blue to sow discord in the city. However…”


      Crusch cut herself off there, hesitating a moment before turning her gaze on Ferris and laying the harsh truth on him.


      “Rather than a nefarious conspiracy, it is far more likely the murderer simply held a personal grudge against Fabless.”


      Ferris and Garitch were master and apprentice, albeit only for a short time. Garitch hardly seemed the type that inspired grudges, or at least Ferris wanted to think he wasn’t…


      “A grudge…”


      As he uttered the word, Ferris pressed a hand to his chest. Garitch had saved so many lives as a healer. Everyone was aware of his long list of accomplishments, and he always conducted himself in a manner befitting his color title. But Ferris knew his mentor had also harbored the terrible regret of powerlessness.


      Ferris knew Garitch sometimes felt cursed to be a healer with no means to cure an incurable disease.


      There was a chance the killer might be…


      “Do you think it was…a patient Master Garitch couldn’t cure?”


      Or perhaps it was the family of a deceased patient he had failed to cure. If a grudge was the motive, that was the only possibility Ferris could think of. And as far as he knew, there were only a handful of times during the past three months where Garitch had failed to save a life.


      Ferris mulled over those cases, hoping that would give him answers.


      “Excuse me. It’s about time to prepare Master Fabless’s body.”


      Ferris’s thoughts were interrupted by the voice of the mortician entering the room behind him. The hospital morticians made dead bodies presentable and prepared them for burial. And this one had waited out in the hallway out of consideration for Garitch’s apprentice.


      “Have you said your good-byes?”


      “What would I say to a dead man? Words are meaningless to them,” Ferris snapped back without thinking, immediately regretting it. But the mortician approached the corpse unfazed. They were probably used to this sort of behavior in their line of work.


      Leaving the dark-skinned mortician to it, Ferris and Crusch walked out of the morgue. But before they parted ways, Ferris paused for a moment.


      “Please take good care of him.”


      And with a bow, Ferris said his final good-bye to Garitch’s corpse.
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      “I think the redheaded drunkard is our top suspect!”


      As soon as they left the hospital, Ferris eagerly announced his theory to Crusch. When she cocked her head and asked, “What drunkard?” Ferris explained how he had arrived at his conclusion. Upon hearing his story—


      “I see. A patient’s husband… I do see the logic.”


      “I know! Besides, that man…just reeked of grudges!”


      Crusch’s affirmation only made Ferris raise his fist higher and tighter. The redheaded drunkard who had hurled insult after insult at them both during their house call a few days prior had taken root in Ferris’s brain. Though he sympathized with the man’s plight, that did not excuse his behavior.


      “What else can you tell me about this man?” Crusch asked.


      “Well, about that… Actually, Master wouldn’t tell me his name. However! I remember where we made the house call! If we hurry over there with some guards—”


      “That is a bit too hasty, Ferris. We must gather more evidence before we proceed any further. Besides, you and I aren’t the only people who are after the man who killed Fabless, remember?”


      Crusch’s chiding tone helped Ferris realize he had let himself get too worked up. As she had pointed out, the royal capital guards were out in force to find Garitch’s killer. Hence, the aggressive patrols strictly prohibiting entry to the hospital for anyone other than healers and patients. Ferris himself had been subjected to an excruciating number of questions.


      Garitch’s death was simply that big a scandal. The killer had to be found at any cost, or the kingdom’s credibility would fall. The guards were on the warpath.


      “Still, nobody is more desperate to find Master’s killer than me…!”


      “Ferris.”


      “I beg you, Lady Crusch. I know I’m being selfish. But I owe a great debt to Master Garitch. Please, let me follow my hunch and see where it leads.”


      Ferris bowed his head and pleaded with his mistress. This was the first time Ferris had ever gone against the advice of his mistress and insisted on his own course of action.


      “………”


      Ferris did not know why his heart was clamoring so loudly. He could not say with confidence that he liked Garitch as a human being. The old man was quick to joke and never took Ferris seriously, and due to his unilateral extension of the training period, Ferris had been forced to stay apart from his beloved Crusch longer than scheduled. Some might describe his time with Garitch as perfectly awful.


      Even so, Ferris had learned much as a healer from watching him work, and Garitch had taught him many valuable lessons. He had the old man to thank for a lot of his recent growth and pride.


      So if nothing else, he would repay this debt.


      “Goodness, you’re stubborn,” Crusch muttered. “Did His Highness’s attitude rub off on you during your three months in the royal capital?”


      Catching the smile in her voice, Ferris whipped his head up to meet her gaze. Hands on her hips, Crusch shook her head in resignation.


      “I have a weakness for resolute eyes, particularly when they’re yours or His Highness’s.”


      “Did His Highness tell you anything, my lady?”


      “He reported your progress a few times over the past three months. He happened to have business near my residence on a few occasions, which was rather convenient for me.”


      From the wry smile on her lips, it was clear she had not noticed Fourier’s roundabout romantic advances for what they were. It seemed that Fourier’s efforts wouldn’t bear fruit for quite some time.


      Then Ferris noticed Crusch’s smile vanish. With a firm nod, she said, “You made a heartfelt request. How could I call myself your mistress if I failed to grant it?”


      “I love you so much, Lady Crusch.”


      “And I you,” she said with a reassuring nod.


      Ferris’s heart swelled with emotion. His mistress’s words meant the world to him. He wiped the tears from the corners of his eyes and gathered himself before they departed to locate their suspect.


      It didn’t take them long to reach their destination at the edge of the Nobles’ District.


      “This place…


      Crusch’s brows furrowed when Ferris escorted her to the house that stood on a street strangely devoid of pedestrians given the morning hour.


      Ferris craned his neck in confusion. “Lady Crusch? Is something the matter?”


      “Are you certain the master of this house is your prime suspect?”


      “Yes, I think it’s the master of this house…probably.”


      When they came here for the house call, the comatose woman his master called a Sleeping Princess was referred to by the servants of the house as “Mistress.” That would make her husband the master of the house. Ferris was certain of this.


      But Crusch folded her arms at Ferris’s answer. As he stared up at her questioningly, her lips parted and she said, “This residence belongs to the House of Astrea.”


      “Astrea…is that who I think it is?”


      “Unless there is some other House of Astrea, you and I are thinking of the same family.”


      As Crusch nodded grimly, Ferris felt a turbulent wave in his heart.


      House Astrea—the bloodline of the Sword Saint, a name revered throughout the kingdom. When disaster struck Lugunica, one of the three heroes summoned to quell the crisis was the Sword Saint.


      And the Sword Saint was most closely associated with the family that produced the kingdom’s greatest swordsmen: House of Astrea. There was no doubt that the gallant title of Sword Saint was revered even more than Garitch’s title of Blue, which begged the question…


      “Why is the Sword Saint’s mansion in such a dismal corner of town?” Ferris asked.


      “Who knows… The current House of Astrea head is notoriously problematic in many ways. That said, I don’t believe he has gone so mad that he would openly commit treason against the kingdom.”


      After that exchange at the front gate, Crusch stepped forward while Ferris faltered. His master reached for the bell at the gate only to stop halfway.


      “………”


      The sudden appearance of an elderly gardener by the gate had given her pause. He was dressed simply and had probably come straight from tending the garden. But Ferris was astounded that he had failed to detect the man’s presence at all. He could have sworn no one was there until just a second ago.


      Without skipping a beat, Crusch boldly asked, “Old man, are you the House of Astrea gardener?” She seemed unfazed by the elderly man’s sudden appearance.


      “………”


      And the gardener—who looked to be in his early sixties—gave no answer. However, the reason quickly became clear. He slowly pointed to his throat, revealing an old, white scar.


      “Lady Crusch, this gentleman can’t speak…”


      “I am aware. Sir, I am Crusch Karsten, daughter of Duke Karsten, current head of House Karsten. First, allow me to apologize for the sudden intrusion.”


      As his mistress offered a polite bow to the mute man, Ferris followed suit as her vassal. There was a softness in the old gardener’s eyes as he watched the pair.


      “We’ve come here today to see the master of the house…Lord Heinkel. Is he home?”


      “………”


      The old man answered Crusch’s question by folding his hands before his chest and lowering his head. Then the old man pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and scribbled a message on it. This was probably how he usually communicated.


      After he finished writing the note, the old man handed it to them.


      “…This is the name of a tavern. Will we find him there?” Crusch asked.


      “………”


      “Thank you. Ferris, we’re going.”


      “Huh? Oh, um, yes, my lady!”


      Crusch folded the slip of paper and put it away while quickly marching off. As Ferris scrambled after her, the mute old man bowed and watched the two depart.


      Once they were away from the mansion, Crusch stopped walking, turned to Ferris, and said, “He didn’t confirm what we were up to before giving us information, but he also didn’t seem like a fool who would thoughtlessly sell out his master.” Ferris’s eyes went wide as he listened to her observation.


      Then Crusch handed him the note. Written in neat letters was the name of a tavern—Casks.


      “This drunkard you spoke of—let’s pay him a visit.”
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      When they arrived at Casks, they immediately found the man they were looking for.


      “Blegh…urgh.”


      “Are you certain this is him, Ferris?” Crusch asked, waving away the stench of alcohol.


      Ferris wrinkled his keen, catlike nose and nodded. “This is definitely him. But…ughhh, he reeks of booze.”


      They were not in the tavern proper but standing in an alley behind it. Their suspect had been so unruly the staff had thrown him out. Unperturbed, he sucked on the bottle he cradled in his arms.


      This man was Heinkel Astrea, current head of House Astrea, and the drunkard fresh in Ferris’s memory. Now that she had seen the man, Crusch most likely agreed with that assessment.


      “He’s hardly in a state for questioning,” she remarked.


      “If we adjust his mana, maybe we could neutralize the effects of the alcohol and sober him up…”


      “We mustn’t provoke him. Besides, I don’t want you getting much closer to this man.”


      As Crusch gently struck down his proposal, Ferris’s cheeks flushed. His master cherished him so much. While he shyly reveled in this, Crusch approached the man and crouched in front of him.


      “Lord Heinkel. Heinkel van Astrea—”


      “I’m not van anything. I’ll kill you, moron.”


      “I know. I also know being called that upsets you.”


      When Crusch greeted him, the red-faced, groaning man suddenly pulled out a dagger. Crusch did not so much as flinch. Heinkel’s only response was to aggressively scratch his head—until he noticed Ferris watching with bated breath off to the side.


      “Hey, you’re that brat I saw the other day…that useless brat the old coot was draggin’ around.”


      “Well, thank you for remembering me in such a bad light. Then again, I remember you as a drunkard, so I’m one to talk. Sorry about that.”


      “Ooh, somebody’s testy. I heard the news. The old coot finally kicked the bucket, eh?”


      “………”


      Ferris’s eyes narrowed to slits. Excited by the rise he got out of the young boy, Heinkel let out a snarky laugh.


      “The greatest healer in the kingdom, who took ten years and still couldn’t cure a disease. When I heard he couldn’t heal the wound that killed him, I wasn’t the slightest bit surprised. Guess that’s the definition of a waste of time.”


      “Don’t talk like you know anything about Master Garitch!”


      “He’s just a quack who gives you nothin’ but false hope. That’s all I know.”


      As the man sneered, Ferris started to see red. This had nothing to do with finding clues that might lead to Garitch’s killer. In this moment, all he wanted to do was end this man’s life.


      He knew this dark desire flew in the face of a healer’s duty—and went against everything Garitch had ever taught him.


      “That’s enough, Ferris. There’s no use talking to him any further,” Crusch said with a reassuring nod. Then her sharp gaze returned to the man. “I sympathize with your circumstances and your suffering, but I won’t have you take out your anger on my attendant.”


      “Take out my anger? Just who do you think—”


      “Now that Fabless is dead, you have no healer to tend to your wife. Because of this, you’re drowning your sorrows in drink. Am I wrong?”


      The man jumped to his feet at Crusch’s blunt assertion. “You don’t know a damn thing! Keep your nose out of this!” However, he was unsteady on his feet. He stumbled into a wall and fell straight to the ground. He kicked and kicked but couldn’t stand up.


      “Ferris, we’re leaving. That man couldn’t have harmed Fabless. He has no reason to.”


      “Come back ’ere… Damn it… Damn it all…”


      Crusch did not so much as look at the man lying impotently on the ground. Ferris hurried after his mistress.


      “I’m sorry,” she told him when they emerged from the alley. “I nearly lost control there.”


      When he saw the faint tension in her expression, Ferris waved his hands in flustered protest. “Oh no, my lady! I’m sorry for putting you through something so unpleasant…”


      “I knew what I was getting myself into. My own narrow-mindedness frustrates me sometimes… But we’ve confirmed one thing: That man is not the killer.”


      “Did your…blessing tell you that?”


      “Yes,” she confirmed, alluding to her amber eyes. “For whatever reason, that man is mourning Fabless’s death.”


      Crusch’s conviction came from her blessing of wind reading. Just as the name implied, she could discern fact from fiction by reading the wind, giving her the ability to confirm a person’s true feelings—and detect virtually any lie.


      (Naturally, Crusch did not always activate her blessing. For those on friendly terms with her, slipping past her blessing was not an impossible task.)


      “So he wasn’t the killer… I suppose I should have known.”


      Ferris’s shoulders slumped in shame over his mistake. He had no reason to doubt Crusch’s eyes or suspect the man had impossibly good acting skills. Heinkel had nothing to do with Garitch’s death.


      “There are still other family members of Master’s former patients…,” Ferris offered.


      “We should tell the guards and let them handle that. It would seem you and I are ill-suited for the task.”


      While the theory that the murder was motivated by a grudge had not yet been entirely disproven, the dead end they had just reached filled Ferris with the inescapable sense that he was on the wrong track. In the end, Garitch’s murderer’s motive remained a mystery.


      “Don’t look so glum,” Crusch said, wrapping a consoling arm around his shoulder. “Evil will always come to justice. Fabless, too, will be avenged. This I promise you.”


      Ferris rested his head against his mistress’s arm and murmured, “Yes, my lady.”


      But Crusch’s promise was an empty one. Garitch’s killer was nowhere to be found.


      And the murder remained unsolved as the date for Garitch’s funeral drew near.
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      “Garitch’s death was a tragedy. I, too, am deeply saddened.”


      Fourier spoke solemnly to Ferris when they saw each other for the first time in days. Even the perennially optimistic and positive young prince was somber on this day. No one could hear the finality in his voice and deny that Garitch was dead.


      In contrast with his unassuming character, the funeral the kingdom held for Garitch Fabless was the height of grandness. It was the greatest kindness the kingdom could give a man with no surviving kin to send him off. In a twisted sort of way, it was the least they could do for the venerable Blue.


      “If Master could see this, he’d beg us not to make it such a big deal,” Ferris joked, trying to dispel some of the gloom.


      Fourier chimed in. “You aren’t wrong, Ferris. As his apprentice, you really did know him well.”


      Crusch eyed the boys seated beside her, smiling thinly at their banter. As funeral guests, they each wore black. When rid of his usual gaudy attire, Fourier’s handsome charm shined. He truly was a beautiful boy.


      “You should dress like this more often, Your Highness. You look lovely,” Ferris teased.


      “Hmm. Do I?” he grunted. “I don’t feel quite myself dressed like this…… What do you think, Crusch?”


      “Well, you always look quite dignified, but I admit I feel more at ease when you dress the way you usually do.”


      “Interesting! So you prefer me as I usually am! Yes, very good. Most reassuring!”


      As Fourier gave a satisfied smile, Crusch and Ferris exchanged grins. While they were both dressed in formal wear, their outfits were reversed. Crusch wore a man’s suit, and Ferris wore a girl’s dress.


      “You know, Crusch… Couldn’t you have worn a lady’s dress on an occasion like this?”


      “Precisely because of the occasion, I don’t want to betray my true self. Besides, there are more pressing things to think about.”


      “Right…Garitch’s killer still hasn’t been found,” Fourier murmured, frowning and knitting his brow.


      The guards questioned Garitch’s patients and their associates to run down Ferris’s theory but discovered nothing of note. With no obvious motive, the possibility of an indiscriminate killing was only growing larger.


      “At this rate, we’ll have to give up…,” Ferris whined.


      “Ferris, don’t blame yourself. Don’t sulk. Garitch wouldn’t want that.”


      “Your Highness…”


      “I won’t say you have to smile, but if you remain so sullen, it would upset Garitch… No, I shouldn’t use the dead as an excuse. I will be upset. So please, don’t sulk.”


      Truly, Fourier could be gallant in the strangest ways. If he always acted like this, he wouldn’t need to worry about how his romance with Crusch would turn out. What a silly person.


      Ferris sighed, his shoulders relaxing. “You know, Your Highness…you’re a really regrettable person.”


      Fourier’s eyes shot open. “What does that mean?!” he shouted, flapping his arms. “Regrettable how?! What sort of riddle is this?!”


      Thanks to the prince, Ferris had managed to regain some of his usual composure. Now he had yet another reason to thank his friend.


      “Prince Fourier, it is time to return to the waiting room,” a gruff voice called from outside the room, just as their banter was dying down.


      “Enter,” Fourier told the voice.


      A tall man walked in. He gave the impression of a large boulder, with his large, muscled body covered in armor. Fourier had introduced Ferris to him just once. If he recalled correctly, he was in the royal guard—


      “Marcus—is it that time already?” Fourier asked.


      “Aye. Zabinel and everyone else have already assembled. They request your presence, Prince Fourier…”


      “All right, all right. I cannot risk the wrath of my brothers. I shall return.”


      Marcus Gildark bowed in reply. Ever since Garitch’s murder, all individuals of high rank were accompanied by a guard at all times, and Marcus was assigned to Fourier.


      (Suffice to say, Marcus was extremely patient with the wild, uninhibited young prince.)


      “It was a sudden summons, so I’m impressed my brothers made it here so quickly.”


      “That goes to show just how great Master Fabless’s achievements were, Your Highness. Prince Zabinel insisted the dragon carriage move as quickly as possible. It isn’t often that the entire royal family has a chance to gather.”


      “Quite right. Ah, yes, Crusch. Are you coming to pay your respects to my brothers?”


      “No, I believe greeting them before a funeral would only be a nuisance,” she replied. “If possible, I will greet them after.”


      “Mm, right you are. How thoughtless of me. Well, I shall relay that to my brothers.”


      And with that, Fourier left the room with Marcus in tow. The latter shut the door with a bow, leaving Ferris and Crusch alone.


      “If you tell the princes you’ll greet them later, isn’t that meowr or less the same as greeting them?”


      “It has been some time since I last met with His Highness’s brothers. I am fairly certain His Highness was kindly offering me the opportunity to see them.”


      “I think you’re giving the prince a little too much credit…”


      While Ferris agreed that Fourier was a generous person, whether he was too generous was another matter entirely. If anything, he was the sort of person who would make sure to fill the cups of others even if it meant leaving his own half empty.


      With a smirk at Crusch’s appraisal of the prince, Ferris sat and waited until it was time for the ceremony to begin. With a little less than an hour to go, the entire royal family arrived one by one, starting with Fourier, making for a very grand funeral procession. Garitch would have found the pomp genuinely uncomfortable, but he could hardly put a stop to it now.


      That proved just how significant the death of Garitch Fabless the Blue was—


      “………”


      It was then that Ferris suddenly frowned.


      For a moment, a sense that something was amiss flashed in his mind. He blindly reached for the faint, wavering threads of thought, gathering all the scattered fragments of information in his mind and connecting them together like puzzle pieces.


      Garitch’s death. The senseless killing of the titleholder of Blue. It clearly wasn’t a botched robbery. Far too disconnected to be an indiscriminate killing and too clean a method if it was motivated by a personal grudge. By process of elimination, the killer’s aim had to be—


      “They weren’t after my master’s death. They were after what his death would cause.”


      Garitch Fabless the Blue had no next of kin. The perpetrator must have known his death would spur kingdom-wide mourning. The royal family and government officials would be in attendance to honor his memory. If this funeral was the killer’s true aim—


      “…Ferris?” Crusch had noticed Ferris’s ears standing on end.


      Ferris looked over at her and licked his lips.


      “Lady Crusch, do you trust me?”


      “Of course I do.” She nodded without hesitation.


      Ferris’s eyes widened. Then he smiled softly and said, “Lady Crusch…I love you so much.”


      “And I you.”


      Upon reaffirming their bond as master and servant, the pair jumped out of their seats with determination.
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      A sacred, somber atmosphere filled the hall, concentrated on the coffin resting atop the dais. It was the sort of special atmosphere that made everyone in attendance instinctively straighten their backs and ask themselves if there was anything that made them feel guilty.


      “This is a funeral, you know. What in the world are you playing at?” one of the funeral attendants demanded of the surprise visitors.


      The intimidating presence of the massive knight at the front of the group met the rebuke with a swift explanation. “I have something very important to check before the funeral starts. Once I’m done, I’ll return promptly to my post.”


      Upon silencing the staffer, Marcus turned to Ferris behind him and said, “Even with Prince Fourier’s blessing, if we come up empty-handed, there will be trouble.”


      Ferris pursed his lips. “But if we come up empty-handed, isn’t that a good thing? His Highness would surely say so.”


      Marcus gave the boy a sour look. Most likely he had just envisioned Fourier saying exactly that. Evidently, he was yet another victim of the prince’s sweet poison.


      “But if we do come up empty-handed, my sincere apologies, Lady Crusch.”


      “There’s no need to apologize. It was my decision to honor your request. Whatever happens will be my full responsibility. Don’t take the blame without my permission.”


      With a gallant push on the back from Crusch, Ferris fixed the hem of his skirt as he approached the dais. The platform was adorned with flowers and carved stone. The coffin was secured at a slant. If Ferris opened the coffin, he would come face-to-face with his dead master.


      “………”


      Hesitating for only a moment, Ferris’s thin fingers lifted the lid. Inside was Garitch’s corpse, looking decent thanks to makeup.


      “Master…your complexion is nicer than when you were still alive.”


      The mortician’s skillful hand had given Garitch a peaceful expression in death. His back wound had been stitched shut, and the organs prone to rotting had been removed. Strangely enough, his body was probably more resilient in death than it had been in life.


      Ferris took a deep breath; then he began channeling water mana into Garitch’s corpse.


      The dark-faced mortician’s eyes shot open. “What do you think you’re doing to the deceased?”


      “Quiet. Let Ferris work.”


      Ferris was completely focused. He wanted to repay Lady Crusch’s faith.


      If Garitch was murdered in anticipation of this state funeral, then the killer’s true target was this massive gathering of the royal family and important figures in the government.


      The trap would be sprung in the funeral hall. And the most likely location was the one place their target was sure to approach at least once—


      “All mourners will offer flowers to Master’s coffin…”


      Ferris had quickly deduced that the trap had either been set in Garitch’s body or in the coffin. Ferris sent his consciousness deep into Garitch’s body, where the flow of mana had already stopped. Tracing these dormant threads of life, Ferris conducted a thorough search of the corpse.


      “I’ve finished… There are no abnormalities in Master’s body.”


      As Ferris wiped the sweat from his brow, a wave of discontented murmurs rose behind him. Some were also angry at the desecration of the dead for no apparent reason.


      But there was also…


      “You—I sensed something different from the others. A wind of relief.”


      The dark-skinned mortician’s cheeks tensed under Crusch’s withering gaze. Her amber eyes had noticed his suspicious reaction.


      “A wind of relief…what do you mean by that? I fail to see—”


      “Such meager lies are useless with me. I can see right through you.”


      As the mortician took a step backward, Crusch closed the gap. Marcus slowly drew his longsword, instructing those nearby to stand back.


      “S-Sir Gildark! That’s a baseless accusation! You will be severely punished for this!”


      “If you’re truly innocent, then you would have come along quietly. Lady Karsten may be merciful, but I have no qualms about cutting down an enemy of the state.”


      “Rest assured, Marcus. I never hesitate to turn my sword on an enemy of our kingdom, either.”


      The seemingly unarmed Crusch grabbed ahold of the wind itself and flashed a small smile. With a steel sword and invisible blade of wind pointed at him, the mortician froze. And then—


      “I lied earlier. You put something in Master’s body, didn’t you?”


      The mortician grunted in shock.


      “It seems as though you did quite a lot of work preparing Master’s body and Gate. Anyone but me might have missed it…but your work was shoddy.”


      Sticking his tongue out at the mortician, Ferris channeled mana from the palm of his hand into the old man’s corpse. He sent it deeper…deeper—until he made contact with a dark foreign body.


      “Master…if this hurts, it’s okay to cry.”


      With a half-jesting warning, Ferris yanked the offending object out of Garitch. The people nearby grimaced at the grotesque sound of skin ripping. The only two whose expressions remained unchanged were Crusch and Marcus.


      And just like that, the suspicious entity came free.


      “The weaving of this mana is so grotesque… Are you a shaman?”


      “You accuse me of curse magic?! I am a mortician! And a fine one, at that!”


      Ferris dispelled the curse into harmless mana. Enraged by Ferris’s indiscreet remark, the mortician howled with bloodshot eyes.


      “You demon…you filthy demi-human! Your tainted blood defiled Master Fabless! The title of Blue belongs to its true successor…me!”
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      “Yet this kingdom, even Master Fabless, they all misjudged my true potential. They thought I should treat the dead, not the living. And how is caring for the dead part of a healer’s duty? Ridiculous… Absolutely ridiculous!”


      Stamping his feet in frustration, the mortician spewed one petulant complaint after another as he roared at the crowd about his misfortune at being misjudged by the kingdom and Garitch.


      “What value does an old man have when he is near the end of his life and overlooked the worthiest candidate to become the next Blue to boot? I put him to good use so the right person would inherit his title!”


      “The right person?”


      “At the height of the ceremony, a noxious gas would have spread through the funeral hall brimming with the kingdom’s elites! It would have filled their throats and lungs, bringing them to the brink of death… And that would have been the exact moment I swooped in and saved everyone. Who could doubt my skills as a healer, then?!”


      The eccentric man boldly confessed the grand scheme he had concocted. As he puffed out his chest with pride, even Crusch was at a loss for words, and Marcus could only shake his head in silence.


      This man, dissatisfied with his station in life, blamed Garitch and the kingdom for his shortcomings. Then to prove his worth, he filled Garitch’s body with poison so he could come to the rescue and be hailed as a hero.


      “You killed him…for that ridiculous plan?” Ferris demanded, his voice shaking.


      “Fear not! Master Fabless may have been a fool, but I am magnanimous. I made sure he did not suffer a painful death for his mistake. Naturally, I wasn’t going to let anyone here at this funeral die, either.”


      The man had the gall to smile and nod loftily at the angry boy. From his posture, it was clear he was not mocking Ferris—he meant every word.


      He was clearly not in his right mind.


      “Shockingly enough, there are no signs of falsehood,” Crusch muttered, breaking her silence. With a faint hint of shock in her noble gaze, Crusch’s amber eyes narrowed. “When someone speaks, their true intentions become visible to me. This makes me quite sensitive to lies. And yet I detected not even the slightest hint of falsehood in your statement.”


      “Of course you didn’t. What point would there be in my lying, now that I’ve been exposed?”


      The man’s rage at his misfortune and the actions he took to right it were all justified in his mind. Because of this, the man had the bearing of a saint, even to Crusch’s eyes—


      “He’s convinced himself that nonsense is the truth… There’s no use listening to anything else this man has to say,” she declared.


      There was no room for leniency. For Garitch and for the kingdom, the shaman had to die.


      “………”


      Crusch and Marcus raised their blades to cut the villain down. But he was ready for this. He pressed his hands to his white coat and opened it.


      “A true healer must always be prepared. Master Fabless taught me that.”


      The killer sent black orbs spilling from his white coat. The three fist-sized spheres struck the floor with a loud crack.


      “Have a taste of this poison that erodes the body from within!”


      The orbs split open, releasing poisonous mana that was as potent as what Garitch’s body had been rigged with. The toxin filling the air would quickly render the mourners unconscious.


      Surely, even Crusch and Marcus could not withstand direct exposure to the—


      “Sorry, but I am immune to poison.”


      But the killer’s ace in the hole had no effect on the knight whose conviction was as immovable as a boulder. As he strode through the curtain of deadly gas, Ferris thought he really did look like a massive rock. This was at least partially due to the ash-colored armor that covered him from head to toe.


      It was almost comical how the stonelike giant was gripping the longsword of a knight. That was the ultimate form of Marcus Gildark, the boulder of the royal guard.


      Fully encased in his rocklike armor, no poison could hope to reach him. But naturally, the others in the funeral hall did not enjoy the same protection.


      “Poison gas… I suppose I misread the wind there.”


      Crusch’s blessing granted her a blade of wind that also rendered the poison gas powerless. Like a kaleidoscope, the wind trapped the poison gas, concentrating what would have spread through the entire hall into one localized area. Then Ferris approached the gas.


      “Hey, this stuff is lethal. You’ve got some nerve, claiming nobody was going to die.”


      The man grunted wildly. “You may not be able to neutralize the poison, but with enough time, I can—”


      “Uh-huh. I’m already finished, you know.”


      Ferris held out his palm and stuck out his tongue. The poisoned mana had been neutralized and dispersed. He had taken care of it using a much faster, simpler, and more direct technique than whatever the man had intended to use.


      “Uh…” The killer croaked quietly.


      “I don’t really care who the next Blue is…but there was nothing wrong with Garitch’s judgment or his teachings.”


      The killer’s jaw dropped in astonishment. As his plot completely fell apart, Ferris grabbed Crusch’s arm and said, “Lady Crusch, I would like to use some harsh language now.”


      “I’ll allow it,” she replied without hesitation.


      Ferris smiled at his mistress, then turned a merciless gaze on the man.


      “Drop dead, you ignorant son of a bitch.”
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      The man opened his mouth to shout an enraged reply, but he never got the chance as a massive boulder surged forward in an earthshaking charge. The boulder maintained his ferocious speed and slammed right into the man—


      “May your shallow ambitions be crushed once and for all, traitor.”


      True to his word, Marcus’s attack swallowed the man whole before he could utter a final curse. Without so much as a death rattle, he burst into a spray of blood…and vanished.


      That was the fate of the pitiful man who murdered Garitch Fabless the Blue.


      11


      “Ugh! Why?! Why were you so disorganized?! Unbelievable!”


      In the research wing of the hospital that afternoon, a frustrated cry echoed in Garitch’s personal quarters. Without its master, the lab had grown idle. The laboratory equipment had already been claimed by the hospital for communal use. All that remained in the room were personal effects—though, since the man in question didn’t have many possessions, there wasn’t much.


      “The books are completely out of order! Little Ferri hates this sort of mess! I hate it! Why do you have to harass me from beyond the grave?!”


      “I don’t think even Fabless meant to do that. That hardly seems fair.”


      “No, no, no, Lady Crusch, I meowst insist your little Ferri is in the right this time. I definitely wouldn’t put it past him. He just loved hassling people.”


      Caught flat-footed by Ferris’s certainty, Crusch’s lips crumpled into a smirk.


      The funeral was over, and Garitch had been buried in the state cemetery. His murderer had already been executed and there were no longer guards coming and going from his room, so Ferris finally had a chance to clean.


      As per Garitch’s wishes, his medical equipment had been taken by the hospital. He much preferred his tools to be used by others than buried with him in his coffin. What he left to his apprentice Ferris was—


      “This unorganized bookshelf and its collection of strange books…”


      Ferris’s lips twisted into a frown. He stared back and forth between the piles of papers scattered across the desk and the bookcase haphazardly crammed with books. He was reluctant to get to work organizing either mess.


      “Sorry, but staring at the mess won’t get you anywhere. Just accept your fate.”


      “Yes, my lady…” He sighed. “You’d think I was his maid, the way he treated me, not his apprentice.”


      Grumbling under his breath, Ferris began to tidy up the desk. Crusch eyed him as she removed her jacket and began to organize the bookshelf.


      “Were you really all right with your name not appearing in the report of the incident at the funeral?” she asked Ferris casually as she stacked books. “The poisoning was foiled, and the killer was exposed thanks to you. Prince Fourier and I both agree that you should be properly commended for it.”


      “It’s all right. Your little Ferri… I don’t really care about making a name for myself. Avenging my master is enough for me. And that only happened because that giant guy came along.”


      Ferris recalled the giant knight in armor who had sent Garitch’s killer to the grave with a single attack. That man would not stay a simple knight for long. Ferris had in fact heard that his heroics had earned Marcus a much-deserved promotion.


      “Oh, but if you insist, Lady Crusch, I could ask for a medal of honor. But only if that won’t leave me stranded at the royal capital again.”


      “That would never… Well, I suppose I can’t say that it’s impossible.”


      From the hint of gloom in Crusch’s voice, it was clear what Ferris said had struck a chord. Then she did something unusual for her—she chose her words carefully. “Actually, it turns out that one of the healers who saw your handiwork at the funeral said your powers far transcend the average healer… In other words, your nomination to be the next Blue is in motion.”


      “Wait a minute…does that mean if I play my cards wrong, I’ll be stuck in the royal capital forever?!”


      Ferris let out an anguished cry at the devastating possibility. As Garitch’s close companion, Ferris was aware of the authority (and hassle) that came with this title. Inheriting the title would make it impossible for him to continue serving as Crusch’s attendant.


      To Ferris, that might as well be the end of the world.


      “C-can’t I do something about that…?”


      “Ferris… I would be sad to see you go, but Prince Fourier is in the capital. You would never need to feel lonely.”


      “B-but he isn’t enough! I can’t go on living without you, Lady Crusch! Please, you, me, and the prince should run away together!”


      If the kingdom would not let them stay together, then Ferris would rather cast aside everything and run away with her. And if they could take Fourier with them, Ferris couldn’t be happier.


      “Ferris…” Crusch’s eyes widened faintly. Then with a soft sigh, her dignified eyes filled with guilt, she said, “Forgive me…I got carried away and teased you a little.”


      “……Lady Crusch?”


      “His Highness and I suppressed that report already. At present, you remain my attendant. If possible, I would like to keep you by my side forever.”


      “O-oh, Lady Crusch… When did you get such a mischievous streak…”


      “I haven’t been with you in three whole months. Just as you spent that time honing your skills, I wanted to show you how I’ve also changed…”


      “It pleases me to see the many sides of you, Lady Crusch…but what you did just now was bad for my heart.”


      “Was it? …I’m sorry. I will do better next time.”


      This reassurance sounded nice in theory, but it was evident Fourier’s mischievousness had rubbed off on Crusch. After mentally vowing to have a strong word with the prince later, Ferris put a hand to his chest and breathed a sigh of relief.


      Ferris was grateful beyond belief for everything he had learned the past three months under Garitch’s tutelage. But Crusch was the most important person in his life, and Fourier was a close second. He would not allow anything to threaten those relationships, no matter what they may be.


      “I’m sorry, Master, but I won’t be inheriting your title.”


      With an apology to his mentor, Ferris resumed tidying the desk. Once all the medical documents were organized into a single pile, Ferris finally noticed an envelope. It had been mixed in with the other papers and was stuffed with letters.


      “These letters… They’re from his patients.”


      The envelope was filled with correspondence between Garitch and his patients. Some letters contained good news, some contained heartfelt thanks from the grieving family of a patient who had passed away, and some were yearslong complaints. There was an infinite variety.


      Each and every letter was proof that Garitch Fabless the Blue had lived a full life as a healer.


      “Lady Crusch… Do you suppose other healers will take on Master’s patients?”


      “That’s the usual protocol, I assume. Though none of those patients can hope to find a healer who can compare to Fabless.”


      “Someone who can compare…to Master…”


      As his mistress’s words hung in the air, Ferris opened the medical records he had just organized. There was no particular reason besides keeping his hands busy. And that was what struck the decisive blow.


      “Oh…”


      Something fluttered out of the stack of documents and onto the desktop. When he saw what it was, a small gasp escaped Ferris’s mouth—it was a yellow flower.


      The flower, which had been pressed dry between the pages of documents, looked familiar. It was the flower the suspicious man had placed in Ferris’s hair. He had promptly forced it upon Garitch.


      “He actually kept it…that old bag of bones…”


      Ferris cursed under his breath as he picked up the pressed flower. Then his eyes went to the pile of medical documents—the patients Garitch had left behind.


      “Lady Crusch, Lady Crusch… This is just a thought, but if your little Ferri became a very good healer, do you suppose that would be helpful for you?”


      Crusch raised a questioning eyebrow and replied, “It certainly couldn’t hurt.”


      Ferris nodded and hummed in reply as he ran his finger along the name of the patient in the document.


      Garitch treated many leading figures of the kingdom. Some received regular house calls or were under his care for many years.


      “Oooh, Lord Bordeaux Zergev is a big name on the council. We’ve got nothing to lose by having him owe us a favor!”


      “Ferris…whatever are you plotting?”


      “Why, Lady Crusch, your little Ferri always puts you first!”


      Above all else, this would benefit Crusch. And as an added bonus, it would honor Garitch’s dying wish. Though Ferris hated the idea of staying in the royal capital permanently, he didn’t mind staying in the capital for set amounts of time to see Garitch’s patients. This was how Ferris could return the favor and have his revenge.


      “Just remember, I will never accept the title of Blue.”


      Ferris stuck out his tongue as he rejected the title that didn’t suit him.


      Unfortunately, Ferris would adopt a strong sense of duty when he took on Garitch’s patients, and many years in the future, he would go on to inherit his master’s title.


      His one condition was that he not be separated from his mistress Crusch. That was the only wish of the kingdom’s greatest healer, Felix Argyle the Blue.
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      And in the margins of this story about the inheritance of the title of Blue, a one-act conversation between some minor characters took place in a certain tavern…


      “Congratulations. I hear your meritorious achievements earned you a promoootion?”


      “…You really think that’s worth celebrating? I didn’t come here to get an earful of sarcasm.”


      “Ooh, I’m trembling. I see the old rabid dog spirit is alive and weeell. I heard you’d gone soft… Soft yet still slightly pointy? No, that’s how you originally—”
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      “I’m leaving.”


      “Wait, wait, don’t go! Goodness, can’t take a joke, caaan you? Come now, we’re old friends. Russel never calls on me. I’d like to rekindle our relationship.”


      “You haven’t changed either, eccentric clown. Why don’t you just admit you’re sad?”


      “Sad? Me? What a preposterous notion. This is a celebration, I’ll have you know.”


      “A celebration?”


      “For your promotion and for avenging the great Blue.”


      “[image: image]”


      “Marcus?”


      “Is this really how you wanted it? Fabless was—”


      “Silence is golden, my friend.”


      “[image: image]”


      “And besides, you—Garitch’s friend—were the one to avenge him. And the child…Garitch’s beloved apprentice, was there, too, yes?”


      “Yeah. Without her help, there might have been more victims…”


      “The specifics matter little to me. I simply didn’t want to interfere.”


      “You’re always so… Wait, interfere with what?”


      “What else? With the revenge.”


      “A master’s death should be avenged by the student. That’s why we’re celebrating.”


      “[image: image]”


      “A toast—to the future Blue.”


      The light clink of glasses echoed in the tavern.

    
  


  
    
      KARARAGI GIRL & CAT’S EYE
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      “Ugh! Why you gotta be a stick-in-the-mud?! See if I ever come around again!”


      Beneath a sky that was blue as far as the eye could see, a shrill voice shattered the air.


      Her voice was earnest, her anger genuine, her pale yellow eyes filled with steely determination as she stared straight ahead.


      The girl’s earnestness, however, was unfortunately somewhat lacking the intensity required to leave a bite mark in the listener’s leg—and that was putting it charitably. This child was only around eleven or twelve years of age. Her face was too adorable and too beautiful for words, and even when enraged, her quaint charm still won out.


      “Whoa, there, tomboy. Don’t make me say it a hundred times.”


      Crouching across from the girl was an old man with the frame of a withered tree and a voice like gravel. His limbs were thin, and he was short in stature. His thick head of hair was white, and several teeth were missing from his smile. The man’s tattered clothing looked right at home on his body and matched his surroundings perfectly.


      This place on the outskirts was lovingly known by its residents as Skid Row. There were no homes, no jobs, and no future here. It was a place where vagrants huddled together to bemoan the state of the world together.


      In a place like this, the old man’s presence was perfectly natural. If anything, the girl in the proper kimono, who looked like she’d become a knockout beauty one day, was the one who was out of place.


      The old man glared at this girl who stuck out like a sore thumb. He scratched his bony chest and said, “Come by all you want, my answer ain’t changin’. A girl like you with such pretty clothes don’t belong round here. Run along now.”


      “Goodness gracious! I’ve never met anyone denser than you! For starters, I’m originally from Skid Row, so you don’t have nothing to worry about, old man! Get with the times!”


      “Grah-ha-ha-ha! Do you ever shut up, girl? Fine, guess I’ll just have to eat you!” the old man cackled, baring his yellow teeth.


      “I’d love to see you try! Fair warning, if you do try anything, my big scary guard dog will rip your face off!”


      The girl’s round eyes narrowed to sharp slits. On the surface, it looked like a squabble between a petulant child and a childish old man…because that’s exactly what it was.


      It was a squabble of two people with a fifty-year age gap—


      “Just give it a rest, Ana,” barked a harsh voice.


      “Gaaaaaahhh!”


      The girl screeched as someone grabbed her by the collar and lifted her off the ground. She whirled around, her lips twisting into a frown.


      “What’s your problem?!”


      “Don’t you sass me, girl. Who’re you callin’ guard dog? I never said I belonged to you.”


      “Oh, now you’ve said it! Fine, now I’m not taking off that collar even if I do make you mine.”


      “I’m the one who decided to wear this collar. Whether I take it off or not got nothin’ to do with you.”


      “Mrrrrrgh!”


      The girl blushed a fiery red, her cheeks puffed out with agitation. In front of her stood a man with a canine face, his fanged mouth open and shaking his head in frustration.


      He was well over six feet tall, and his body was covered in burnt-brown fur. Around his thick neck was a crude collar. The man could practically have swallowed the girl whole, but she didn’t seem the least bit worried. In fact, the sulking girl’s expression and voice were overflowing with so much affection, the dog-faced man didn’t know how to respond besides awkwardly scratching his face.


      The old man gave him a sympathetic whoop and said, “Oh, Your Canineness, you got it hard, you do. Then again, that big ole mouth of yours could make quick work of her, couldn’t it? I’ll squeeze my eyes shut for a second, so just make it quick.”


      “Enough jokes, old man. Do I look that desperate for a meal to you?”


      “Yeah, you heard him! Don’t be stupid! Uncle would never eat me…”


      “Ana ain’t got any bits worth eatin’ anyway. All skin and bones and a flat, flat—ow, ow, ow! Hey! Who yanks a guy’s beard like that!”


      The dog-faced man was interrupted mid-retort when the girl grabbed his beard.


      “That’s what you get, you big moron!”


      When the girl landed gracefully on the ground, she turned to the old man again with a defiant “Back to what I was saying!” In the center of the mayhem, she opened her hand to let bits of fur catch in the wind, then thrust a finger at the old man’s chest.


      “I’ll say it a hundred more times if I have to! Those cat siblings you’ve got will be mine no matter what I have to do to get ’em! So say your prayers!”


      The old man’s eyes widened a little. Having said her piece, the girl smiled in smug satisfaction and the dog-faced man behind her pressed a palm to his face.


      The old man looked back and forth between the two, bowed his head deeply, and—


      “Get out of my face, you cat burglar!”
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      “Seriously, what’s with his attitude! It only took Hoshin three tries to get his rival to cave. Meanwhile, here I am, time and time again, with no caving in sight…”


      “Ahh, I get it, Ana, I get it. You’re a tough cookie.”


      “I’m not askin’ for sympathy here! Ma’am, another milk, please!”


      The girl in the kimono slapped her empty glass onto the bar hard. Eyeing the white froth around her lips, the matron of the bar warned her, “I think you’ve had enough.”


      “Hmph! Don’t be silly. I’ve barely gotten started. C’mon, ma’am, I thought you’d want your customers to drink as much as possible…”


      “Don’t get it twisted, Ana; she’s just worried about you.”


      “Then you should’ve helped me out more, Uncle!”


      “You really wanna get into it with me in a tavern?!”


      The dog-faced man grimaced. He had a feeling he was about to regret poking this hornet’s nest. Meanwhile, the hornet’s nest in question raised her fresh glass of milk to her lips and grumbled on.


      “Ana, you seem real riled up. I can tell it didn’t work out again—Ricardo, aren’t you gonna help her out?” the matron asked.


      With a frustrated shrug, the dog-faced man snorted deeply. “It’s a cute idea, but if I helped, Ana would bite my head off. So I just stick close to her when she comes and goes from Skid Row. Ya know—to keep the riffraff away.”


      “Hmm… Well, Ana sure is loved. Ain’t no doubt about that,” the matron murmured to herself, smiling softly at Ricardo and the girl—Anastasia.


      The bar matron and Ricardo went way back, while the matron was Anastasia’s first employer and somebody she could trust. And based on everything she’d seen, the tavern matron was sure Ricardo and Anastasia were practically inseparable.


      “But a little moderation wouldn’t hurt, dear. Remember, Ana, you’re so cute it’s scary.”


      “Ana did almost get sold off a little while ago, so I know she’s learned her lesson. Plus, I keep an eye on her. No need to worry.”


      “And you still let her go to Skid Row? That’s a funny way of showing someone you love ’em.”


      With an equal mixture of frustration and trust, the matron said, “Enjoy yourselves,” and left to tend to her other guests, leaving Anastasia and Ricardo alone at the bar.


      “Uncle…”


      “Whoa, Ana, that milk made you drunk? That’s kinda scary…”


      “Uncle…I’m working so hard. Why ain’t things going my way?”


      “Why? Well, putting it the nicest way possible, that old man had every right to get angry when you basically said, I promise I’m gonna steal your family. You gotta use your words more wisely, girl.”


      “But that worked with you, Uncle.”


      “We ain’t talkin’ about me. And don’t make it sound like I just rolled over for you, Ana.”


      Ricardo flicked Anastasia’s forehead. She whined and glared at Ricardo, looking utterly dissatisfied by his answer.


      “Uncle, you really are a stick-in-the-mud… Mimi and her brothers would be so happy with me.”


      Ricardo’s stern expression softened. Behind Anastasia’s pouting lay a benevolent heart. She sincerely believed she could bring those kids happiness. And she would work tirelessly to make it happen. It was almost unbelievable how greedy she could be.


      And the source of her grumbling was one incident she and Ricardo had found themselves caught in the middle of a little while ago.


      The long and short of it was that Anastasia had been kidnapped by slave traffickers and nearly sold off. She foiled the traffickers’ scheme, and Ricardo brought down the mastermind—with some help, of course. In the middle of all that hubbub, the catfolk siblings had helped Anastasia out quite a bit.


      There were three of them—a sister and two younger brothers—and once they were all freed, Anastasia took a liking to them. The ambitious young girl decided to have the trio work for her. Thus, she had visited their guardian—the old man on Skid Row—to bargain for them many times.


      She had visited his turf more than ten times with nothing to show for it.


      “I admire your conviction, Ana, so I ain’t gonna stop you, but why’re you so dead set on this? Can’t this wait a while?”


      “Ugh, Uncle, you really are way too easygoing sometimes. Listen, I’m not sayin’ the fastest always wins, but the fastest does have an edge. Take me—if you hadn’t found me in the alley that day, I wouldn’t be sittin’ here pretty drinkin’ milk now, would I?”


      “………”


      “If some other kid got attacked in the alley before I did, you would’ve saved them and we never would’ve met. Then right about now, I’d be—”


      “Now that’s a dumb thing to worry about.”


      Anastasia stopped mid–finger wag, her eyes wide with question marks. Ricardo cupped Anastasia’s cheeks firmly in his huge paws and said, “Thing about me is I don’t go around rescuing just anybody. Now don’t get me wrong. Slave traders make my stomach churn, so I probably would’ve beaten the crap outta them anyway, but don’t think I would’ve taken care of this other kid after that.”


      “…So you’re saying I’m special?”


      “Yeah. A special kind of filthy—ow, ow, ow!”


      “Uncle, you big dummy!”


      After she tore a tuft of fur off Ricardo’s chest, Anastasia stormed out of the tavern, screeching all the way. Ricardo watched her go with a sour look on his face and muttered, “What’s her deal…?”


      “Oh my, my. Now you’ve done it, Ricardo.”


      “I’ll pay for Ana’s drinks, no need to worry.”


      “Oh, I ain’t worried about that, you hopeless oaf. I feel sorry for poor Ana.”


      Without another word, the matron cleared Ana’s milk glass. Ricardo mulled over her words with a perplexed frown, which only grew deeper with each passing second—


      “Chee-hee-hee—looks like you’re havin’ the time of your life, my brother.”


      “What?”


      A man had suddenly appeared in the chair Anastasia had been sitting in. Flinching at the overly friendly voice, Ricardo turned to look at him. After a moment of confusion, his eyes shot wide open.


      It was a tanuki-man, with long brownish fur and distinctive black markings around the eyes and ears. He was small in stature, even for one of his race, but that did not mean he could be underestimated. The gleam in his eyes made it clear his cunning more than made up for his size.


      But Ricardo’s surprise was not due to his visitor’s appearance. This man was inextricably tied to a memory Ricardo would rather forget.


      “……Reisel.”


      “Chee-hee-hee, honored you remember me… And I see you’re still wearing that collar.”


      The tanuki-man—Reisel—let out a chittering laugh, eyeing the cold, heavy metal around Ricardo’s thick, corded neck.
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      Of the ten major cities that made up the federation of Kararagi, Banan was the second most prominent.


      Due to its central location, Banan was in many ways a nexus that defied simple definition. For better or worse, it was a melting pot of many different cultures.


      Notably, the architectural style known as Jabaneez that was rare in other countries could be found here in spades. Kimono were also a common sight on its streets. And it was in these streets of this unique melting pot where Anastasia marched after she bolted out of the tavern with her cheeks puffed out in anger.


      “Honestly! Uncle just doesn’t know the first thing about a girl’s heart…!”


      In her anger, Anastasia’s heart was a turbulent storm of grievances about Ricardo. Their argument in the tavern had only made her feel even more frustrated. She wished Ricardo would think a little more before he talked. How much she trusted him and how much he trusted her were totally at odds.


      Considering her current capabilities, she supposed it made some sense…


      “But that’s exactly why I’ve gotta walk faster to catch up… Uncle and everyone else is so far ahead of me.”


      Anastasia wouldn’t go as far to say the fastest was always the best, but it was a fact that whoever was faster had the advantage. Just as she had explained to Ricardo in the tavern, these were the principles she lived her life by.


      And Anastasia was all too aware of how behind she was. Try as she might to speed up, she couldn’t seem to catch up. And the last thing she wanted to do was resent the people around her who’d gotten themselves a head start. That would only cheapen her own self-worth.


      “Your greatest asset is always yourself. Without that, there’s no tomorrow…”


      Anastasia bit her lip and stared down at her hands. They were small. There was a time she tried to hold ten coins at once and found it was impossible. It was a discouraging realization for someone who had so many things she wanted to grab ahold of and so many things she wanted to hold on to.


      “That’s why I’ve gotta make Uncle and Mimi and her brothers all mine…”


      “Ohhh? Talkin’ about Mimi? What’s wrong? Somethin’ happen?”


      “Ah.”


      The moment she looked up from her hands, an adorable little cat-person with orange fur and a big smile bounded into view. It was Mimi.


      As Anastasia’s eyes opened wide from the unexpected meeting, Mimi flicked her tail around and said, “Oh yeah, did you swing by Roshi’s place? It smelled like you, so I had a hunch.”


      “Ahh, yeah, I did. I keep asking him if I can have you and your brothers, because I want you all, but I can’t seem to get him to agree…”


      “Gya-ha-ha-ha! You want Mimi and her brothers?! Wooo-wee! You’ve got good eyes, Lil’ Missy! But Mimi and her brothers don’t come cheap! We eat ten bowls of rice with every meal!”


      “What a steal! I’ll buy!”


      “Sooooold!”


      As Mimi cheerfully threw her hands up in the air, Anastasia flung her arms around her and Mimi hugged her right back. Anastasia would have loved to seal the deal right then and there, but…


      “S-sis, you can’t agree just like that. Roshi’ll be mad…”


      “Oh, he’ll be angry, all right. Listen to him, Sister.”


      Two cat-boys who looked very similar to Mimi had joined them—her younger brothers, Hetaro and TB.


      These three were the cat-people siblings Anastasia wanted. She sometimes bumped into the cute little trio when she was out and about. Every time, she tried to win them over, but negotiations were proving quite difficult without the consent of their guardian.


      Now that she had all three siblings together, Anastasia hugged Mimi even harder as she addressed the resistance coming from her brothers.


      “Mmm…! I see how it is. You boys are siding with the old man. Mimi, you’re my only friend!”


      “That’s right! Mimi is a friend to all the weak! I’m friends with Hetaro and TB! Roshi is super-duper strong, so I don’t care about him! He’s the worst!”


      “Yeah, Roshi is a powerful foe. Do you guys know if he has a weakness?” Anastasia asked innocently.


      “Wouldn’t it be weird if we told you something like that…?” Hetaro said with a sheepish smile. He looked just like Mimi, except with a little less fight and a little more softness. Adorable.


      TB folded his arms and agreed. “Weird, indeed.” He had a much more intellectual face. Also adorable.


      “Besides, there’s a lot about Roshi that even we don’t know,” TB explained. “Sometimes he acts like he’s keeping something from us…”


      Mimi latched on to TB’s explanation and smirked within Anastasia’s embrace. “Oh yeah! Wasn’t he kinda like that today? When he told us to scram because somebody was coming! Incomprehensible!”


      “Oh, um, Sis, that was probably…” Hetaro tried to stop her, but he was too late.


      “Hmm… So Roshi is meeting someone in secret, eh?”


      “………”


      “That explains why he was extra stubborn about getting rid of me today. Iiinteresting. Now I’m seein’ the whole picture. But if this is all true, then…”


      “Ooh? Looks like she’s thinkin’ real hard?” Mimi said as she spun around in Anastasia’s arms.


      Anastasia seemed oblivious to the fact that she was now hugging the cat-girl from behind. Her mind was too busy to notice. Her pale yellow eyes flickered like fire.


      Hetaro and TB gulped. It felt as though they had inadvertently opened a door they weren’t supposed to.


      “Um, so, there’s…actually someplace we have to go. Right, Brother?”


      “Y-yes, that’s right! So…we must be on our way. Come, Sister.”


      “Huh? Was there something? Can’t it wait until we chat with her some more?”


      “S-sister!” “S-sis!”


      Hetaro and TB were both antsy, but their suggestion only seemed to confuse Mimi. And thus, their plan ended in failure.


      “Mimi, boys, got a minute? I’ve got a favor to ask you.”


      When they saw the devilish smirk on Anastasia’s face, Hetaro’s and TB’s shoulders slumped.


      They already knew what was coming next.


      “Oooh, you’ve got it! Mimi’s a friend to the weak, so she can’t say noooo!”


      Her brothers knew from experience that Mimi would never turn down a request for help.
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      The clink of glasses echoed in the back of the tavern. The dog-man and tanuki-man sat across from each other. Since they’d asked the bar matron to give them some space, nobody was around to overhear them.


      The tanuki-man brought his glass to his lips, smiling over the liquor and their reunion.


      “It’s been, what, five years since we went our separate ways? It’s a miracle we’re both still breathin’.”


      “Sure is. You were always reckless and causin’ trouble. I assumed you’d be dead less than a month after you left.”


      “Chee-hee-hee, them’s fightin’ words! Hot talk, coming from the guy who pissed off a prison guard and got beaten half to death.”


      Reisel, the tanuki-man, roughly clapped Ricardo on the shoulder as he spoke. Ricardo was twice his size, but he didn’t protest despite the tanuki-man’s lack of manners. It was the way Ricardo quietly sipped his drink that made Reisel’s black eyes narrow in concern. That was new for him.


      “You’re awfully quiet, Ricardo. That’s not how the man known as ‘the Hound’ should act.”


      “A quiet mood calls for quiet drinking. Anyway, I’m findin’ it hard to believe you just happened to bump into me. What do you want?”


      “Nice of you to save me the trouble of building up to it. Glad you developed a sense of humor, Brother.”


      Reisel downed the rest of his drink and set the glass on the table with a heavy sigh. His breath reeked of alcohol. Seeing the dissatisfaction in his old acquaintance’s eyes, Ricardo continued. “Well, if you just wanted to reminisce with an old friend, we’d be drunk by now.”


      “Heh. Why would I do a dumb thing like that? You’re damn right, though. The fact that you made sure we were alone shows you still know how things work.”


      “………”
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      “Chee-hee-hee, I’m talkin’ about your slave grit. Well, I can tell that part of you is alive and well by lookin’ at your neck.”


      Reisel spat out the words, pointing at the band on Ricardo’s neck and cackling. But a bitterness colored his gaze; it was obvious his laughter was not sincere.


      Ricardo did not blame him. The band around his neck was the mark of a slave—a mark that Reisel had once worn as well. A slave collar was a metia that forbade its wearer from defying orders. Ricardo’s collar had lost its binding powers long ago, but Ricardo had kept wearing it as a reminder.


      So it was understandable that for a former slave, the sight of the band was not at all pleasant.


      “If we wanna talk in secret or swap tools, we gotta be careful a guard doesn’t spot us. That’s why a lone wolf can’t survive in a kennel. You remember, don’t you?”


      “If you look at this collar and think I don’t remember, you need a new set of eyes.”


      “—Hey. You remember, don’t you?”


      “………”


      When Reisel repeated the question, Ricardo sighed quietly. Then he turned to fully face Reisel and said, “I remember. This is about the debt I owe you. Right?”


      “Ah, good. That’s a relief to hear. Otherwise, everything I’ve done to get here would’ve been worthless.”


      “……What do you want me to do?”


      “Oh, it’s simple, really. Several days from now, a certain item is gonna be transported outta this city. I’m gonna ambush the transport and steal the cargo. And you’re gonna help me do it.”


      When Reisel’s lips twisted into a sneer as he made the request, Ricardo squinted one eye shut and snorted. It was exactly the sort of proposition he imagined the tanuki-man would bring him. He had been hoping to be proven wrong, but no such luck this time.


      “You’re still in that racket? If they catch you, they’ll do more than slap a collar on your neck.”


      “I didn’t ask for your life advice. So whaddaya say? You in?”


      “…Why me? I still don’t know all the details, but there’s plenty of guys you could’ve asked. Why’d you go out of your way to recruit an old friend? It don’t make any sense.”


      “Chee-hee-hee, don’t try to use your brain too much ’cause it’s not worth a damn. What I need is that brute strength of yours. Cards on the table, I’ve worked with all sorts of guys these last couple of years, but none of them can hold a flame to you.”


      Ricardo paused for a moment, not at all pleased by the backhanded compliment. In short, Reisel was proposing a heist, just like old times. It made him want to laugh.


      The most logical course of action was to turn him down. As a freed slave, Ricardo made an honest living as a bodyguard with Chuden Company.


      He had absolutely no reason to throw that all away to become a rootless bandit.


      The answer was obvious—


      “Okay, I’ll do it.”


      Ricardo nodded, accepting the ridiculous proposition.


      “Ooh, that’s my guy! I knew you’d say that, Brother!”


      “You’re a slippery one, all right. You slapped this on me knowing I couldn’t turn you down.”


      “Well, of course. You think I’m stupid enough to take on a fight I know I’ll lose? Ah, but that’s a load off my shoulders.”


      With another snicker, Reisel waved his hand to call over the bar matron. He ordered another round of drinks and was gearing up for a celebratory toast.


      Before the matron could return to their table, Ricardo turned to the cheerful tanuki-man and asked, “You said you wanna nab all the cargo, but that’s gonna be a buncha different things. What’re you really after?”


      Reisel’s eyes crinkled as he smiled and said, “What am I really after? The metia the rich collect as a hobby, obviously.”


      Ricardo stared at the now empty seat across from him, then downed his drink again. He had lost count of how many he’d had, and he couldn’t taste anything, though it wasn’t the liquor’s fault. Under the circumstances, anything would’ve tasted just as bad.


      Even after Reisel had departed, Ricardo stayed behind at the tavern, drinking long into the night.


      “That friend of yours didn’t seem very upstanding, did he?” the matron murmured quietly to Ricardo as she took his empty glass. The tavern wasn’t exactly bustling, but if Ricardo strained his ears, snippets of nearby conversations reached his ears. He was grateful for the atmosphere. It let him stay there without bothering the matron or the other customers.


      “Where’d you meet him?” she asked.


      “Same place where we both got these collars. Unlike me, the collar didn’t suit him.”


      “……I see.”


      As Ricardo fingered the collar on his neck and cracked jokes, the matron ceased to question him further. Grateful for her discretion, Ricardo wiped his mouth with his hand and stood up.


      “That fellow paid for the drinks—yours included.”


      “Did he? Well, I guess he owes me that much.”


      “But you still haven’t paid for Ana’s milk yet.”


      “What? She didn’t pay…?”


      With disappointment lingering in his mouth, Ricardo fished some coins out of his pocket and handed them over. Then, with a wave to the matron, he turned to leave the tavern when…


      “I’m not about to start lecturing you on getting involved in some dangerous business, but…all I’ll say is think about Ana.”


      “Whoa, why so sentimental all of a sudden? Strange thing for a barkeep to say… But you’ve got a point…” With a grim smirk at the matron’s warning, Ricardo stopped at the tavern entrance and turned to look at her with determination in his eyes.


      “Don’t tell Ana about any of this. If she comes biting and clawing at me, I’ll lose that fight.”
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      “Well, Roshi’s… He’s a suuuuper-confusing old man! But he’s also super strong!”


      When Anastasia asked the cat-people kids about Roshi as they walked along the road, Mimi flapped her arms and gave a nonsensical description. Upon hearing this, Anastasia smiled and said, “So what’s he really like? Hetaro? TB?”


      “S-sis’s description isn’t wrong, actually. Roshi really is mysterious…,” Hetaro stammered.


      “He saved our lives by taking us in. But we’ve never heard much about his past. We’ve been with him for three years, but we’re only five years old…”


      “So Roshi’s been taking care of you guys for over half your lives,” Anastasia confirmed.


      The trio nodded their heads. Cat-people had short lifespans. From what Anastasia knew, they reached full maturity in about a year and remained that way for the rest of their lives.


      Mimi and her brothers had been two years old when they met Roshi, meaning the trio was no different now from how they were back then. In other words, they were fully cognizant and had no trouble remembering things, so that wasn’t the issue.


      “Roshi taught us how to live,” TB said. “After our parents abandoned us, it was only because of our sister and Roshi that we didn’t get trafficked on Skid Row.”


      “True, Mimi fought real hard for everyone’s sake! But when her belly was slashed, she thought she’d die! Wooo-wee! That was a close one!”


      “Uh, I’m surprised you can talk about that ordeal so casually…”


      Anastasia rubbed her own belly and smiled uncomfortably, while Mimi’s brothers looked at their sister with incredible tenderness in their eyes. Anastasia imagined it had been a traumatic ordeal for the three of them, but they had managed to overcome it in their own way.


      “And Roshi was the one who rescued you guys when you were in danger?” Anastasia asked.


      “Yes, that’s right,” TB replied. “Roshi took us home with him and taught us all sorts of things.”


      “He taught Mimi how to be strong! He taught TB how to study! He taught Hetaro how to be cowardly!”


      “C-cautious, Sis, not cowardly!” Hetaro nervously protested.


      Anastasia could see what Mimi was getting at. Roshi had recognized each sibling’s potential and drawn it out. In that regard, he had helped raise them. He made Mimi stronger; he made TB wiser—


      “And he raised Hetaro to be cautious to the point of cowardice,” Anastasia finished.


      “Exactly! A big scaredy-cat!”


      “Sis…”


      Hetaro had been promoted from coward to big coward. When he slumped dejectedly, Mimi gave him a poke and innocently asked, “What’s wrong?”


      TB’s ears piqued up and he said, “I’m sure you’ve noticed this, Miss Ana, but Roshi is no ordinary man. We didn’t know this about him at first, but I’ve noticed how strange he is. Because he—”


      “—He couldn’t teach you all sorts of things without knowing all sorts of things, right?” Anastasia answered for him.


      A perplexed look filled TB’s face. “……Right.”


      The old man had taken in three cat-people off the street and given each of them personalized training…and yet he spent his years living on Skid Row, one of the darkest underbellies of the Kararagi city-states. There had to be more to the old man than what met the eye.


      “Well, I don’t really care what his secret is,” Anastasia said. “I just need to know how to extort him.”


      “Whaaat?! You’re going to extort him?!”


      “Ah, well, extort isn’t the right word! I meant I need to get a good hand of cards to hold peaceful negotiations.”


      “P-peaceful negotiations, you say…?”


      Now that TB and Hetaro knew what Anastasia’s guidelines were, they were starting to grasp the situation. But by the time they reached that point in the conversation, it was already too late. They were fast approaching the house where Roshi and the siblings lived.


      They walked straight on in and—


      “I have a favor to ask!”


      “Whooooaaahhht?! What’s going on, what’s going—? What’s! Going! On?!”


      Anastasia threw the wooden shutter open and marched boldly into the house with Mimi and her brothers in tow. Roshi, who had been sitting cross-legged on the floor, had his eyelids peeled back in shock, but he quickly realized who had walked into his home.


      “Hey now, it ain’t even been a day since I drove you away, and you’re already barging in again? Could you be a bigger pest?”


      Anastasia glanced around the little house and murmured, “Uh-huh… Looks like your little visitor is gone.”


      “Visitor, you say? Where did you hear—? Hey! You little rascals! Did you say something?!” Roshi roared at the siblings.


      Unlike her anxious brothers, Mimi wore a dissatisfied pout and said, “Ehh, who cares if we told her? Besides, was it a she-cret? Were we supposed to keep it hush-hush? You never told us that!”


      “Agh, damn it. I didn’t tell you, did I?! But I shouldn’t have to tell you every time—a damn hassle if you ask me! Also, it’s not ‘she-cret,’ it’s ‘secret,’ you stupid girl.”


      “It takes one to know one, stupid Roshi! Wait, that means Mimi’s stupid, too! Ah-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


      As Roshi cradled his head, Mimi kicked her legs and rolled around the room. Ignoring that ball of chaos for the moment, Roshi turned his gaze to Anastasia.


      “You’ve got some nerve meddling in a man’s family affairs, you bloody fool.”


      “I was going to say you only have yourself to blame for not raising them better, but my parents abandoned me, too, so they never raised me properly neither. So when you deal with me, what you see is what you get.”


      “………”


      “Ideally, I’d hear this straight from your visitor, but it looks like I got here a little too late. Still, I don’t wanna go home with nothing.”


      With that, Anastasia’s eyes narrowed to slits as she pointed at Roshi’s hands. In them was what appeared to be a letter. He had been sitting on the floor reading it, which was what had delayed his reaction when his home had been invaded.


      “What’s the letter say?” she asked.


      “…It says what my job is,” Roshi answered curtly.


      He could have evaded the question, but he answered truthfully. That made Anastasia’s follow-up question very straightforward.


      “I dunno what kind of job it is, but…can you actually do it? In your condition?”


      “………”


      “His…condition? What do you mean?” Hetaro was the one who broke the silence, blinking in confusion at his silent master. TB looked just as uneasy as his brother. Only Mimi gave an inquisitive look of innocence.


      Under everyone’s gazes, Roshi exhaled deeply and said, “Nosy little brat. How’d you find out?”


      “It’s a well-known story on Skid Row—and you were about that age. Also, it’s pretty obvious just lookin’ at you,” Anastasia replied.


      “You know what it is? You’ve got nosy eyes.”


      Cursing under his breath, Roshi glared sharply at Anastasia, but she didn’t so much as flinch under the old man’s piercing gaze. This only made Roshi curse louder. Then—


      “Roshi! Don’t try to hide it from us! What does she mean by your condition?”


      Hetaro’s voice cracked as he hounded Roshi. The fierceness in the ordinarily reserved boy’s voice was a testament to his desperation.


      Roshi quietly stared him in the eye and said, “Trust your gut—how many times did I teach you kids that lesson? You already know the answer. I don’t have much time left.”


      Hetaro stifled a whimper.


      “You already knew it, and you wouldn’t stop comin’ here to pester me. You really are a pesky little shit, I swear.”


      Roshi petted Hetaro’s head while he snapped at Anastasia. But she did not insert herself into the conversation.


      “Hey, Roshi, are you gonna die?”


      It was Mimi who cut in like she often did, with a painfully direct question that made her brothers flinch, but Roshi broke into a smile.


      “Yeah, that’s right. I’m gonna die. Sorry, but it looks like death’s comin’ for me sooner than expected.”


      “Oh, well, that’s too bad. Hetaro and TB are still little kids, though, so if you die, I’m gonna be super worried about ’em.”


      “You’re the same age!” Roshi jabbed, a smile still on his face. Then he spread out the letter on his lap and tapped it with his finger. “This is gonna be my last job. And I ain’t gonna let nobody gripe about it. Tomboy, I hate to ask this of you, but…”


      “Yup. I’ll take good care of Mimi and her brothers,” Anastasia answered proudly.


      Roshi’s smile fell. “At least lemme finish.”


      Then he looked at Hetaro and TB, who had still not quite accepted the truth, and raised his arms.


      “C’mere, kids.”


      Mimi took their stiff hands and dragged them along with her into Roshi’s chest. The old man hugged the three siblings tight and said, “You’re my little kittens…and I couldn’t be prouder of you. I mean it.”


      “Mm-hmm. Hey…Roshi?” Mimi looked up from his embrace.


      Seeing himself in the reflection of her round eyes, Roshi asked quietly, “What is it, child?”


      Mimi started with a nervous “ummmm…” before she took a step back and said, “Sorry?”


      “Eh? Gaugh!”


      In an instant, Mimi’s tail delivered a hard chop to the back of Roshi’s neck. Late to react, Roshi let out an agonizing groan, his eyes rolling back into his skull. Hetaro and TB sprang into action, quickly grabbing a rope. Their swift teamwork trussed the old man right up.


      “That’s quite the routine you guys got there…but what’s this all about?” Anastasia murmured vacantly, not sure what to make of this.


      The siblings made sure Roshi was securely tied before Mimi answered, “Well, if we leave him be, Roshi’s gonna work himself to death, isn’t he? That’s not right! And we won’t let him!”


      “What little time he has left, we want to spend it with him…,” Hetaro said.


      “And we knew that Sister would not take this lying down,” TB added.


      That was when Anastasia understood that their shared blessing was how they had coordinated without so much as a word. The boys understood exactly what their chaotic sister wanted to do. It made perfect sense why Roshi didn’t even get a chance to react.


      What’s more, this situation was working out well for Anastasia, too.


      Her original plan did not have room for Roshi dying on his final job.


      “Turns out I wasn’t the only one waitin’ for a chance to snatch this job away from him. I’m surprised.”


      “Huh? Wait, Miss Ana, do you mean…?”


      “Come on, Hetaro. You weren’t just gonna toss the job aside, either, were you?”


      She hadn’t planned on simply ignoring the old man’s mission. To Roshi, this job was clearly very important. So important that he would risk what little time he had left instead of spending it with the kids.


      “Lemme see here…,” Anastasia said, opening Roshi’s letter and scanning it.


      Mimi stuck her chin on Anastasia’s shoulder. “Ooh, what’s it say? Can Mimi and friends handle it? Can we? Can we?”


      As Anastasia’s eyes danced over the letters on the page, she felt Mimi’s head rest on her shoulder. Then she wetted her lips and said, “Well… Looks like this job is to collect some strange metia.”
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      Ricardo’s first meeting with Reisel was on a cold, hard floor. The slave quarters were so crowded that it was a living hell. The only difference between there and hell was that one held only sinners while the other held anyone who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. And that was precisely how Ricardo had ended up in chains.


      It didn’t take long for his defiant behavior to tick off the guard in charge of the slave quarters. He hated the guard’s arrogant attitude, and the guard resented Ricardo for never losing his spirit even after being enslaved.


      This supervisor would often summon Ricardo for no reason whatsoever, use his slave collar to hurt him, beat him to his heart’s content, then throw him in solitary confinement.


      The violence escalated with each passing day, leaving fresh wounds before the old wounds had a chance to heal. This lasted for over two months. Near the end, Ricardo had resigned himself to death.


      “Chee-hee-hee! Damn, you’re really something. After all that abuse, you’re still kickin’?”


      Then one day, a tanuki-man popped his head into Ricardo’s cell and looked him in the eye.


      Reisel had really made the rounds in the slave quarters. The guards all regarded him well, and it was thanks to Reisel that the supervisor stopped torturing Ricardo.


      He was still a slave, but his life in the slave quarters became much easier. Naturally, slaves endured hard labor, they weren’t fed proper meals, and many died from exhaustion.


      But Ricardo’s robust constitution had helped him survive without breaking.


      “Why’d you save me?” Ricardo once asked Reisel as they were digging into the side of a mountain together.


      After a brief look of confusion, Reisel quickly nodded and answered, “As you can see, I’m a weak, little tanuki-man. I need a little muscle to help me survive this place. And you fit the bill, my man.”


      “That so…? Well, all right, then.”


      He was grateful to Reisel. He was the reason Ricardo had survived, no doubt about that. But despite the gratitude he felt, Ricardo could not bring himself to like Reisel.


      There was this murkiness in his eyes, like scummy pond water. For some reason, Ricardo had been certain that Reisel would never reveal what lurked in the depths of his soul.


      And he had been right. During their excavation job, Reisel instigated an uprising and used that as cover to escape.


      Ricardo played no part in the escape, but the guards surrounded him, accusing him of having knowledge of Reisel’s plot, and beat him within an inch of his life. It was a miracle he was still alive. After that, he put in the work and did his time until he earned his freedom.


      And now, still wearing the slave collar he had every right to remove, he sat beside Reisel just as he had so long ago…


      “I heard you caught hell after I left,” Reisel said as Ricardo sat on the ground and looked at the mountain path below.


      The question was vague, but Ricardo immediately knew what Reisel was talking about. He scratched his head with his massive hand and said, “Yeah, I did. They said I must’ve known about the plot since we were friends, and they nearly beat me to death.”


      “Sorry about that. I honestly didn’t think they’d come after you so hard. And I was desperate then. Made some stupid mistakes.”


      “Don’t bother sugarcoating it. The guards puttin’ all their focus on me was part of your plan. That’s what I was there for, right?”


      The deep growl in Ricardo’s question made Reisel narrow his eyes and choose silence. They were on a rocky mountain path outside Banan where the farrow cart they wanted to rob was scheduled to pass through. Ricardo and Reisel hid in the tree line, observing the mountain road below and waiting for their chance to strike.


      Their trip down memory lane was simply a way to pass the time.


      “Oh…don’t usually see that bird flyin’ around here,” Ricardo murmured as he looked up at the bird chirping directly overhead.


      “Why’d you do it?” Reisel suddenly asked.


      “Eh?”


      “If you knew the truth, why’d you agree to help with this job? You’d be right to say you owe me nothing and send me on my way.”


      As Ricardo peered up at the sky, Reisel looked over at him with a disgusted sneer. Ricardo shrugged, clicked his tongue against his fangs, and said, “Does it really matter why? You used me as a decoy, and you also rescued me from solitary. Those are two different things. A debt is a debt, and I mean to repay it. But you’ve gotta keep your promise, too.”


      “Nobody dies. We just take the cargo and scram, right?”


      “I don’t want people to die for some pointless reason. I’ve got my own position to consider, too.”


      Glaring hard at Reisel, Ricardo drew a hard line in the sand. Reisel agreed, raising both hands and nodding in resignation.


      “I don’t care how you do it. As long as they’re down and out, we’re golden,” Reisel assured him. “Luckily, the security isn’t impressive. I’ve already convinced the driver to cooperate, too.”


      “You’re a shrewd bastard—is it almost time?”


      Ricardo snorted as he twisted around, sensing a subtle shift in the air. And then, preceded by the distant sound of carriage wheels, the farrow cart slowly came into view.


      Farrows were docile animals. They had more physical endurance than land dragons or ligers and were prized work animals even outside of Kararagi. But they were just as timid as they were docile.


      If somebody howled at them from above, they were liable to freeze in terror.


      “Groaaaaar!!”


      Ricardo bounded down the cliff swinging his ax and howling. The moment they heard him, the farrows pulling the cart stiffened and cried out in terror, bringing the cart to a dead stop.


      All Ricardo had to do now was take care of the security while the driver Reisel had paid off would handle the cart—


      “Mmf?!”


      A flash of light low to the ground sent Ricardo flying.


      The attack had come from seemingly nowhere. Had he evaded even a moment later, his head would have come clean off. Ricardo’s gaze shot to his attacker as all his hair stood on end.


      “Huh, can’t believe you dodged that. Here I thought you were just a suicidal thief, but you’ve got moves.”


      A slender rabbit-person with white fur and blades as long as he was tall was glaring at Ricardo with his red eyes. His kimono and the distinctive leaf in his teeth was instantly recognizable.


      Security isn’t impressive, my ass… Damn you, Reisel. You got duped.


      The rabbit-person with two white scabbards was none other than…


      “So it’s you—Shiroro Tonerico, the Beheader!”


      “Oh? You’ve heard of me. That was a stupid stunt you pulled back there, considering you know who I am.”


      Shiroro swung his swords menacingly, letting the blades sing in the wind. He was barely over three feet tall, only half Ricardo’s size, but he was a powerhouse with the skill and strength of a master.


      The Beheader was one of the captains of the Silver Mercenary group that employed many beast people. Tales of his exploits had spread far and wide. Rumor had it that he had claimed ten heads. Ricardo hoped that was an exaggeration, but judging by the attack he had just evaded, that would be too much to hope for.


      “I took you for a despicable coward who won’t show their face at first, but I admit you’re not a bad fighter,” Shiroro spat at Ricardo as he pointed his blade at him. “Why don’t you lose those stuffy clothes, be a man, and show me your face.”


      Ricardo was reflected in the outstretched blade, his face hidden by a deep hood.


      If he didn’t want anyone to die, he couldn’t let anyone see his face. That was why he had disguised himself, but it was becoming increasingly doubtful that his original stipulation would be possible given the rapidly changing circumstances.


      Naturally, he still hoped nobody would die, but his greatest worry in that moment was that he wouldn’t be alive for much longer.


      In these circumstances, it went without saying that Reisel’s original plan to rob the farrow cart was also a wash—


      “What’s this?”


      Hearing a quiet voice directly behind him, Shiroro leaped to the side. His sensitive ears had picked up the sound of a wheel violently biting into the earth as it rolled forward, taking the farrow cart along with it.


      Naturally, Ricardo also leaped to the side to avoid collision with the cart. Ricardo tumbled as the farrow cart rushed past him. And in the driver’s seat—


      Ricardo’s eyes met Reisel’s for a split second before the cart raced away. And as his old acquaintance left Ricardo in the dust, there was not a hint of concern in the tanuki-man’s eyes.


      A cloud of dirt and sand flew into the air. As Ricardo spat to get the dust out of his mouth, he realized something—Reisel hadn’t been duped by faulty information. He’d known all along that this farrow cart would be heavily guarded. That was why he had enlisted Ricardo.


      He brought Ricardo along not as somebody who he knew could win, but as somebody who could buy him just enough time to escape.


      “Whoa now, I don’t exactly understand what’s happening here…but I find it a little hard to believe that my driver just happened to think fast there.”


      Ricardo stared at Shiroro in silence.


      “On that note, sorry, but I’ve got to make this quick. Gotta lop off your head and chase after ’em. The boss’ll yell my ear off if I don’t.”


      Shiroro cracked his neck and raised the white scabbards sheathing his handguard-free swords. Ricardo’s focus shifted entirely away from the farrow cart as his opponent’s hostility washed over him.


      Reisel had deceived him again, but he didn’t have time to be angry. He needed to concentrate on figuring out how to take down this man.


      “…That thick neck of yours—I’m going to enjoy slicing it wide open.”


      With two flashes of silver, Shiroro cut straight through the wind to lop off Ricardo’s head.
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      “You never change no matter how far you’ve come, have you? The bigger a guy is, the less he uses his brain. They’re fine with that, so they don’t bother using their brains. Isn’t it the same with you?”


      “………”


      “Oh, that’s right. You can’t talk anymore.”


      With a smirk on his face, Reisel kicked the body beside him. The slumped-over driver’s neck had been slit wide open, and he’d long since died.


      The driver’s corpse tumbled forward out of the farrow cart and off the cliff. Without even watching him fall, Reisel grinned at his hands in satisfaction.


      He increased the speed of the farrow cart, distancing himself farther from Ricardo’s fight with the guard. He had a good grasp of what Ricardo was capable of, and he knew he didn’t stand a chance against the Beheader.


      All Ricardo could do was buy him some time before he died. Once he did, anyone who could connect Reisel to this heist would stay silent forever.


      All that remained now—


      “I just have to hand over the item, and my end of the job will be finished.”


      Reisel rummaged in his pouch and pulled out a scroll. It was a manifest of the goods loaded on the farrow cart, including the item Reisel was after.


      Naturally, he would make good use of the rest of the cargo as well, but in his line of work, not being too greedy was the secret to longevity. There were many other secrets to a long life, and when he thought about them, it was a wonder how Ricardo had even managed to survive all those years.


      “Whether it’s the devil’s luck or bad luck, it doesn’t make much difference when you’re gonna die today.”


      He had no interest in pointless questions like What is the meaning of life? but if he had to assign Ricardo’s life a meaning, then it would be this day.


      Ricardo had been born to make Reisel’s wish come true today.


      “Chee-hee-hee, thank you, my brother. You’re going to give me a very bright future.”


      As he chittered through his teeth, Reisel drove the farrow cart along the designated path, made sure he wasn’t being followed, then began to check the cargo.


      And unable to contain his impatience any longer, when he looked inside at the cargo—


      “Huh?”


      Reisel let out a dumb gasp as he stood frozen in the cart, which was filled with nothing but empty wooden crates.
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      “B-but was it really supposed to go this well?” Hetaro asked nervously.


      “This goes to show that people have a surprisingly hard time figurin’ out what they’re really lookin’ at,” Anastasia said with a smile, petting Hetaro’s head as he sat timidly beside her. “Though I am relieved everything went well for us.”


      The two were sitting atop the driver’s seat of a cart. As he drove the ligers pulling the cart, Hetaro kept glancing nervously over his shoulder.


      They weren’t being pursued, but Anastasia understood why he was worried.


      “Don’t worry, they can’t catch us,” she assured him. “We’re goin’ in the opposite direction, so they won’t catch up to us before we’ve switched out the cargo.”


      “Well, you may be right, but still…”


      Overly cautious, Hetaro still couldn’t shake his anxieties. Funnily enough, this plan relied on Hetaro’s cautiousness to work. In fact, without Hetaro’s hypervigilance, it was questionable whether the plan would have succeeded.


      Anastasia and the cat-siblings had made the decision to tie up Roshi and do his job for him. His task was to obtain a metia in the cargo of a cart, but Anastasia and her crew did not expect it to be an easy mission.


      “Roshi would be angry with us if we got in danger instead of him,” Anastasia explained.


      They had hatched this plot explicitly to keep Roshi out of danger, so if the stress of their exploits took a toll on Roshi’s fragile constitution and hastened his death, all their efforts would have been in vain. (Really, though, they wanted to avoid death entirely.)


      In any case, despite their complex task, the plan Anastasia came up with was extremely simple—swap out the cargo.


      “We checked out our target farrow cart before anything went down and prepped identical cargo. All we had to do after that was make the interior look similar and swap everything out before the cart took off.”


      “But that was easier said than done…,” Hetaro argued.


      “Mimi and TB did their task well, didn’t they? They distracted the driver, the guard-bunny followed them; then they sneaked in while the others were gone… They really pulled it off.”


      Though not there at present, Mimi and TB had assisted Anastasia and Hetaro by swapping out the cargo. They were to rendezvous in a predetermined spot and pat each other on the back for a successful mission.


      That being said, it didn’t matter how thick or thin a rope was—tightrope walking was still tightrope walking. Hetaro was extremely anxious, and there was little Anastasia could do about it.


      But this was merely a baseless worry of Anastasia’s—


      “Miss Ana, remember when the slave traders captured us, and I cut a map into my belly?”


      “………”


      “I thought so then and I still think so now—you’re a crazy lady, Miss Ana. Just like my sister.”


      Hetaro told Anastasia this with a smile. Anastasia’s eyes widened for a moment, then her face softened into a smile.


      “I see, I see. Well, can you hold the reins for a bit, then? I’m gonna go check on the cargo. If Roshi’s metia isn’t there, this’ll all have been for nothin’.”


      “All right. Be careful.”


      Anastasia handed the reins to Hetaro and stepped inside the covered bed of the cart. It contained quite the interesting collection of goods.


      Surrounded by mostly art and fabrics, Anastasia made some quick calculations and clutched her head. The value of the goods in the cart was close to the amount of money Anastasia needed to accomplish her goals. However…


      “No, Anastasia,” she said to herself. “We’ve gotta give everything besides the metia back to its owner. In the words of Hoshin, ‘Cheap methods lead to a cheap life.’ Besides, cutting corners is just shameful.”


      If she built her fortune on some get-rich-quick scheme rather than earning it by the sweat of her brow, she could easily fall onto the wrong path. It was all too easy for Anastasia to imagine.


      She made the conscious decision to do things the right way, and she was proud of it. Anastasia slapped both cheeks in a show of her resolve, then looked around the cart to find the item they had come for.


      “Interesting. Still so young yet surprisingly respectable.”


      Anastasia’s eyes opened wide when she heard an unfamiliar voice. She snapped back to look for a stowaway or a bandit hiding somewhere in the cart. Either way, Anastasia couldn’t imagine any scenario where this person wasn’t an enemy.


      Anastasia thought fast. She had to call Hetaro for help. However…


      “Not so fast. I’m not going to hurt you. I just wanted to see what kind of person came to destroy me… I couldn’t help myself.”


      “Um……who are you?”


      Anastasia used the breath she was going to use to cry for help to ask a question instead. Taking this as a sign that negotiations were on the table, the unseen stranger laughed faintly.


      As Anastasia shivered in fear, the lid of the wooden box in the corner of the cart was tapped softly from the inside. Knock…knock…knock…


      “……Are you stuck in there?” Anastasia asked.


      “It appears so. If possible, it would be a great help if you could let me out. I’m powerless, it seems.”


      “Well, feats of strength aren’t exactly my strong suit, either…,” Anastasia muttered as she timidly approached the box. She tentatively touched the lid and removed it. The contents immediately slipped out, falling to the floor of the cart.


      Her eyes shot wide open as she frantically followed its movements.


      “Phew…I wasn’t in there for long, but freedom certainly feels much nicer than being crammed in that box.”


      “……Who are you?”


      “Oh, dear, so you’ve finally thought to ask me who I am. It’s difficult to determine whether this lowers your value or raises it. However, I shall prioritize the question swirling in your mind and provide you an answer.”


      The inconsiderate and roundabout reply, which did anything but prioritize Anastasia’s question, came from a white fox, its white fur quivering as it sat on the cart floor on all fours—


      “I am Echidna—a transient spirit. Nice to meet you.”
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      Young Anastasia’s face twisted in confusion over the little being that had just fallen onto the floor of the cart.
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      The little white fox was thin with fluffy white fur. She—let’s refer to her with that pronoun as a matter of convenience—mischievously wiggled her body and stared at Anastasia with charming black eyes. Were she an ordinary fox, Anastasia could have believed that this was simply the product of illegal poaching. However…


      “If the animal can talk, that’s a whole other story… So, um, who are you?” Anastasia asked again, tilting her head in confusion at the white fox who spoke and understood human language.


      The fox chuckled quietly in reply—or at least that’s the impression she gave.


      “I already answered that, remember? I am Echidna, a spirit. If you still don’t understand…”


      “I don’t.”


      “Then if I said I was one of the dangerous artifacts you’ve come to destroy… Would that make more sense to you?”


      As the question mark still hung over Anastasia’s head, the fox—Echidna—washed her face with her front paws and gave her answer.


      The oddly provocative way she phrased it evoked a sense of pride and grit. It was as if this was her final act of revenge toward the ones who wanted to kill her.


      However…


      Anastasia folded her arms and craned her neck in confusion again. “Sorry to dampen your enthusiasm, but none of this is ringing a bell to me at all.”


      Echidna’s eyes shot open. “What…? Preposterous. No, no, no… Am I not what you’re after? If you’ll pardon me saying so, there are things far more valuable than me in this cart. Your risky scheme to swap out the cargo was sublime. Isn’t this the part where you cry out in victory after capturing me?”


      “I’m asking you because, the way I understand it, I’m supposed to recognize the danger at a glance. And you…Echidna…I don’t really know who or what you are.”


      Anastasia shrugged at Echidna, who sounded less disappointed and more imploring—because that’s exactly what she was.


      Taking over Roshi’s final job was what Anastasia and the cat-siblings had set out to do, but Roshi’s task did not come with many specifics.


      There was just one sentence: You will know evil with a single glance.


      “The letter said we had to burn it after we read it, so we did. But I’d never misread or misunderstand a letter that short,” Anastasia said.


      “You will know evil with a single glance… Well, that settles it. I don’t see how that could mean anyone other than me.”


      “Why? You don’t exactly look evil to me, Echidna. You’re just a fur coat… Well, a fur coat with a body. You’re a white fox.”


      “…!”


      Echidna’s body flinched as Anastasia casually reached out for her. Anastasia paused. She recognized that reaction. It was a reflexive defensive stance somebody took when they were a survivor of chronic abuse. It was commonplace on Skid Row; the young and weak would obey the old and strong. Violence was often doled out in the name of “discipline.”


      Anastasia had experienced such abuse, too, before she met Ricardo. So when she saw Echidna’s defensive reaction, she didn’t have it in her heart to blame the little fox.


      “Don’t worry, I just wanted to see how your fur feels.”


      “………”


      “Come on, it’s okay… Wait, no, I’m not okay! What is this?! It feels sooo good!”


      “M-mind your manners, will you…?”


      Anastasia attempted to reassure the little fox with a laugh, her eyes and breath brimming with enthusiasm. As her fingers sank into the supremely soft fur, she could instantly tell that this sensation was incomparable. She’d had plenty of experience with Ricardo and the cat-siblings, so she was sure.


      “Well, well, this is most certainly demonic…! Yes, this is the dangerous artifact I seek…!”


      “Uh, that isn’t what I meant. Little girl…you’re giving off quite a different impression all of a sudden,” Echidna muttered in frustration.


      “Aww,” Anastasia whined as Echidna slithered out of her grasp.


      Anastasia’s eyes filled with remorse as the supreme softness slipped through her fingers. Echidna’s beady black eyes beheld the girl for a moment before she heaved a long sigh and said, “It doesn’t seem possible that was just an act to lower my guard. After all, you wouldn’t need to resort to strange tricks to kill a weakling like me.”


      “Like I keep telling you, Echidna, you aren’t what I came here for. You’ve gotta listen to people when they talk to you, or they’ll be very angry with you.”


      “Says the girl who hasn’t listened to a word I’ve said…,” Echidna muttered under her breath. Then she continued, “For that matter, you’ve got some nerve capturing me and treating me like a child. I may not look it, but I’m a genuine spirit. I’ve been alive for centuries.”


      “Echidna, have you been in that box all that time? Then don’t you know which box has the thing I’m lookin’ for? It’ll take way too long to open everything.”


      “Um, could you please listen to me?!”


      Since she was an animal and not just a beast-man, Echidna’s expressions were difficult for Anastasia to read. But it was clear she had lost her temper based on volume alone.


      Anastasia waved her hand. “Just kidding. Don’t worry, I’m not that stupidly carefree. The box you were in…I checked it real good.” Anastasia lowered her voice. “So what is this thing?”


      Echidna lowered her voice to match. “It’s something that requires a strict level of security.”


      They were discussing the interior of the box that had imprisoned Echidna.


      Anastasia stretched her tiny frame to peek inside. The box was packed with a massive amount of magic stones. None of them looked like they were of particularly good quality. However…


      “These magic stones were packed too carelessly, which means they weren’t planning on selling them, and you wouldn’t put them in a box with an animal to begin with. Maybe these stones were put in here to cause mana sickness?”


      Anastasia scrunched up her face and waved her hand as if she’d smelled something foul. Magic stones were crystallized mana found in the atmosphere. Similarly to gemstones, the fewer impurities they held, the higher the prices commanded. And from that perspective, every magic stone in that box got failing marks. They were all junk stones of no monetary value—however, even junk stones posed a credible threat if there were enough of them.


      All living beings had a Gate, an organ that let them circulate mana in and out of their bodies. How much mana they could circulate varied from person to person, but even somebody with the most powerful Gate would become afflicted with mana sickness if their Gate was filled beyond capacity.


      But unlike the intoxication caused from drinking alcohol, mana sickness did not go away with the passage of time. Because of this, it seemed as though somebody had intentionally given Echidna mana sickness the way someone would neutralize a dangerous criminal and then had her escorted under guard.


      “You seem in pretty good condition considering, Echidna,” Anastasia said.


      “Luckily, my Gate is special. It is highly selective of its mana.”


      “Are you sayin’ you didn’t get mana sickness because you could choose which mana you sucked up?”


      “Now I see—you are more than merely cunning, my child.”


      Echidna let out an awed sigh over Anastasia’s quick analysis. It was a strange way to word a compliment, but if she was able to surprise this bizarre creature, that was worth feeling relieved about.


      That being said, there was still a mountain of problems. For example—


      “I’m not sure how closely I should follow the instructions in Roshi’s letter…,” Anastasia began.


      “Sorry, but we don’t have time for this conversation.”


      “Huh?”


      Before she could ask more, the cart suddenly accelerated, and she lost her footing. She let out a little shriek and fell on the cart floor, and the lid of an opened box fell sharply toward her. She squeezed her eyes shut, bracing for impact.


      But the pain did not come. Anastasia timidly opened her eyes…


      “I’m just not built for manual labor… I do wish you would learn to protect yourself, child.”


      Echidna shot the girl a bitter look as she spoke. Her body had shielded Anastasia from the box lid.


      Anastasia’s breath caught in her throat. She was torn between thanking the creature and asking her why, and neither sentence found its way out of her mouth.


      Because something happened before she could speak.


      “Miss Ana, I’m so sorry!”


      “Hetaro?! What happened?! Why’re we speeding…?” she demanded of the boy sitting in the driver’s seat and holding the reins of the racing animals.


      Hetaro answered, not bothering to hide the fear and panic in his voice. “They’re chasing us—a whole bunch of shadows are coming!!”
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      “Whoa, you really handed my ass to me—who the hell are you?” Reisel growled in a bitter rage, his black eyes hungry for blood.


      In his hoarse voice and the rough way he rubbed his head, there was a distinct intent to kill. This was nothing like the time he met with Ricardo in the tavern, or the moment he abandoned Ricardo, or the moment he rejoiced in obtaining the goods he was after—it was the behavior of a pure beast.


      It could only be described as an expression of savage rage, over the realization that his prey had been stolen from him.


      “Chee-hee-hee—just how much planning do you think it took me just to get this? And you stole it from under my nose? You won’t get away with that.”


      With the habitual clicking of his tongue, Reisel ripped the fur out of his head. Then he reached his arm outside the farrow cart and scattered it into the air.


      His short, needlelike fur danced on the wind, falling fruitlessly to the ground—and the moment it landed, the fur that touched the ground swelled and rose again as jet-black shadows.


      The shadow figures had no faces, no concept of front or back. They were the true embodiment of shadows born from the earth, humanoid in shape but leaving animal fur in their wake like a geyser.


      As the farrow cart rolled along, Reisel repeated the action over and over, until an army of shadows had been born. The shadows split into four directions to pursue Reisel’s target.


      To find the thief who had stolen what was Reisel’s and was laughing it up.


      “Found you.”


      With a sneer on his lips, Reisel gripped the reins and steered the farrow cart toward its new destination. He charged into the wilderness, kicking up a dirt cloud. When the trees cleared, he could see a cart rushing in the distance, kicking up dust behind it—that was his target.


      They were in the middle of a wide-open field. There were no obstructions, and the cart’s running power was equal to that of the farrow cart. What would be the biggest factor in causing their capture by the enemy?


      The answer was painfully obvious: numbers.


      “Don’t assume you can outrun my shadows, stupid monkey.”


      As Reisel spat out the curse, numerous dust clouds surrounded the racing cart ahead. The dust clouds were not from the cart racing at full speed through the wilderness. They were created by the countless black shadows clawing at the cart.


      These were Reisel’s valuable pawns, obeying only him, existing purely to accomplish his bidding—each and every one of them was Reisel’s avatar, constructed of jet-black shadow.


      “If you think you can get away, then go ahead! I’d love to see you try!”


      Baring his teeth, Reisel let out a primal howl. The tanuki-man was consumed by a thirst to avenge this betrayal.


      With their corporeal form, these shadows were more than capable of fighting. They could grab on to limbs and rip their victims asunder. Or it might be amusing if the shadows all leaped on top of the thief and crushed them to death.


      Reisel’s heart danced as he thought of all the possibilities. He watched the swarm of shadows attach themselves to the cart, making it lurch violently until it was on the verge of tipping over sideways.


      Tasting the long-forgotten thrill of the hunt, Reisel prayed his target would be flung from the cart and killed on impact. And his prayer would soon be answered.


      However…


      “What…?!”


      A brilliant, colorful explosion had blown the shadows away.
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      The magic stones scattered from the cart set off a chain of explosions that swallowed the shadows clinging to the cart, tearing them apart and reducing them to puffs of smoke.


      As a swarm, the mysterious shadows posed a real threat, but individually, they were flimsy and fragile.


      “Good thing I learned how to handle magic stones while working for Chuden.” Anastasia sighed over a job well done, tapping the empty box.


      She had used the cheap magic stones originally meant to give Echidna mana sickness. She had flipped over the box, yanked out its contents, and wiped out their pursuers in a flash.


      Of course, it was easier said than done. When using low-quality magic stones, there was always the possibility that the stones would be more destructive than intended. The fact that everything went according to plan could only be described as a gift of luck and courage.


      “With each passing minute, you prove you are no ordinary girl.”


      “Don’t exaggerate, Echidna. All I did was follow your instructions. But it looks like that party trick of an explosion blew our pursuers away. Is this what I think it is?”


      “Yes, it has to be the metia I know—the Phantom Cloak. I think that is probably one of the artifacts you’re supposed to destroy?” Echidna teased.


      “Yeah, so that’s…well, no. Never mind.” Anastasia shook her head and did not engage with her.


      The fact of the matter was a hint from Echidna had given Anastasia the idea to use the magic stones as a counterattack. Without that clue, the cart could be flipped over on the ground by then. That being said, this did not mean the tides had turned entirely in their favor.


      “There’s more—a big swarm of them, headed right for us.”


      Anastasia popped her head out from the driver’s seat, looked behind the cart, and let out a tired groan.


      Running along the plains were a flock of shadows—perhaps they should be called “shadowmen”—and they were only gaining in numbers. Though the first attack had sliced away a fair chunk of their platoon, their assault was so great this time it seemed the same tactic would not work again. There was no stopping the cold sweat on Anastasia’s brow.


      “Hetaro, can you shake ’em off?”


      “Don’t be ridiculous! The ligers are giving everything they’ve got! I’m trying to find an escape route…”


      “Our chances of that are slim…” Anastasia reconvened with Hetaro on the driver’s seat to discuss strategy. “Looks like our last resort is we and Echid—”


      “Hold that thought,” Echidna interrupted her.


      She turned her thin neck around and said, “Could you please not tell the cute kitten driver about me? You don’t seem to appreciate this, but I am an anomaly.”


      “There you go again…”


      “I’m not joking this time. Well, I wasn’t joking the last time, either—anyway, that doesn’t matter. We’re dealing with something much more serious here.”


      “………”


      “Also, I gave you that hint on the spur of the moment, but I’ve already accepted my inevitable destruction. So I won’t waste my time defying fate.”


      With a pessimistic growl in her voice, Echidna wrapped her tail around herself and lay on the floor. This wasn’t an act. She had abdicated her right to live.


      Because of this, she had no reason to fight the shadowmen pursuing them.


      And as she beheld the creature’s resolve—


      “Now I’m mad.”


      This was Anastasia’s touchiest issue.


      “………”


      The waste of a life. Not recognizing the worth of a life. Anastasia detested that way of thinking.


      Not because of the sanctity or preciousness of life but because it was the first asset a person possessed. All living things, if nothing else, had their own existence. Even if a person has no talents or wealth, the self was the one thing a person possesses from the very start.


      “According to Hoshin, Even those with nothing must look first to their own hands.”


      Hoshin of the Wastes, the man synonymous with succeeding in life, built up a nation from nothing. Even Hoshin preached that everyone should be aware of their own worth, know their assets, and never sell for cheap. These were the things people needed to know if they expected to accomplish anything.


      That was why Anastasia had no patience for Echidna’s unilateral surrender.


      “Echidna, you said you’re already prepared to throw away your life, right?”


      “If I must drown, I’d prefer the water to be a little cleaner, but yes.”


      “Fine. Then I’m buying your life on clearance.”


      “…What?” Echidna regarded Anastasia with suspicion. A pair of pale yellow eyes stared straight back into the beady blacks, as the white fox clenched her thin throat. It was an expression of surprise…and one that faintly resembled joy.


      “You’ve got a beautiful fur coat, and it feels so nice to touch. You’ve got a sassy tongue, but you’re smart and housebroken—Echidna, I, Anastasia, declare you to be a valuable specimen.”


      “Are you serious? The spirit everyone is trying to destroy? No offense, but I highly doubt you’re capable of protecting me.”


      “If I can’t protect you, then that’ll mean I just wasn’t good enough. If that happens, be it sooner or later, you and I are both goners, Echidna. But…”


      Anastasia cut herself off there and reached out her hand to Echidna. And as the latter stared at her outstretched hand in silence, Anastasia smiled.


      “We’re gonna die someday—but not today.”
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      “Ooh, is today a good day for dyin’? Heh? Whaddaya say?”


      “………”


      “Givin’ me the silent treatment? You mockin’ me?”


      Contrasting the carefree tone of the voice was the silvery flash of a mercilessly swinging pair of murderous blades.


      With a good-natured chuckle in his throat, the rabbit-man Shiroro wielded his dual blades as if they were an extension of his arms. Ricardo bounded powerfully backward, dodging the terrifying sword swings by only a hair.


      The battle between the dog and rabbit on the narrow mountain path was growing deadlier by the second. But Ricardo was currently at a disadvantage. Unable to dodge every slash of the blades completely, he had several cuts on his body, bleeding freely.


      His enemy was very small, only about half Ricardo’s size. But a difference in height or weapon size was no excuse in close combat. Ricardo’s ax was a heavyweight weapon, but each of Shiroro’s blades were the same length as the rabbit-man’s body.


      It was simply his skill as a swordsman that had backed Ricardo into a corner. However, that wasn’t the only reason Ricardo was at a disadvantage.


      “Looks like your friend abandoning you really took its toll. I’m almost sorry it’s me you have to fight. But your mind, body, and technique all gotta be workin’ together. When those are outta sync, you won’t be able to keep it up much longer.”


      “…I wish I could say you’re wrong.”


      Ricardo hated to admit it, but Shiroro’s analysis was correct. The reason Ricardo’s movements were sluggish was because his mind was on something else—Reisel.


      Naturally, he was not worried about his coldhearted old friend. Quite the opposite.


      “Looks like I’ve gotta take accountability…,” Ricardo said.


      “Accountability…now that’s a fine word. I love accountability. There’s a faithfulness to it. That’s why I’ve gotta lop your head off.”


      Ricardo tapped the collar on his neck. “Sad to say, but this neck of mine already belongs to someone—and I won’t let anyone else have it. Sorry about that.”


      “Sure…not that any of that matters to me!”


      Shiroro’s red eyes gleamed and he sprung. His blades hurtled straight toward Ricardo’s neck with a silvery flash befitting of the name the Beheader.


      “Ugyaaaaaah!”


      “What the—?!” “Ehh?”


      A shrill, alien shriek interrupted the fierce battle, distracting the two hired blades. Immediately after, Shiroro raised his white scabbard high and slashed at the tiny leg hurtling toward him at lightning speed.


      “Wah-hyaaaah!” the attacker screamed and bounced off the ground. The clump of orange fur rolled into a tight ball to bleed off the speed. It was a cat-person.


      “You’re the runt Ana plays with!” Ricardo cried.


      “Arrrgh! Don’t expose Mimi’s identity! I gotta introduce myself! That’s the rule! You don’t seem to understand, old man!”


      “Like I give a shit about your rules! Get out of here; you’re gonna get yourself killed!”


      “Excuses, excuses! I’m in this fight till the bitter end!”


      Mimi sat cross-legged, clearly unwilling to leave. She was the eldest of the cat-siblings Anastasia wanted, and Ricardo had met her many times. Unlike her smarter, younger brothers, she was infamous for not listening to a single word of reason.


      “What are you doin’ in a place like this?! It’s a little far for a vacation!”


      “Who’s here for vacation?! We’re here to carry out a super-duper important adjective! …Objective? …Anyway, we’re here! So we don’t have time to waste playin’ with you, old man!”


      “Wh-what is this conversation…?”


      As Mimi turned her back to him in a huff, Ricardo’s fangs trembled with anger. The way things were going, talking would get them nowhere.


      However…


      “Agh—now I’ve lost interest.” Shiroro butted into their conversation, one ear folded all the way down. He swept a little rock off the ground with the tip of his sword, slashed it midair, twice.


      And after a display of the trick too ultrahigh in level to be a simple diversion, Shiroro sighed and said, “Why’d you bring a kid to a place like this…? What the hell were you thinking, man? Now you’re ruining my job.”


      “Hold up, this runt has nothin’ to do with me. Your opponent is still me—and the coward who ran off without me.”


      “Yeah, after all that chitchat, there’s no way you’re gonna convince me she ain’t related to you. I don’t feel up to it anymore. If I kill a kid, I’ll bawl my eyes out for days.”


      “………”


      As Shiroro’s voice sank into a guttural cry, Mimi scooted back and tilted her head with an inquisitive “ooh?”


      She was probably blissfully unaware that Shiroro’s swordplay was supposed to intimidate her. Considering Mimi’s young age, you couldn’t blame her. First and foremost, simply surviving an encounter with Shiroro’s sword would take quite a stroke of luck—


      “What a winning strategy. Hey, kid, why did you really come here?”


      “Hmmm—oh, right! Yes, that’s important! So you see, Lil’ Missy and Hetaro were in crazy danger! These weird black thingies were all over the place! Sooo many!”


      “Little Missy…you mean Ana?!”


      The “weird black thingies” sounded like a swarm of zodda bugs, but contrary to the words she said, a grim shadow hung over Mimi’s face. She was clearly in a bind.


      And the possible reasons numbered two—or three.


      It was either the imminent threat of Shiroro, Reisel on the run, or Anastasia was in a pinch.


      It would be difficult to resolve everything. So he had no question which of the three was his top priority.


      Ricardo took a deep breath, then turned to face Shiroro. “No matter which way I choose, I’ve still gotta beat this guy,” Ricardo said.


      “Ooh, it seems I misjudged you.”


      Shiroro’s cheeks twisted into a sneer. It was the bloodthirsty smile of a warrior eager to fight a powerful opponent. In that moment, Ricardo had undergone a metamorphosis.


      “Looks like my mind, body, and technique are all workin’ together now,” Ricardo said.


      “There’s fight in your voice now. What’s changed? Is it a woman? It’s a woman, isn’t it?”


      “That’s right—it’s a woman.”


      He gave Shiroro the answer he wanted but with an entirely different meaning than he was looking for. Upon hearing the answer, the rabbit-man chuckled in a voice so guttural it swept away any charm he once had.


      “Then you shouldn’t mind even if I kill you. At least you’ve got a girl who’ll cry for you.”


      “Sorry, but she’ll come make you pay for every tear you make her shed—that’s how brave she is.”


      The two blades slashed through the air with a whistle as Shiroro readied them. And Ricardo matched his energy by readying his ax on his shoulder.


      “Shiroro Tonerico, the Beheader…,” the warrior named himself.


      “—Ricardo Welkin, the Hound…,” he said, removing his face covering.


      “Gah! You naughty bastard!” When he heard the name and saw Ricardo’s face, Shiroro shouted for joy.


      Immediately after, they both hurled themselves into a fierce battle to the death.
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      It was a stalemate.


      Clenching his jaw, Reisel kept the rage caged in his heart. The intoxicating thrill of his first hunt in a long time had vanished entirely during the first few minutes of the pursuit. All that remained was an empty sense of hope for merciless retaliation. But even this sense of hope did not stay with him for long, as the boiling rage inside him buried it deeper with each passing second.


      “What the hell is going on here…?!”


      His voice seeped out through the cracks between his crooked teeth, his soul burning with impatience. His claws kept ripping fur from his body with increasing intensity. The metia turned his fallen fur into shadowy avatars of himself, rising one after another.


      He was on a hunt. His plan had been to overwhelm his quarry with sheer numbers, block off their escape, and crush them.


      The shadowmen and their host had a link, albeit a faint one, so Reisel could get a vague sense of what reflected in the nonexistent eyes of the shadowmen.


      He had used this power to successfully locate the cart that had sideswiped him. Therefore, this was the correct way to win the fight. It ought to be correct. And yet—


      “And yet how do they keep avoiding being surrounded?!”


      The shadowmen would rush ahead, set a trap, lure the cart toward a dead end to trap them. The shadowmen’s infinite numbers and willingness to die made that possible.


      But the cart kept dodging their attacks at the very last minute. Reisel always chose the most lethal moves for the shadowmen to make, and the cart kept making the optimal moves to crush those choices. And with such accuracy, it was almost as if they had a bird’s-eye view of the battle.


      —And Reisel’s wild hypothesis was correct.


      As the four ligers violently yanked the cart down the path, the young boy gripping the reins in the driver’s seat—Hetaro—had sent his consciousness up to the sky to look down at the road where they all were.


      Or it would be more proper to say Hetaro’s consciousness was not in the sky and it was not him looking down from above.


      Hetaro was receiving sensory input from his brother TB, who was standing at a vista point observing them and choosing his route accordingly.


      Hetaro, TB, and Mimi were linked with a blessing. They could use it to share the pain one of them experienced with the other and lessen its effects. It was considered one of the most effective blessings. But by increasing the sensitivity of their blessing, one of them could adjust the ratio of input from another to a certain degree.


      And in that moment, TB was channeling over 90 percent of his senses to Hetaro.


      “We’ll go straight ahead for a while, and then…”


      As Hetaro muttered under his breath, he could see glimpses of the cart from above. He could see the shadowmen clinging to the cart, he could see their roadblock up ahead—he could see everything.


      This insurance plan was the secret to their cart-swapping strategy’s success. The vista points at various locations throughout the Kararagi Federation contained facilities equipped with an observation metia that let a person watch the goings-on below from above. There were limits in observable distance, and as its position was fixed, it was difficult to follow a moving object—but Hetaro and the cart were an exception.


      More aptly put, it was a strategy that only could be pulled off because TB could keep a constant lock on his brother’s location.


      But this tactic that could be called the eye of heaven wasn’t indefinitely sustainable.


      “Miss Ana!” Hetaro shrieked the name of his partner inside the cart.


      Through TB, Hetaro’s eyes could see the life-threatening obstacle they were about to encounter. The shadowmen had swarmed ahead of the cart, linked arms, stood on top of one another, and created a solid wall.


      The jet-black obstruction was unavoidable, no matter which way the cart steered. The only direction that contained no wall was behind them, but there was a sea of shadowmen in hot pursuit coming from that direction.


      Hetaro’s throat froze; believing all was lost, he calculated a plan to break through. If he and Anastasia ditched the cart and used the ligers as decoys—


      But a voice from the cart stopped him.


      “Hetaro, keep going straight.”


      Hetaro gulped back air and asked, “Miss Ana? Keep going straight? But there’s a—”


      “Have I ever steered you wrong before? Trust me.”


      Anastasia’s quiet reply left Hetaro speechless. So he squeezed his eyes shut and counted his own heartbeats.


      And then…


      “I’ll go straight—because my sister trusts Miss Ana.”


      In Hetaro’s eyes, his sister always knew the correct choice. Without Mimi, both he and TB could not have survived in the cruel world.


      So anyone Mimi trusted, Hetaro would trust, too. And he would give the choice she made his full support.


      He firmly gripped the reins, communicating his intentions into the ligers. And the four large beasts did not falter as they charged head-on toward the shadow wall gradually coming into view.


      If they smashed into that wall or if the wall collapsed onto them, the cart would be smashed beyond recognition.


      But Hetaro had already decided to trust her.


      “Miss Ana!”


      This time he screamed her name not in fear but in faith.


      The next thing he knew, a white line of heat slashed beside the cart, sweeping away and destroying the walls of the cart.


      And a terrifying wave of heat vaporized the black wall in an instant.
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      “Your Gate is defective. I certainly can’t use it in that state.”


      “Oh, what will this little fox say next?”


      When Echidna said that to her just as she reached out, Anastasia’s lips twisted into a frown. But Echidna complied and stepped on Anastasia’s hand, shook her head loosely, and said, “That wasn’t in jest. I think it’s a congenital defect. Your Gate, or rather the part of it that absorbs mana, is incomplete. Your body may be able to discharge mana but not absorb it. And so…”


      “And so…what?”


      “If you use magic, that would consume your Odo. It depends on the strength of the Gate, of course, but unlike mana that is essentially available in infinite supply, the Odo has limitations. It cannot regenerate. In other words, depleting the Odo is the same as depleting a life.”


      Anastasia puffed out her flat chest and proudly replied, “Mm-hmm, got it. I’ve gotta be aware of the risks, and I am.”


      Echidna fell silent for a while before she said, “Child…you don’t have a death wish, I take it?”


      “Me? I’ve never wanted to die, not ever. I haven’t gotten any of the things I want yet. So I can’t let myself die now.”


      “………”


      “Echidna, the fight won’t wait for us. We’ve got to use what’s in our wallet.”


      To orchestrate her plan, Anastasia had generously spent every last coin she had to her name. And if that was still not enough, making up the difference with her life or anything else she had was her only other option.


      That was true decisiveness, making the necessary choices to avoid truly spending all her life away.


      “Just so we’re clear, this is not a covenant,” Echidna said. “I am defective as a spirit.”


      “Defective? How? But you’re so fluffy.”


      “Yes, I have confidence in the quality of my fur, but that is immaterial. As a spirit…I cannot make a covenant with anyone. So all I can do is unilateral extraction.”


      There was an anguished tremor in Echidna’s voice, like it hurt to say the word. But Anastasia had an idea. Covenants…she did not know exactly how it was different for humans and spirits. However…


      “I don’t understand spirit covenants, but human contracts are my specialty.”


      “………”


      “But I’ll warn you, Kararagi merchant contracts are pretty strict. Make sure you think it through.”


      As Anastasia squinted one eye and held up a finger, Echidna’s eyes widened. Then the white fox exhaled sharply in a little laugh and said, “Never thought I’d see the day when a human would explain how contracts work to me. Heh-heh-heh, how amusing. I do believe I would like to try living a bit longer. Not letting myself be destroyed was the right move.”


      As Echidna peered into Anastasia’s eyes, a renewed vigor ran through her entire being. Then Echidna hopped onto Anastasia’s shoulder and buried her thin neck in her fur.


      The soft, exquisite, fluffy sensation wrapped around Anastasia like a comforting embrace.


      “I’m in heaven…!”


      “Don’t die on me yet—there’s an anomalous obstruction in front of the cart.”


      Anastasia’s eyes shot toward the driver’s seat.


      “Miss Ana!” Hetaro shrieked at her.


      Anastasia sucked a quick breath in. This was the moment of truth—the first act of the great showdown.


      “Hetaro, keep going straight.”


      Flinging the mercilessly short command, Anastasia slowly moved her hands out in front of herself.


      And then—
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      The slicing beams of white-hot light incinerated the wall of shadowmen in an instant. The destruction was soundless, vaporizing the shadowmen, leaving not a trace behind. And as the white light expanded, savagely devouring the black shadowmen as it went, the destruction was chillingly quiet.


      “Grrr—grahhhh!”


      And their pursuer, Reisel, beheld the horrors with a shriek. He cried out not in rage or humiliation. He shrieked in unbearable agony.


      The shadowmen were linked to Reisel, albeit weakly. That was how he was able to see through them and manipulate such a large number of them at will. But conversely, that also meant he shared their pain when they were destroyed.


      Each vanished shadowman hurt no more than the prick of a needle. But when multiplied by one hundred…one thousand…it quickly added up. And when stabbed by ten thousand needles, one could only imagine the pain.


      “Gah…gruh-guh…”


      Drool spilled from the corners of Reisel’s mouth, his eyes dripping with tears of blood. Reisel’s instincts begged him to stop, knowing any further damage would be lethal. But he could not withdraw. Reisel had a compelling reason not to.


      “Not yet… It’s not over…yet…!”


      He had no actual wounds on his body. He was not bleeding, nor were his bones broken. If his psyche could overcome the searing pain, he could still move through it.


      And this psychological fatigue and self-harm had twisted Reisel’s features.


      “Don’t think…you’ll get away…that easy… Chee-hee-hee!”


      He kept ripping fur from his cheeks, birthing another army of shadowmen to swarm the cart. With the jet-black wall gone, the cart had burst ahead and put quite a distance between them.


      His beady eyes fixated on the cart, Reisel borrowed the vision of his army closing in on it—


      “—Ahh.”


      That was when he saw the silhouette of a large man emerging from the wild grass. The dog-man’s burnt-brown face was ferocity personified. With an orange cat-person perched on his shoulder, the giant man swung his ax downward, splitting a wide chasm into the ground.


      They were old acquaintances. So at a glance, Reisel knew exactly what that meant. As a variety of emotions filled him, Reisel stared at the ax in astonishment.


      A swarm of shadowmen equal to or greater than the swarm that had formed a wall surrounded the cart.


      “W-wait, Ricar—”


      “Wah—Hah!!!”


      The obliterating roar swallowed every single one of Reisel’s shadowmen and took the world with them.
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      “……So what in the world happened, Ana?”


      Anastasia poked her index fingers together and looked up at Ricardo with big, sweet eyes. “Ummm…please don’t be angry?”


      Ricardo’s face twisted into a frown. Then he rested a giant, gentle hand on the girl’s head and shouted, “Of course I’m angry! What the hell were you thinkin’, you moron?!”


      “Owowowowow! See?! Seeee?! I knew you’d be angry! I knew it!”


      Ricardo yanked her head to and fro until her eyes filled with tears and she ducked out of his grip. Seeing the lack of remorse in her eyes, Ricardo let out a heavy sigh.


      After the battle with Shiroro, Ricardo hurried to the scene of the chase at Mimi’s request. When he heard that Anastasia’s life was in danger, it was only natural that he put aside settling his score with Reisel.


      So it had come as a complete surprise when he was able to take care of both problems at once.


      “That moron Reisel…”


      The tanuki-man had resorted to ominous tactics, summoning an inhuman army. This tactic was a trump card that Ricardo had not expected, but it was Ricardo’s own trump card that nipped Reisel’s tactic in the bud.


      The farrow cart he was in was smashed to dust, so he couldn’t have survived. And even if he had, death would be inevitable.


      “So—I guess this accountability you were gonna take falls onto you and me. No complaints, naughty girl?”


      “……Could you not call me naughty girl?”


      Ricardo looked over his shoulder at Shiroro, who was busy teasing Anastasia. The leaf sticking out of his teeth shook as he gave a throaty chuckle.


      Ricardo and Shiroro’s duel to the death had ended in a draw. Avoiding unnecessary deaths was part of the plan all along. So to Ricardo, it was an inevitable conclusion to the fight.


      “If I can’t beat you with two blades, there’s no way I can beat you. It’s a blessing you didn’t swallow me whole, but I can hardly keep bein’ a mercenary if that’s all I’ve got.”


      It was a rule of law among mercenaries like Shiroro that their relationships with their employers were strictly financial. They were not obligated to lose their lives in the line of duty.


      Because of this, the moment the more advantageous Ricardo pledged himself to a fight to the death, Shiroro sheathed his blades. It was this discretion that had saved both Ricardo’s and Anastasia’s lives.


      Had Shiroro resisted until the bitter end, things would not have ended so well.


      “Wowee, you were super-awesome, Ana! And Mister! That roooooar you did at the end was so loud! Mimi wants to do that, too! Super wanna!”


      “S-sister…I’m so glad you’re okay. B-but please, calm down…”


      In the distance, the three cat-siblings were raising a ruckus next to the chasm left in the ground by the big ax. Mimi seemed thoroughly impressed by Ricardo’s special move, her eyes sparkling with awe.


      And with such a happy, spirited reception, Ricardo hardly felt like yelling at anyone anymore. (Of course, he still wanted to give them a real talking-to for putting Anastasia in danger.)


      “Then again, knowin’ you, Ana…this was your plan all along, right?”


      “Smart, Uncle! You know me real well, don’t you?”


      “Moron! Don’t ever do that again!”


      Anastasia made a show of covering her ears and not heeding Ricardo’s advice. That being said, Ricardo found it surprisingly difficult to disparage Anastasia’s heroic plan. And he had to admit that if Anastasia and the cat-people had not intervened, Reisel would have accomplished his goal and escaped with ease.


      It was a series of coincidences that had thwarted him, but among them was the children’s heroics.


      And because of that—


      “Shiroro, take the cargo back. My goal all along was settling unfinished business with an old acquaintance. And I consider that done. Can we bury the hatchet?”


      “Well, that’s really convenient for me, ain’t it. If you folks wanted to, you could kill me and run off with all the cargo. Why would you let me go?”


      “Ohhh, right. Didn’t think of that,” Anastasia said. “Maybe we should?”


      Shiroro rolled his head back and laughed. “Kah-ha-ha! Ooh, I like your spunk!”


      The rabbit-man’s red eyes fixated on Anastasia. Under his menacing gaze, she ducked behind Ricardo and said, “Wh-what’s your deal?”


      “Hey, just payin’ my respects. You played me well. But did you go overboard? I’ll be the judge of that…”


      As the rabbit-man appraised her with his narrowed eyes, Anastasia’s back shot up straight. Shiroro’s slight shrug indicated he was pleased by her reaction.


      “By the way, little girl, that’s quite an interestin’ bit of fur you’ve got around your neck…”


      “Oh, this is mine—”


      Upon her answer, Shiroro glanced at Ricardo. But before Ricardo could react to his look, Anastasia followed up her answer with “You can have this. It’s a record of all the contraband items in the cargo.”


      “Ohh?”


      “They probably bribed somebody at the checkpoint to get it through. If you show this, you’ll be able to write off your botched job.”


      Shiroro’s red eyes widened at the young girl’s sketchy offer. Ricardo slapped a hand to his face beside her, muttering his grievances to the sky.


      And as the wolf and rabbit both stared at her, Anastasia petted the fluffy fox scarf around her neck and said, “And if your boss still gives you hell, then come work for me. I’ll take good care of you, Uncle Rabbit.”
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      “So, tomboy, how exactly are you gonna apologize to me?”


      “Apologize, old man? Why should I apologize?”


      “Kwa-ha-ha-ha! Is that all you’ve got to say, child? Did you hit your head or somethin’?”


      Once Anastasia and the three cat-siblings had completed the job, they returned to a decrepit old house on Skid Row where Roshi ran his fingers through his white hair and really let them have it.


      Anastasia’s cheeks puffed out in indignation as she said, “How dare you speak to us like that! I did exactly what you told me to, old man.”


      “What I told you to? When did I tell you to tie up a poor old man and leave ’im for dead? My little runts sure have a knack for knots. It took ages to untie myself.”


      “Don’t you remember? I said we’d do your job for you,” Anastasia declared defiantly.


      Roshi’s whole face tensed. He stared in a daze at Anastasia’s undaunted spirit, then shook his head and said, “Are you puttin’ words in my mouth, child?”


      “Old man, you said you had a favor to ask me. So I just assumed that’s what you meant. Before you could say so, you had to go take a nap.”


      “That was no nap. I got knocked out… Ah, shit! So that’s what happened.”


      Roshi cursed under his breath as he roughly scratched his dry, old skin. He realized there was no arguing his way out of Anastasia’s trumped-up accusation.


      “Old man, it’s time to call it quits. Just enjoy your golden years… Then when you die, Mimi and her brothers’ll belong to me. Ain’t that for the best?”


      “You talk about it like you’re making a compromise, but this is exactly what you wanted, ain’t it, you bloody fool?”


      “So what if it is?” Anastasia asked with an innocent tilt of her head.


      Roshi gave his head a shake and replied, “…Argh, forget it. It’s nothin’. Just makes me mad, that’s all.” Then he looked out the tattered window of his home and murmured, “Disgusting little runts… Learn to listen to your elders…”


      “Anyway, my business here is done,” Anastasia said. “Be good to Mimi and her brothers, okay?”


      Anastasia stood and turned to leave, when Roshi stopped her. “Wait, little girl. You say you did my job for me—how’d it go?”


      “………”


      Roshi’s job was to destroy the dangerous item mixed in with the cargo—and now that they had done the job on his behalf, they finally got the old man’s consent.


      And that was why…


      “That cargo…there was nothin’ evil in it.”


      That was the answer Anastasia gave as she pet the white fox fur around her neck.
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      After she left the dilapidated house and the area of Skid Row, Anastasia’s scarf asked her, “Are you sure that’s what you wanted? Did you make that old man see things your way?”


      Anastasia glanced cautiously at her surroundings to make sure they were alone before she replied, “Whatever the old man says is his final word. By the way, you shouldn’t talk to me out of nowhere. What if somebody overhears you?”


      “Well, worst-case scenario, I suppose I would be taken away from you and you would be brutally tortured. They’d use drugs, magic, really whatever means are necessary to break you. So you’d best refrain from any careless behavior.”


      Anastasia’s cheeks puffed out. “See, that doesn’t make sense, comin’ from you…”


      The scarf—Echidna—laughed in reply.


      In this form, wrapped around Anastasia’s neck, Echidna could pass herself off as a fur scarf of unknown origin. As luck would have it, she was confident in her ability for concealment.


      “It’s one of my special characteristics as a spirit. Consider it a chronic cognition-blocking field. Though its meddling effects are minor—it only reduces a person’s perception of me to a vague sort of doubt.”


      “But it don’t work on me.”


      “Likely an adverse effect of your defective Gate. Ana…your body, does it feel all right?”


      Echidna’s expression of concern was, of course, rhetorical. Anastasia’s body was indeed displaying adverse effects.


      Anastasia had loaned Echidna her body to destroy the wall of shadowmen. And as a result, Echidna was able to use Anastasia’s Odo to cast a spell—but it came with a price.


      “Maybe I feel some effects…just a little?” Anastasia admitted.


      For example, though it was a bright, sunny day, Anastasia did not feel even slightly hot. Echidna was wrapped around her neck, and there was still no sweat on her face.


      “Am I gonna be like this forever?” she asked.


      Echidna paused for a moment and said, “Remember what I told you? Once Odo is lost, there’s no way to get it back. Those adverse effects will remain forever.”


      “Aha—then I guess I’d better think of something so people won’t think I’m strange.”


      In situations where she was exposed to extreme heat or extreme cold, Anastasia would have to be careful. Not that she was especially concerned with what people might say if they found out. She just didn’t want to worry anyone.


      She also felt it wouldn’t be right for Echidna to be blamed for it.


      “Hm? What’s wrong?” Anastasia asked.


      “Nothing…you’re just so bold and courageous I’m not sure what to say. Most humans in your position would cry over the injustice, and it would be justified.”


      “Well, what’s done is done. Besides, I made this decision on my own. No lies there.”


      Life was a succession of battles. You had no choice but to wade through them all, accruing the wins and losses as you went. And in that last battle, Anastasia had decided to pay the price to win.


      And if she had gained something and lost another, it was best that she focus on what she had gained.


      “What about you, Echidna, are you sure you’re all right being stuck with me? I’m defective, ain’t I?”


      “Please…don’t resent me for saying that. I chose those words so that you would release me. But I’ve decided to stay with you. For now, at least.”


      “Sure, sure, that’s fine. I’ll just have to make it so you can’t leave me.”


      Anastasia faced forward, putting a positive spin on the situation. Ahead of her on the road were Ricardo, his arms crossed, and the cat-siblings using his arms as a playground. It appeared as though the ordeal had brought them all closer together, too.


      “Ana, regarding my existence…”


      “I can’t tell Ricardo or anyone?”


      “Yes—it’s best that way. You are my sole coconspirator. The only one who knows I exist.”


      “Wow, why do you gotta phrase it like that?”


      Echidna did not answer Anastasia. But her coconspirator shrugged and squinted at the fox in exasperation.


      She knew Echidna would not open up to her immediately. Just as it took quite some time for her to open her heart to Ricardo, Echidna would take time as well.


      “I’ll just have to wait until we can make that leap from coconspirators to family,” she said.


      Echidna did not answer, not that Anastasia expected her to. But it was not out of a preference for silence. It was because they were within hearing distance of Ricardo and the cat-siblings.


      “How’d it go, Ana? I’ll bet the old man gave you an earful again.”


      “Oooh, was Roshi angry? Was he, was it? Will Mimi and her brothers get an epic scolding?!”


      Anastasia offered Ricardo and Mimi a composed smile, her hand gently caressing Echidna’s fur at her neck.


      “Mmm, I can’t exactly say…”


      When Ricardo and the kids gave her confused looks in reply, she elaborated.
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      “No matter what problems come our way, we’ll just all solve them together. You guys are like family to me.”
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      And as a new family was born… Meanwhile, under that same Kararagi sky…


      “Hihhh! Hah! Ahh…”


      Battered, tattered, and within an inch of death, Reisel crawled in the mud, struggling to survive.


      His breathing was hoarse and pained. He was half dead.


      Ricardo’s war howl had obliterated Reisel’s shadowmen. And at the same time, an impossibly fast white light had struck Reisel…or perhaps it was something else.


      The sensation of being stabbed by ten thousand needles had paralyzed Reisel’s heart and made him want to die. But in the split second it happened, he had still made all the right choices to stay alive.


      “Nnk…no… I’ve…failed. Gotta…run away…”


      As he crawled, the metia in his pocket, which granted him a potentially endless supply of soldiers, lost its shape and its power. This marked the end of the Phantom Cloak that could birth infinite shadowmen.


      In its final moments, just before the lingering effects of dying shadowmen could hit him, Reisel had destroyed the Phantom Cloak to reduce the damage to a minimum. This was how he had been able to evade death. But it came at a price.


      The Phantom Cloak was borrowed—Reisel did not own it. He had lost the item given to him to carry out the scheme, and what’s more, he had failed at the scheme. There was absolutely no way he would be forgiven for that.


      Reisel’s employer was merciless. He had to disappear, and the sooner the better.


      The final glimpse Reisel had caught of Ricardo and the enemies who had thwarted him revealed it was the kid that Ricardo hung around all the time in the streets. In other words, he wasn’t just played—he was massacred.


      By that dumb dog-man without a brain.


      That stupid dog, who hadn’t even figured out the truth—that Reisel had bribed the guards to beat him nearly to death so he could “save his life” and be in his debt—the stupid dog had played him.


      “That brat…and that bastard Ricardo…I’ll kill them both… Next time, I won’t fail.”


      “Next time? Do you honestly think you deserve that luxury?”


      Reisel grunted in fear.


      “Then your head’s in the clouds, isn’t it? And if you don’t use your head, I guess you don’t need it. Kya-ha-ha-ha!”


      As Reisel crawled in the mud, a pair of feet suddenly appeared, blocking the path in front of him. Tasting a heart-chilling fear in his throat, Reisel slowly lifted his gaze—and met with an indescribable ruthlessness and the red eyes that housed it.


      “Ah…please, wait. I was going to go explain—”


      “Nuh-uh-uh. You don’t really need to report anything, do you? After all, yours truly saw everything with her own eyes! First, you used up my precious collectible, then you reduce yourself to this pitiful state! I am so beyond fed up that I don’t even know where to begin! Kya-ha-ha-ha!”


      The girl with the red eyes and golden hair—Mother—threw back her head and cackled. The shrillness of her voice deeply triggered Reisel’s fight-or-flight instinct, making his heart pound in his ears.


      He had to say something…or do something…or beg…or tell the truth…a whirlpool of options swam through his brain, burning into his cerebral cortex.


      But before he could land on any single option—


      “Too slow. I decided your filthy life had value…but looks like I was wrong.”


      “Ah…”


      “Farewell, my sweet little son! Sorry, but naughty little boys have to be pruned away. You know, just like flower buds. You don’t seem to be using your head at all, so I’ll make good use of it!”


      The foolish son had failed his task, so his mother had to set him straight. The moment her tiny hand pressed to his forehead, Reisel’s consciousness began to change.


      In fact, his very existence was changing. He lost his limbs, his body changing shape with a loud, grotesque noise. It split open, was crushed, regenerated, and transformed. His brain…his organs…everything mixed and churned.


      “Abu…abubu…abubububububu.”


      “Ahhh, and here I was looking forward to adding a new piece to my collection. Instead, I’ve lost a collectible and a son. How unlucky I am! A tragic woman!”


      He could hear Mother’s voice. He could still hear. His ears and eyes were gone…he no longer had the body of a living being…but his consciousness—his mind—his ego… Why? How could he think…? How could his head think…? What was thinking… What…? What was what? What—?


      “Kya-ha-ha-ha-ha! You pieces of shit! Drop dead, all of you!!”


      He could hear Mother howling, shrieking with high-pitched laughter.


      If Mother was laughing, that meant she was pleased. It was crucial that she be pleased.


      Those twisted thoughts wormed their way into the mind of Reisel—the thing that used to be Reisel—as it continued to change.


      “Someday for sure, I will make you mine. Isn’t that right? Artifact of the Witch.”


      He was pruned away.

    
  


  
    
      THE IDIOT TRIO GOES FORTH! TALE OF THE DIRT SPIDER
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      A dark, stagnant air was seeping through the forest.


      He wiped the sweat from his brow and inhaled deeply to steady his sharp breath. An unpleasantly fishy moistness filled his lungs, but he forced himself to ignore it and keep moving forward.


      His vision was obscured by thick greenery. He could hardly see more than a few inches in front of his own face. When he reached a hand out to get his bearings, his fingertips brushed against something rough—tree bark. He slid his hand along it as a guide until he felt human skin.


      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


      “I’m…not sure. What exactly am I touching?”


      “You’re touching my belly! Get away from me!”


      His hand was shaken off with a gruff shout. Feeling a stinging sensation in his right hand, he reached out with his left, grabbed a shoulder, and implored, “Wait, please.”


      With a disgusted click of a tongue, the gruff voice said, “Now’s no time to joke around.”


      “But I’m not joking around. Sorry to inform you, but I can’t see at all right now. There’s too much background noise for me to even jump into a conversation with anyone. Your nose is all I have to rely on.”


      His explanation was met by the sound of fangs clicking amid the dark green. The fangs were clicking in an irritated thoughtfulness. The lack of debate was a good sign. Taking solace in this, he shrugged in the darkness and said, “We need to work together to get out of this. Unless we do something, Mr. Natsuki will die in an accident.”


      “Stupid boss. Way to get us in an annoying situation.”


      “You and I are in complete agreement in that regard.”


      Shooting his moody companion a reassuring nod, the man glanced at his surroundings. But he could sense no signs of the one they were looking for.


      The third member of their party was still missing.


      They needed to find him and escape the forest somehow—


      “I was technically supposed to be on vacation right now.”


      With a hand on his forehead, the young man—Otto Suwen—heaved a deep sigh.


      Our story begins several days before Otto’s sigh…
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      “Y’know, I don’t think I know where you’re from, Otto. Are you a born and raised Lugunica boy?”


      “You always ask the most random questions.”


      Otto shrugged at yet another one of Subaru’s impromptu questions.


      They were in the dining hall of the new Roswaal Manor, where everyone was seated at the table for a meal. The old mansion had burned to the ground, so the building, its furnishings, and the land it sat on were different now, but some things never changed—and mealtimes were one of them.


      At Roswaal Manor, the entire household ate meals together as a rule.


      This custom that Subaru always found charming was alive and well, even at the new residence. The numbers at the dinner table had almost doubled, as had the energy…and Subaru was loving it.


      “Even our antisocial Beako here eats three meals a day now.”


      “Uh-huh, of course, I suppose. It is my duty to supervise the picky eater Subaru to make sure he doesn’t leave a thing on his plate. That is what a good pa…pa…pa…partner does.”


      “Dang, you’re so cute,” Subaru said, patting Beatrice’s head as she blushed after struggling to get the word partner out of her mouth.


      Having forged an official pact, Subaru and Beatrice were indeed partners both in name and fact, and the clunky duo had been together one month. The shy innocence of their bond was undeniable.


      Entering Subaru’s vision as he patted Beatrice’s head were the other members of the Emilia camp gathered at the table. Most times, at least one person was absent due to work, but today, everyone was in attendance for the first time in a while. Because of this, the meal was a livelier affair than usual, and Frederica and Petra’s enthusiasm was palpable.


      Roswaal, the height of shamelessness, sat at the head of the table, devotedly waited on by Ram. Petra frantically served the large table of adults, and Frederica helped her with a gentle smile. Garfiel brazenly chomped his food while Ryuzu quietly nibbled on vegetables beside him. Lastly, on Subaru’s left sat an enraptured Beatrice, and on his right—


      “You know, Subaru, I think you’re right. It is a bit odd.”


      There, with a little finger daintily raised to her lips and her head cutely tilted to the side, sat Emilia.


      Subaru nodded grimly in agreement and asked, “By the way, what was I right about?”


      “About Otto. You asked him a question. Remember, Subaru?”


      “Did I? There’s just so much small talk that goes in one ear and out the other.”


      Subaru scratched his cheek and smiled sheepishly at Emilia. The scene was just so cozy he couldn’t help but revel in it. But he quickly snapped himself back into focus.


      “Emilia-tan sounds just as confused as I am, so you might as well give an answer, Otto.”


      “From the really apathetic way you phrased that, I’m not so sure I want to!”


      There was a crack in Otto’s voice as he answered Subaru’s roundabout question from his spot at the table across from him. Hearing the edge in Otto’s voice, Emilia gave Subaru’s shoulder an angry jab and said, “See? Don’t be so weird. You really enjoy being a contrarian sometimes, you know?”


      “Mmm, I’m sorry, really. I always have a hard time being sincere around Otto. A little understanding please.”


      “You are infuriating!” Otto groaned at Subaru’s lack of remorse.


      With a light chuckle, Emilia said, “Now, now, that’s enough, boys. So, Otto, where did you come from?”


      “Ugh, I’m at my wit’s end. Mr. Natsuki, I can understand, but I wouldn’t expect that behavior from you, Lady Emilia.”


      “Hey, you’ve been stalling giving us an answer in your own way, buddy. It’s like you’re one of those tormented-by-a-tragic-past types. Either that or you burned down your home village.”


      “Aha, I could see that.”


      “Please don’t encourage him! Ram, just what kind of man do you think I am?!”


      Ram, who had tacked on a mischievous jab to Subaru’s quip, gave a short snort of laughter at Otto’s indignance. As the banter unfolded, everyone’s attention gathered on Otto. Now firmly at the center of attention, Otto pressed a hand uncomfortably to his forehead.


      “Umm…there’s not really much to tell. My life story will only bore you.”


      “No—no—noooo, everyone is very interested. Everyone wants to know the origin story of the second-born son of Suwen Goods in the commercial city of Pictat.”


      “That’s essentially the whole story!”


      Otto, who had already half given up, had taken a critical hit from Roswaal. While the head of the household looked pleased by how well his mischievous aside had landed, Subaru craned his neck, curious to hear more.
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      “Suwen Goods… Huh, I guess it’s not a corporation that only existed in your fantasies.”


      “Um, it’s a legitimate company with a long history?!”


      Subaru had just assumed Suwen Goods was a company that only existed in Otto’s plans for the future.


      “The commercial city of Pictat is a giant metropolis in southern Lugunica,” Frederica explained with a snap of her fingers, while Subaru and Otto scuffled. With a thin smile, she rested a hand on the shoulder of Petra beside her and said, “And if you need further explanation—Petra, would you care to do the honors?”


      “Um, all right, my lady. The commercial city of Pictat is a border town just to the north of Volakia, and it is said to be one of Lugunica’s five great cities. The town has been a hub for trade and commerce forever, and it’s even been fought over by Lugunica and Volakia.”


      “Right, very well-spoken. Nicely done, Petra.”


      “Eh-heh-heh.”


      The smile on Petra’s face as she received full marks for her studies was bright as the sun. With a smile at the wholesome sight, Subaru folded his arms, nodded, and said, “How enlightening.”


      So that commercial city was where Otto had been born and where his family’s business was.


      “So this Suwen Goods…is it big?”


      “It has quite a storied history, but I wouldn’t exactly call it a large corporation. It’s about midsize. For better or worse, your business transactions will always be stable there.”


      “Huh, y’know, that also does sound very on-brand for your family…or does it? If you really were a guy who always tries to be safe, neither of us would still be alive right now…”


      “Say what you will about yourself, Mr. Natsuki, but could you please not entangle me in your drama?!”


      Subaru and Garfiel were quite skeptical of Otto’s argument. Their time in the Sanctuary had been a series of tightropes, and Otto had crossed part of them on his own. All in all, Subaru found his protests unconvincing.


      “Anyway, I won’t say another word about my family now… Yes, I’m done.”


      Otto sighed and slumped back into his seat. Emilia tilted her head in concern.


      “Are you okay, Otto?”


      “…Yes, I’m fine. I was just a little lost in thought. I’ve been a burden to my family ever since I was little, and I haven’t kept in touch with them.”


      With a sheepish smile at Emilia, Otto heaved another sigh. Then Emilia scooped up his sigh with her hands and nodded firmly in determination. And then—


      “Roswaal, I have a favor to ask. Could you give Otto a vacation?”


      “Aha.”


      Roswaal’s eyes twinkled at Emilia’s suggestion. The sudden proposal came as little surprise to him. The one who gasped in astonishment in his place was the man in question—Otto.


      “Er, Lady Emilia? Where did you get that idea?”


      “It just came to me when I heard what you said. If you’re really causing your family that much worry, I think you should pay them a visit and have a chat.”


      “Um, I appreciate your consideration, but…”


      “I know you used to travel alone, but now you have us, don’t you? And since you’re helping with the Royal Selection and all, you should let your family know that you’re doing well.”


      As Otto protested, Emilia kept advancing her agenda. Otto was already starting to buckle under the pressure when Emilia gave one final push.


      “Besides, you should always talk to your family when you have the chance… It’s really important.”


      A quiet grunt escaped Otto’s throat as he processed those quiet, heartbreaking words. His eyes darted around the table, seeking help. However…


      “I think Emilia-tan is absolutely right. You should talk to your family when you have the chance…”


      His gaze drifting to the floor and his nose red with sniffles, Subaru was on Emilia’s side in every way possible. And as a result, Beatrice beside him and even haughty Garfiel were all nodding in agreement.


      This was a collection of people who found the word family particularly painful.


      “Roswaal, consider this a request from me, too,” Subaru said. “Let’s give Otto a vacation so he can visit his family!”


      “Um, but I could always just send a letter—”


      “You idiot! You really think a letter can convey your heartfelt feelings?! You’ve made something of yourself—you should go home proud and show off! That’s settled!” Subaru declared, standing up and raising a fist. “Let’s go!”


      “Yes! I also think it would be really beautiful!” Emilia chimed in, raising a hand.


      They exchanged a high five and turned their glittering gazes to Otto.


      Confronted by the fervor of Subaru and Emilia—two people who felt particularly struck by the word family—Otto faltered. Then, with an understanding nod at the proposal, Roswaal said, “Understood. Then let us adjust the schedule and give you some time. After all, young Otto, you’re going to be doing pleeeenty of work for me, going forward. It is moooost important to get your family’s approval.”


      “Um, it’s painfully obvious that’s not your real reason for doing this!” Otto jabbed angrily at Roswaal’s brazen declaration.


      But his protest was in vain, for Otto had no power to overturn the decision to send him home.
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      And so the date for Otto’s vacation and trip back home was set.


      The morning of his departure, after he finished packing the cart and with a sour look on his face, Otto asked, “But why are you both coming with me?”


      His companions, Subaru and Garfiel, gave their heads a synchronized tilt of confusion.


      “Hey, don’t be a stranger,” Subaru protested. “What if we let you go alone and we lose contact? Plus, I wanna meet your family.”


      “Yeah, the second half of your answer is your real reason. And why are you with us, Garfiel?”


      “I’m the bodyguard, of course. If something happens to the boss, the Royal Selection is in deep shit, right? So I’m coming along as the muscle.”


      As Garfiel proudly puffed out his chest, Otto’s response was a listless sigh. Then he asked in a voice so quiet only Subaru could hear, “So how did you lure Garfiel into coming along?”


      “I didn’t say anything special. I just mentioned how I thought it sounded really cool to be called ‘the muscle.’ For real, though, don’t you think that sounds cooler than just plain bodyguard?”


      “Umm…I don’t think I understand.”


      Of course, Otto was secretly relieved. Two travel companions was certainly a compromise, but it was preferable for the time being. The last thing he wanted was for everyone to accompany him home. He figured it was extremely unlikely the suggestion would come up, but he wouldn’t put it past this group.


      Luckily, he only had these two travel companions. And it was genuinely helpful for Garfiel to come along for protection. (Though what value Subaru provided remained a mystery.)


      “And you can think of me as a camp delegate,” Subaru said. “If you go home by yourself and be all, Hey, I’m helping one of the Royal Selection candidates, your family totally won’t believe a word you say. To stop your family from branding you a liar, I’ve generously come to offer my services!”


      For all Subaru’s boastful enthusiasm, Otto had received a document from Roswaal that was more than enough to confirm his position and answer any other pertinent questions. As such, Subaru’s presence was completely unnecessary. However…


      “Hm? What’s up?”


      “Nothing, I’ve merely resigned myself to my fate. I’m just surprised that Beatrice consented to you being apart from her.”


      With a shake of his head, Otto steered the conversation away from the feeling nagging his heart. Everyone understood that ever since they formed a pact, Beatrice and Subaru were inseparable. They did everything together and never wanted to spend a single moment apart.


      And the sight was adorable, much like a mother hen looking after a baby chick, but that alone made it rather surprising that Subaru was accompanying the other two men on the journey.


      “Well, truth be told, I wish I could have taken Beako along, but the romantic appeal of a chill quest of all dudes won me over. Beako had another matter to attend to anyway.”


      “Is this other matter what I think it is?”


      Otto raised an eyebrow at Garfiel. The latter gave a snap of his fangs and said, “That’s right. Granny’s replicas… There’s twenty-four of the nameless little buggers. She’s gotta stabilize their Odo cores or somethin’ before she can teach ’em anything.”


      “And as a spirit, Beatrice is the most knowledgeable for the task—yes, that makes perfect sense to me.”


      The twenty-four replicas in question were identical clones of Ryuzu that were born in the Sanctuary, the origins of their birth entangled severely with complications. Freeing the girls from their ancient bonds and reintroducing them into daily life was the task with which Beatrice and Ryuzu were pained.


      Therefore, it was quite understandable that when forced to put Subaru and her duty on the scale, Beatrice tearfully chose the latter.


      “Well, everyone else is busy with their own stuff, so you should be happy with the members you’ve got,” Subaru said. “It’s a major sausage fest devoid of any elegance, but let’s make the most of it and enjoy ourselves!”


      “That’s a nice sentiment…but, Mr. Natsuki, you seem to be enjoying this a little too much.”


      “Well, doesn’t a bro-quest just get you hyped up? As much as I love Emilia-tan and Beako, I need a break from being surrounded by girls. I can say with confidence that I’m happier than anyone that you guys joined us.”


      As Subaru stuck up a thumb and flashed his white teeth, Otto scratched his neck. The boy certainly was direct with his feelings, and there was no way Otto could dismiss him out of hand.


      “And, Garfiel, don’t you want to watch over Ryuzu’s work personally?”


      “Yeah, but Granny and my big sis practically begged me to leave. It’s like when the garaquan climb a waterfall… Besides, I wanna see the town where The Silver Flower Dance of Pictat took place in.”


      “Ohh, so that’s why…”


      Otto heaved a deep sigh over Garfiel’s usual mumblings.


      Garfiel loved old stories. The more heroic, the better. And in Otto’s hometown of Pictat, there were all sorts of famous tales that took place several decades ago. That was apparently what Garfiel was most interested in.


      “I’ll warn you, some of the landmarks are a little disappointing…,” Otto muttered, scratching his head.


      Subaru hopped in the passenger seat of the cart and called to him. “Otto, how much longer are you gonna be lost in thought? Let’s hit the road.”


      They had already said their good-byes the night before and were supposed to set off first thing in the morning. And since this trip would be more for pleasure than anything else, Otto would be taking his trusty land dragon and cart.


      Naturally, this decision wasn’t well received by Subaru’s beloved Patlash. Of course, Subaru was unaware that she had given Otto the stink eye when he apologized to her in earnest at the stable.


      “Oh, you blissfully ignorant… It must be nice to be oblivious to the feelings of man and dragon.”


      Otto shook his head, slapped a hand to his forehead, and let out a frustrated sigh. Sighing was a longtime habit of his, and he wondered how much he’d be doing it on this journey.


      As Otto pondered the question, his beloved land dragon Fulfew heaved a loud sigh in solidarity.
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      The trio appreciated how nice the roads were as they began their journey. The highway connecting the cities was well maintained. The scenery passed on by as the land dragons sped along the route with ease. They would nod to the other carts they occasionally passed. It was in every sense a tranquil journey.


      “Y’know, riding with you guys in this cart reminds me of the unhinged explosion that happened a month ago…”


      “Unhinged explosion… Ah, right. You mean when we were heading to the former mansion. Yes, looking back now, we sure did act recklessly.”


      Subaru and Otto sat on the driver’s seat side by side, recalling a recent adventure. It was the time the previous Roswaal Manor had come under attack at the same time they were dealing with the incident at the Sanctuary. They had raced back by cart to stop tragedy from befalling everyone at the mansion.


      Aside from Patlash, this travel party is made up of the exact same members. What a coincidence.


      “Y’know, it feels weird riding in your cart when it’s going slow for once, Otto. Is it just me, or do we usually end up doing crazy stuff whenever we’re in your cart?”


      “I think that problem has more to do with the passengers than anything else… Though speaking for myself, I am relieved that this trip is uneventful.”


      After a light game of pass the blame with Subaru, Otto gazed mindlessly at the road.


      “At this rate, we’ll get there in ten days…so taking the trip home into account, it’s a journey of twenty days.”


      “Whoa, man, by your calculations, are we not even gonna stay a day there? Come on, you haven’t seen your family in ages. Nothing bad’s gonna happen if you spend a week there.”


      “But that would mean being away from the mansion for a whole month, and I shudder at the thought of all the work that will pile up in the meanwhile. I realize Lady Annerose’s butler will help with the housework, but still…”


      “Look at you, stressing yourself out on vacation. Somebody’s a workaholic…”


      “That’s just how I am.”


      Subaru chuckled at Otto’s listless declaration and peered up at the clear blue sky.


      This was how they passed the time as they drove along the road. The trip proved just as rejuvenating as Subaru had hoped it would be. The satisfaction felt like a cool breeze blowing through his heart.


      “But this trip would have been a hard one to take alone. Haven’t you ever spent sleepless, lonesome nights?”


      “Why so poetic all of a sudden? Well…when you’re a merchant, solitude is something that comes with the job. Of course I’ve felt lonely at times,” Otto murmured sentimentally, staring into the distance.


      “But as you know, I have a blessing. I can talk with my dragon Fulfew while I’m on the road, so I wouldn’t say I’ve ever cried myself to sleep from want of company.”


      “Huhh… Whoa—what?!”


      While Subaru gave Otto an awed nod, the dragon pulling the cart let out a deep neigh. From the impeccable timing, it sounded to Subaru like the two were having a conversation.


      “Yes, I can see how you wouldn’t be as bored as I thought you might,” Subaru conceded.


      “Fulfew and I really go back. So silence doesn’t feel awkward to us.”


      In Otto’s smiling gaze, Subaru could see the trust he had in his land dragon.


      And while he nodded at his companion in understanding, Subaru’s mind took the lull in conversation as an opportunity to ponder a giant dilemma.


      The dilemma consisted of the very important matter regarding the trip that he had not told Otto about. It wasn’t quite the true reason he was on that trip—but let’s say it was the second reason he had come along.


      The goal that burned secretly in Subaru’s breast was none other than progressing Otto and Garfiel’s relationship.


      “Well, progressing is a bit misleading…”


      The two had joined Emilia’s cause about a month ago. Ever since, Subaru had a nagging feeling that Otto and Garfiel had some sort of wall between them.


      It was understandable. The two of them had violently butted heads back at the Sanctuary. And just when Subaru assumed Garfiel’s domineering personality had been the cause of it, Otto himself told Subaru that it was Garfiel’s unexpected tenacity that had given him the upper hand. Subaru only half believed him at the time.


      Nevertheless, there was an invisible wall that kept the two at arm’s length.


      Subaru and Otto were friends. Subaru and Garfiel were like brothers. Knowing both their virtues, Subaru thought it made perfect sense that they should also get along. As the only men in their camp, there was nothing to lose and everything to gain by deepening their friendship.


      “Oh crap, I completely forgot about Roswaal…!”


      “What is it now? Did the marquis do something strange again?”


      “My, I sense a powerful sense of trust in Roswaal from the way you said again. It’s nothing serious, I promise.”


      When his blurted mutters were met with a sincere question, Subaru had to dodge the subject with a vague laugh. If possible, he hoped that his secret mission would be achieved with neither of them the wiser.


      “Hey there, are we badmouthing Roswaal now?” Garfiel asked, popping in from the passenger car. He leaned against the back of the seat Subaru and Otto were using, his fangs clicking as he talked.


      “Hey, I thought you were asleep,” Subaru complained. “You’ve been eavesdropping on our entire conversation?”


      “You could’ve included me, boss. If you’re gonna bad-mouth Roswaal, I wanna join in. I could write a novel.”


      “I’m not sure how I feel about that, but it does appear we will be spending quite a lot of time together,” Otto conceded.


      Garfiel must have had a lot of pent-up frustrations, given how eager he was to jump on the Roswaal-bashing bandwagon. Though Subaru was uncomfortable with back-channel grumbling, if he was being honest, a mutual enemy usually helped people bond.


      “I suppose I’ll have to push down my conscience and make Roswaal the villain… Not that he hasn’t always kinda been one to begin with.”


      Despite a twinge of guilt, Subaru decided that this was for the greater good.


      “Okay then, while we’re at it, I’ve got a story with a good punch line—”


      “Hold it, boss.”


      But just as Subaru had resigned himself to more gossip, Garfiel intervened. Subaru looked at him, wondering if he had a golden nugget of an anecdote that couldn’t wait, but Garfiel’s gaze was not on Subaru and Otto but farther left.


      He was staring at the tree-filled forest lining the road—


      “Garfiel?”


      “It’s fishy. Something reeks.”


      The moment Garfiel said this, Subaru got goose bumps all over.


      “Urk!”


      “Fulfew!”


      Sensing the same anomaly, Otto commanded his land dragon to speed up. Fulfew’s thick legs pumped hard, and the cart barreled down the road—just as the forest exploded.


      “What—?”


      With a violent wind and an ominous roar, the trees split apart as something hurtled toward the highway. It was headed toward the empty space where the dragon once stood. Had they accelerated a moment later, they would have gotten caught up in it.


      And when Subaru beheld the being that tried to swallow the cart whole, his eyes opened wide in astonishment.


      It was a bizarre lump of flesh, writhing hideously.


      The lump of flesh was about the size of a hill. It was covered in skin, part black, part red, and part white, and growing bestial hair in places. What seemed like limbs were clawing and digging at the ground. There were not four but ten…twenty of them at least.


      No part of it could be distinguished as a head, but orifices that implied a face were scattered haphazardly everywhere on the lump of flesh. Inequal in number and in size, they made the creature look like a game of Pin the Tail on the Donkey gone wrong.


      A ridiculous godlike Pin the Tail game with alien body parts—that was the impression the abomination gave.


      And the anomaly reared itself up on the highway, rolling at Subaru’s party from behind.


      “Step on it, step on it, step on it, step on it!”


      “Wabababababa!”


      A frenzied Subaru violently shook Otto’s shoulders. But the dragon cart was already going at top speed, and they could not hope to run away any faster.


      And as the lump of flesh rolled behind them, destroying the road as it went, it surpassed the cart.


      “Holy shiiiit! It’s gonna get us! It’s…what is it?! What is that thing?!”


      “I’ve never seen one before! All I know is we’re in big trouble if it catches us!”


      “Don’t need to say that twice… Wait, what the—?!”


      As Subaru yelped and hollered on the driver’s seat…he suddenly noticed they were one hollering voice short. He looked behind to find that Garfiel was no longer there.


      He spun around to check.


      “That big idiot!”


      Behind the racing cart, standing in the middle of the road in a low stance, was Garfiel. The boy pressed his hands together in front of his heart, making a stand against the mound of flesh that was tumbling toward him with unrestrained ferocity. The gargantuan monster showed no signs of slowing down as it hurtled toward Garfiel.


      As things stood, he would soon join the lump of flesh—


      “Raaaaah!!”


      “No freaking way?!”


      With a savage roar, Garfiel unleashed a savage attack on the advancing mass of flesh. More specifically, he had struck the ground so hard that the earth erupted and slammed into the monster. With his blessing, Garfiel’s feet could call on the earth for help. By utilizing that power in an attack, Garfiel had overcome the size disadvantage and dealt a crushing blow to an opponent that was twenty times larger.


      The abomination had stopped in its tracks. Its legs and arms scrambled against the earth. Countless eyes glared at Garfiel.


      “What are you starin’ at, huh?! You want me? Then come and get me!”


      As Subaru watched this unfold from the cart, he turned to Otto and asked, “Is that guy an idiot?”


      “Don’t relax yet,” Otto warned. “The tables may have turned in our favor, but…”


      Garfiel had deemed that, at the very least, it was not a calamity they could not fight. But its smashing grand entrance was calamity tier. Even then, Subaru could not shake its horrific appearance from his mind.


      “So…what is that thing? A demon beast?”


      “Didn’t I tell you? I’ve never seen one or heard of something like this before… It sure smells terrible.”


      Garfiel had initially described the smell as fishy, but that was too charitable. The intense, nostril-violating stench was a hopeless mixture of rotting flesh and stagnant water. Upon closer glance, the flesh lump was secreting what appeared to be rotten juices, soiling the ground further with each passing second.


      “Otto…could you use your special persuasive skills to ask our stinky friend to back off?”


      “It has a lot of mouths, but it concerns me that I don’t see any head that might comprehend language…ha-ha.”


      With a strained smile on his face, Otto rejected the idea of trying to communicate with the flesh mound. For all his bravado, were Subaru in Otto’s position, he would have also hesitated chatting with the monster. Diplomacy seemed like a dead end, so the only option left was to let Garfiel’s brute strength do the talking.


      “Yeah, that’s right. It’s me you want,” Garfiel said. “Just like how the Silver Flower Dance of Pictat flows freely—I’m gonna kick your ass.”


      Garfiel leaned forward, waving provocatively at the lump of flesh. Whether that could possibly hit a nerve remained a mystery, but the flesh lump lurched slowly toward Garfiel—


      “Ehh?”


      Garfiel’s green eyes shot open, and his jaw dropped. With a mighty bounce, the giant mass of flesh sailed right over his head and went back into the forest from whence it came.


      Before the little hands and feet could touch the ground, the mound of flesh tumbled fast and quickly disappeared into the tree line.


      “Huh? It ran away?” Subaru murmured, unable to process it.


      “Yes…I suppose it retreated…,” Otto replied, equally dazed.


      None of them expected it would choose retreat. The fact that it knew retreat was an option provided their second surprise.


      But what surprised Subaru and Otto most of all was Garfiel’s implosion.


      “What the hell! Hey! Don’t run away after askin’ for a fight!”


      Stomping the ground violently, Garfiel screamed a denunciation of the escaped flesh ball’s cowardice. From the look of him, he was prepared to jump right into the forest after it.


      “Whoa, whoa, whoa, cool it, Garfiel! We should be happy it ran away. Just leave it!”


      “I knooow…but, boss! We can’t let it run free! That thing’s dangerous.”


      “Well, you aren’t wrong…”


      As Garfiel grabbed on to him, Subaru racked his brain trying to figure out what on earth had just happened to them. Garfiel was right; the flesh monster was dangerous. If it indiscriminately attacked travelers on the road, it would only be a matter of time before there were more casualties.


      At the same time, they couldn’t just recklessly take the flesh creature in a fight.


      As Subaru and Garfiel argued, Otto stepped in with a helping hand. “Let’s head to the town of Pappelt. It’s nearby.”


      Subaru craned his neck and repeated “Pappelt? That is the name of a town, right? Why there?”


      “What scares me the most about that creature is that there’s no information on it. That’s why I can’t agree with either of your plans just yet. We need more information.”


      “But why go to Pappelt for intel? What would they know?”


      “Did you see how attention-grabbing that creature was? There’s sure to be one or two witnesses around these parts. If that was that creature’s first appearance, that would mean our luck is far worse than I’m comfortable with.”


      For a fleeting moment, Subaru acknowledged that was an undeniable possibility, but he quickly dismissed the thought. He had no real objections to Otto’s suggestion.


      “Okay, let’s do that, Otto. Either way, not telling people about that terrifying monster would mean we’re no better than all the people walking around never giving a damn. Let’s head to Pappelt.”


      Subaru gazed off into the trees the lump of flesh had destroyed as he agreed to Otto’s plan. But if there was one thing that irked him about the idea—


      “Guess this messed up our plans to go to your hometown, Otto.”


      “Ohh, right…about that.”


      While Subaru’s brain began to conceive alterations to the travel itinerary, Otto awkwardly frowned. When Subaru frowned curiously back, Otto’s shoulders slumped.


      “I kept trying to tell you along the way, but…the objective of this trip is not Pictat. It’s actually Pappelt.”


      “Huh?”


      Subaru’s neck twisted in disbelief. Garfiel was just as shocked beside him. His nose wrinkled, and with a deep grunting in his throat, he said, “Hey, this isn’t what I signed up for. Yours truly knows for a fact that we were supposed to go to Pictat—”


      “Yes, that’s why it was so hard for me to tell you. But since we’ve come all this way already, I might as well tell you…”


      As Garfiel’s hackles rose, Otto heaved a heavy sigh. After murmuring, “Where do I even begin…?” to buy himself some time, he finally revealed the truth.


      “In my hometown, there’s an assassin waiting to kill me.”
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      On the way to Pappelt, Otto more or less explained why there was a bounty on his head. Subaru and Garfiel were crammed into the driver’s seat, with Otto smooshed between them as he told his tale. And when he was mostly finished, Subaru’s general impression of the story was…


      “You know, for all the crap you give us…you’re way worse.”


      “What? Okay, I think that’s an exaggeration. Come on, my situation isn’t all that crazy.”


      “Well, call me crazy, then! I mean what are you supposed to call a guy who’s been falsely accused of a love affair and has a bounty on his head besides a natural troublemaker?!”


      Subaru really wished Otto would gain some desperately needed self-awareness. According to Otto, there was some romantic drama back at home, and while he was in no way responsible, he had suffered the consequences all the same.


      Suspected of forbidden relations with a certain lady in his hometown, Otto had made full use of his blessing to brutally expose the woman’s eight-way affairs in an attempt to clear his own name. And since this lady was the daughter of a famous swordsman, that had naturally made him Pictat’s most wanted man.


      In other words, he had practically signed his own death warrant.


      “Hearing that story makes me think you’re only a traveling merchant because you’ve got no other choice.”


      “How dare you! I’m a traveling merchant because it’s my dream! I’ll admit, the traveling portion wasn’t exactly part of the plan, but it doesn’t matter how you got there—it’s the getting there that counts!”


      “But you haven’t gotten anywhere. You’re just flying by the seat of your pants.”


      “Mrrrgggh…”


      All Otto’s bemoaning the unintended circumstances did was make Garfiel complain harder. As he was quite looking forward to visiting Pictat, his dashed hopes had greatly fueled his anger.


      But given the circumstances, Subaru quickly deemed there was room for leniency, so he forgave Otto’s dishonesty. However…


      “At this rate, we’re not gonna achieve either objective of this trip…”


      Not only would Otto not get to see his family, but this trip might actually deepen the rift between Otto and Garfiel.


      “I hope you have a really fun time and bring back lots of fun stories to tell us!”


      The kind words Emilia gave them the night before their departure resurfaced in Subaru’s mind.


      Her negligee and fresh-from-the-bath glow had made her incredibly charming, but that wasn’t particularly relevant at the moment. Though Subaru still considered those things very important on a personal level, the most pertinent bit was Subaru might betray Emilia’s expectations if things went on like this for much longer.


      “I can’t let that happen… My heart will die!”


      “Uh, boss? You really need to stop mumbling to yourself so much.”


      An image of Emilia’s tearstained face breaking his heart, Subaru looked up with renewed determination. When this happened to coincide with Garfiel’s utterance, Subaru quickly shook his head and said, “I was just confirming where I stood. Anyway, let’s solve the immediate problem first. So, Otto, you’re saying you wanted to go to Pappelt all along…but why?”


      Even if they hadn’t encountered the flesh monster, Otto had been intending to go there anyway. When asked why, Otto lightly tugged on the reins and said, “Well, that’s simple. My little brother lives there. As I just told you, I can’t go to Pictat myself, but I can still visit my brother…”


      “Ah, so that’s how you achieve the original objective. Well, I guess that’s a good thing.” Subaru nodded in understanding. Then after murmuring, “Little brother, huh…?” under his breath, he said, “According to Roswaal, you’re the second son, right? How many siblings do you have?”


      “Three—I’m the middle child. But since I’ve caused nothing but trouble since childhood, I’m frankly terrified about the visit.”


      “Since childhood, huh…? I get that.”


      “You get it?! What is there to get?!”


      Otto’s behavior as a child had likely been the source of a lot of family stress. As Otto opened up about it, the wheels of the carriage clattered loudly on the road. They had left the well-maintained highway behind and were now traveling on regional cobblestone. It was a sign they were nearing a town, and sure enough, a wooden gate was starting to come into view.


      “So this is Pappelt… Security seems tight.”


      That was Subaru’s first impression when he saw the guards at the town gate. Around it stood a palisade of thick logs that ringed the entire town. From the foreboding walls to the numerous watchtowers, the town was clearly under heavy guard.


      “This isn’t a town… It’s a fortress,” Subaru mumbled.


      “I’m very confused,” Otto admitted. “It was nothing like this when I was here two years ago.”


      While Subaru grimly surveyed the defenses and Otto frowned, questioning his memories, Garfiel gestured toward the gate with his chin and said, “No use standing here wondering about it. Besides, the welcome party’s coming.”


      Just as he said this, somebody stepped out of one of the watchtowers. The man, who looked like anything but an ordinary civilian, was clearly very nervous, even from a distance.


      “T-travelers, Pappelt is currently in grave danger…yes! So we recommend you make haste and go back the way you came!”


      Subaru’s party exchanged glances after the extremely shaky-voiced welcome. And then—


      “Uhhh, thanks for the warning! But we have business in town,” Subaru said. “Also, we have a report to deliver, so could you please open the gate?”


      “Er…I’m terribly sorry, but I haven’t been instructed on how I should answer that…”


      “Mmmm…now that’s annoying.”


      The man in the lookout station was struggling to function off script. Realizing they were getting nowhere, Otto raised a hand and said, “If I might? I am Dr. Regin Suwen’s brother. If I’m related to one of the residents here, couldn’t you let me by?”


      “You’re Dr. Regin’s brother?”


      The man’s doubtful eyes scrutinized Otto when the familiar name was dropped. The man’s eyes traveled up and down Otto a few times before he finally said, “Yes, you do resemble him. Very well. Come on in.”


      “Is that legal?” Subaru murmured.


      “Leave it. Just stay quiet and let him escort us inside.”


      After ensuring Subaru’s loose lips were shut, Otto shot a winning smile at the guard. Then the gate slowly opened, and the cart successfully entered the town.


      “Huh…it doesn’t look much different from the Sanctuary in here,” Garfiel remarked after a glance around.


      “Yeah, though I highly doubt there are many places that have suffered as much population decline as the Sanctuary.” But for all Subaru’s quips, he had to admit that just like the Sanctuary, this town also had a bizarre uncanniness to it.


      And this was probably because of the town’s starkly contrasting size and population. In that regard, Garfiel’s comparison to the Sanctuary was more than apt. And the fact that it held a candle to the Sanctuary—a place overrun with the elderly and despair-filled days—was enough to deem it was in trouble, even in the most charitable terms.


      “How did things get so gloomy here…?”


      “We should probably ask somebody in the know first. Or we should at least find someone in charge and report that flesh ball…”


      But just when the trio plunged into a conversation to decide on their next move, it happened.


      Otto’s beloved dragon Fulfew let out a hoarse whinny. Like Patlash, land dragons seldom made noise, so Subaru’s party spun around in one accord to see what was wrong. And there was a young man standing beside Fulfew.


      “Hey there, Fulfew, you’re looking well. Have you grown since I last saw you?”


      The slender young man tickled Fulfew’s neck and ears as he spoke. His wild gray hair was tied back behind his neck, and he wore a threadbare white coat. He stood tall and held what appeared to be a cigarette in his mouth. Overall, he gave off a rather kind, mild-mannered impression, and there was something familiar about his face…


      Otto hopped off the cart. “Regin! Wow, it’s been ages. It’s me!”


      Otto smiled and ran over to the young man, calling his name. That made the young man’s identity clear. He was Otto’s younger brother, Regin Suwen. Though he was younger than Otto, the shadows of weariness in his face made his age difficult to guess.


      With a quiet sigh at Otto’s greeting, he said, “Come, Fulfew, say ahh… Hmm, you look nice and healthy. Looks like he’s feeding you well. That’s a relief.”


      “Uh…hellooo, Regin? It’s me! It’s your brother!”


      “Ha-ha, hey, stop licking me. If I get your smell on me, the other land dragons will get suspicious, won’t they? Sorry, but you’ll have to ease off.”


      “Hey! Regin! You can’t treat me like this! Have you no respect for your elder broth…? Wait, are you angry with me for some reason? Are you angry I never wrote? You’re angry, aren’t you?!”


      Otto’s voice rose higher and higher, but Regin ignored him and kept petting Fulfew. Subaru watched off to the side, arms folded as he nodded and said, “I think it’s pretty clear where Otto stands in his family.”


      And it was with a surprising sense of novelty that Subaru watched the little comedy act unfold.
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      “Well, let’s start over. Thank you for coming all this way to visit. I am Regin Suwen. Thank you so much for putting up with my idiot brother.”


      Regin offered his guests a friendly introduction and some tea just as they sat down in the parlor.


      Subaru stole a glance at Otto, who had been banished to the corner of the room and said, “Idiot brother…”


      “How dare you make that face at me,” Otto whined in an odd act of bravado. “I’ll have you know, my heart is in tatters right now.”


      “Is that something to be proud of?” Garfiel snorted into his tea.


      They were in the reception room of Regin’s clinic located near the front gate of the town. The building interior was completely white, prioritizing cleanliness above all else. And from how tidy the room was and the calm air about Regin, it was quite easy to recognize that the two were brothers.


      After the comedic act of younger brother ignoring his older brother, having gotten all his grievances off his chest, Regin finally remembered he was there to welcome his visitors.


      “I’m Subaru Natsuki and this is Garfiel Tinzel. We’re your brother’s…coworkers? What exactly is our relationship? Do you know?”


      “Er, I think we can go with coworkers.”


      Were it just the two of them, Subaru would have called himself a friend, but with Garfiel in the mix, things suddenly got more complicated. (Garfiel was sulking harder than Subaru expected over the revelation that Otto had lied about their destination.)


      “Still, a merchant family’s son becoming a doctor? That’s a plot twist. Didn’t you ever consider being a merchant like your older brothers?” Subaru asked.


      “Er, no. Luckily, my eldest brother took over the family business and my second-eldest brother showed me exactly what not to do with my life, so I was able to choose wisely.”
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      “Dang, Otto, you’re the perfect bad example,” Garfiel marveled. “Sounds like you’re a good big brother after all.”


      “I hope you aren’t being serious!”


      There seemed to be a lot of bad blood between them, as Regin’s tongue cut extra sharp whenever it came to Otto. Otto had apparently caused his family a great deal of worry. Guilty as charged.


      Subaru sat up straight. “Well, setting aside your idiot brother Otto, let’s get down to business.”


      “Yes. We need to talk about the creature you all encountered…the dirt spider.” Regin sounded the word with a nod at Subaru.


      Dirt spider—that was what the mound of flesh was called. When Otto had run out of patience with Regin giving him the cold shoulder, he blurted out the story in sheer desperation. That was how Regin finally learned about their mysterious encounter.


      Regin closed his eyes as he pulled a green plant stem from his breast pocket and stuck it in his mouth. Subaru had almost mistaken it for a cigarette. Regin chewed on the stem with his back teeth. And after a few moist crunching sounds, a pleasant aroma filled the room. It was almost minty.


      “Mimil stem—it has calming effects on animals but also works on humans.”


      “As long as it’s not addictive, I’m all for it. If anything, that’s exactly what I’d expect from a veterinarian,” Subaru said.


      “Is that so…” Regin smirked cynically.


      While technically a doctor, Regin specialized in veterinary medicine. Sensing a darkness lurking behind his smile, Subaru knit his brows together.


      “Forgive me, I’ve been feeling quite helpless lately…because of the dirt spider.”


      After a pause, Garfiel said, “Then tell us what’s up. Just like in Crossing the Albice River.”


      Regin took a breath. “The dirt spider was first discovered about three months ago. Somebody from town said they saw a creepy mound of flesh in the forest. At the time, the creature was still only the size of a small child.”


      The sightings were passed off as an illusion or a trick of the eyes. If they had sent a hunting party after it, things might have turned out quite differently.


      “While we ignored it, more and more sightings trickled in. But worst of all was when the dirt spider—though we had yet to give it a name then—claimed its first victims.”


      “Victims…so it attacked people?”


      “Not people. Just land dragons and livestock.”


      The dirt spider had started to prey on land dragons and livestock put out to pasture. Once the attacks on livestock started affecting the local food supply, the dirt spider’s existence became impossible to deny.


      “The dirt spider swallowed land dragons whole, adding them to its growing mass. By the time we realized this, it had grown to the size of a house.”


      “Swallowed whole…so that’s why the dirt spider has such a creepy appearance?” Otto asked.


      “Obviously. They become part of the dirt spider.”


      Regin’s tone was especially curt with his brother, but the chilling terror surging through Subaru’s veins distracted him. The dirt spider swallowed its prey whole. It would only grow bigger.


      “So…what exactly is it? A demon beast?”


      “We have no idea. As big as it is, we can’t spot any horns, though there’s a possibility they might be broken. And if it were a demon beast with broken horns, that would mean all the attacks were orchestrated by some mastermind, though we have no idea who that might be.”


      Regin threw his hands up in exasperation. But hidden behind his clenched jaw were glimpses of shame and embarrassment.


      “So the only victims were land dragons and livestock… That’s your wheelhouse, isn’t it?”


      “Yes. And because of that, my clinic is getting no business… I spend my days cleaning to keep my frustrations at bay.”


      With a minty sigh, Regin spat the chewed stem out of his mouth. It missed the trash can in the corner of the room, ending up on the floor.


      “So that’s why you guys put up the morbid palisade and gate? To keep out the dirt spider?” Otto asked.


      “Yes, at the village chief’s command. We also built those watchtowers, but as you’ve all seen, they’re manned by amateurs. It’s pointless anyway. It’s not like the dirt spider would come through the front entrance.”


      “Well, that explains everything. But damn…” Garfiel finally broke his silence with a disgusted snap of his fangs. He sank deep into the sofa and splayed his legs on the table in front of it.


      “Garfiel, show a little class,” Subaru admonished him.


      “C’mon, boss, it feels stupid acting polite at a time like this.” Garfiel’s eyes sharpened to slits and shot over to Regin. “Why hole ourselves up in town or yap about the problem when we could be doing something about it instead?”


      “What exactly are you trying to say?” Regin demanded.


      “C’mon, it’s simple. Gather everyone in town, head into the forest, and kill the bloody spider. And if there aren’t enough fighters in this town, hire mercenaries or something. That’s the fastest way.”


      Regin’s cheeks tensed at Garfiel’s uncouth suggestion.


      “Garfiel, please don’t make light of the problem,” Otto argued in his brother’s place. He gestured out the window and said, “You saw how big that mound of flesh was. Ordinary humans don’t stand a chance against it. It’s all the town can do just to bolster its defenses and brace for an attack… Mustering a force to go on the offensive isn’t so easy.”


      “Ooh, lazy excuses. I’m so impressed.” Garfiel jumped to his feet in defiance. “As if you know for sure? How do you even know the people of this town are trying their best?”


      “Because Regin is here,” Otto replied. “With my brother on their side, there’s no way they wouldn’t be trying their best.”


      Garfiel wrinkled his nose in embarrassment. That was just how adamant and how absolutely baseless Otto’s words were.


      Otto’s brother was trying. That was all Otto needed to know. That was all he knew, and it formed the entire basis of his argument.


      “You lose, Garfiel,” Subaru said. “Otto is right. This town is already doing everything it can.”


      “Tsk.” Cursing under his breath, Garfiel refrained from saying anything else. For various reasons, family was a powerful word for this group. And considering that was the way this trip had started, it was inevitable that things played out this way.


      Seeing Garfiel was conceding, Regin sighed deeply and said, “M-my brother sure has some frightening coworkers… I like to think I’ve met a variety of people in my life, but nothing about this fellow seems especially merchantlike to me.”


      “Oh, well, we may be Otto’s coworkers, but we’re not merch—”


      “Ahh—ahh—ahh! Whoa now, wait just a minute!”


      Otto danced around with strange movements to stop Subaru from clarifying. Then he took a deliberate look around the room and said more loudly than necessary, “That reminds me! This room is awfully clean for a veterinary clinic. I’m proud of you, Regin. You used to be such a messy boy.”


      “Hey, I learned to keep my place tidy not much after you did, Otto… And I regret to inform you that I can’t take personal credit for my clean clinic. It’s all thanks to my assistant.”


      “You have an assistant?”


      It had taken quite a bit of effort for Otto to change the subject, but Regin did not seem particularly bothered by it and went along.


      “This might sound strange coming from me, but are you gonna let him get away with that?” Subaru asked.


      “Oh, conversations with my big brother often get messy. Because, um…”


      “Huh? Were you gonna say something about his blessing? Garfiel and I already know about it, so you don’t need to hide it.”


      “What…?”


      Regin’s eyes opened in surprise when Subaru understood the reason for his reluctance to speak. His eyes had opened so wide his shock was almost palpable. He turned his identical face back to his brother and said, “Otto…you told them?”


      “Uhh…I sort of had to.”


      “That makes it sound like you didn’t want to…”


      Subaru frowned in dissatisfaction at Otto’s reluctant tone. But Regin’s surprise was enormous, despite the pair’s reaction.


      “Hey, Otto, will your little brother be okay? I didn’t expect him to be this shaken up.”


      “Oh, Mr. Natsuki…never change. Keep being you.”


      There was a subtle lack of acceptance in Otto’s utterance, but the peacefulness of his gaze somehow erased any desires Subaru had of pressing him further.


      And thus, for better or worse, just when the air in the reception room had stagnated—


      “Dr. Regin, are you iiin?”


      After a light knock, a woman’s bell-like voice called into the reception room. The three men besides Regin exchanged surprised glances. They didn’t know who she was, which was to be expected. But when Regin heard the voice, he answered as a conditioned reflex.


      “Oh, right, I’m here. Come in.”


      “Thank you, thank you, coming in… Oh, you have guests?”


      The door slowly opened and in walked a beautiful young lady.


      She was a dignified beauty, with a determined gaze and red hair tied behind her head. With a straight spine and every womanly aspect of her clearly defined, her surprise was quickly replaced with a charming smile.


      “Pardon me, I just assumed Dr. Regin would have nothing on his plate again today…oops.”


      With a shy giggle, she apologized to Regin’s guests. But midway, her voice and expression froze, and her giant eyes opened wide in shock.


      Her eyes took in the person right beside Regin, and—


      “Number Two?” “Marone?”


      The woman and Otto called out to each other at the same time.


      And with a rather unexpected reunion in rather unexpected circumstances, things began to veer even further off course.


      In the echoes of an old story, its sequel was beginning.
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      In the southern town of Pappelt, at the veterinary clinic run by Regin Suwen, a man and woman stared blankly at each other, their faces frozen in surprise.


      Otto and the woman he called Marone were still as statues. Marone’s big, round eyes were filled with an emotion other than surprise, and Subaru’s sharp eyes caught this almost immediately.


      As for Otto, his eyes were filled with nothing but surprise. Truly a lackluster reaction.


      That aside…


      “It seems we have a surprise reunion on our hands…but when are you two planning to unfreeze yourselves?”


      Subaru’s quip cut through the emotionally charged atmosphere. When the tension between them broke, the pair remembered to breathe, and they finally started moving again. Their next actions were completely out of sync.


      “Ah…right. I was just a little shocked there. Long time no see, Maro—”


      “Number Twoooo!!!”


      “—Eek?!”


      While Otto donned a gentle smile, Marone decided to tackle him and send him stumbling backward. He narrowly avoided falling down, but his waist and knees were bent at a dangerous angle as he held Marone up.


      “Dang, you’re stronger than I took you for. Color me surprised.” Garfiel folded his arms and made no move to help.


      “Is that all you have to say?! Wh-whoa, Marone?! Um…um, please…I’m sorry…but if we stay like this much longer, I’m going to actually fall…”


      “Number Two, Number Two, Number Two! Oh, you…you silly man, youuuu!”


      “Are you even listening?! Come on—seriously—I’m gonna fall—I’m gonna fall!”


      Meanwhile, Marone was too emotional to even consider it. In the end, Otto was forced to fight the battle alone—


      “I still have no clue what’s happening but…”


      Subaru watched the two of them with a thoughtful hand on his chin. From Marone’s reaction, she and Otto were more than passing acquaintances. Subaru wasn’t very good at reading people, but it was far too obvious to miss.


      In other words…


      “…Looks like a spring storm is coming,” Subaru said with a smirk.


      “Sorry to interrupt your ridiculous commentary, but could you please give me a hand here?!” Otto shrieked.


      That finally prompted Subaru to help. And behind him—


      “……Number Two?”


      Nobody in the room heard Regin mutter those words.


      8


      “Uhhh, sorry I lost my composure there. I’m Marone Lisbon. I work at this clinic as Dr. Regin’s assistant.”


      Once things had settled down a little, Subaru set some time aside for everyone to get acquainted. As Marone sat on the sofa in the reception room and smiled softly, Subaru tucked his chin and teased, “Hard to believe this is the same unhinged person from earlier.”


      Marone blushed shyly and Otto shot a glare at Subaru.


      “Mr. Natsuki,” Otto chided him. Then, with a tactful glance at Marone, he said, “Please, there’s no need to tease Marone the way you tease everyone else. We aren’t at the mansion right now and your watchdog Beatrice isn’t here, either.”


      “Yeah, sorry about that… Wait, what do you mean Beako’s my watchdog? I’m her guardian. Right, Garfiel?”


      “Well, going by outward appearances, I’d say you’re in charge, boss, but considering what Granny looks like, that’s hard for me to answer…”


      Subaru’s luck ran out the moment he asked for support from someone whose grandmother appeared to be a doll-like girl.


      “Well, I guess the question of which one of us is superior will have to wait until we get back to the mansion…,” Subaru mumbled.


      “Yes, let’s just leave it at that for now,” Otto said. “Anyway, please don’t bother Marone any more than you have to.”


      The twinge of frustration in Otto’s voice tickled Subaru’s conscience a little, but he decided to not press the issue. After that was all settled, Regin popped a second stem into his mouth and said, “By the way, am I right in assuming you two have met before?”


      “Oh, um, that’s right, Dr. Regin. Remember how I told you I was treated horribly in my home village…?”


      Marone chose her words carefully as she eyed Otto. And when she saw the questioning looks on Subaru’s and Garfiel’s faces, she smiled bravely and said, “You see, the son of a rich man in town teamed up with some bandits holed up nearby. He sent them girls periodically in exchange for them not attacking the town itself, and these girls were sold into slavery.”


      “Wow…that’s just like the plot of The Wind Hides No Evil.”


      It was a harrowing story; Garfiel bared his fangs and openly expressed his disgust. Subaru felt just as disgusted, but now that he’d heard her story, he understood her relationship with Otto better.


      “So I guess Otto killed those thieves with his bare hands…,” Subaru muttered in awe.


      “As if that’d actually happen! Who do you think I am?!”


      “A combat-ready strategist.”


      “You’re the only one who’d call me that, and even you know I’m no good in a fight!”


      Otto vehemently denied Subaru’s implications of Otto’s unexpectedly rich experience in battle. And as the two bantered, Marone slapped a hand to her mouth and said, “No, no, no, Number Two got captured by accident after the thieves kidnapped me. And since I was Slave Number One…”


      “I see. So that’s how he got the name.”


      Marone’s explanation finally cleared up the nature of their relationship. But this clarity brought a question to Subaru’s mind.


      “Wait, does that mean you basically get kidnapped, like, once or twice a year?”


      “I can’t exactly deny that. I curse my merchant’s life sometimes…”


      Though Subaru’s true first encounter with Otto had vanished in an earlier loop, their first encounter in this timeline was when he was captured by the Witch Cult. It wasn’t entirely unfounded to say Otto had a knack for getting himself captured.


      “But I knew the risks when I decided on this path,” Otto corrected himself.


      “Hate to break it to you, Otto, but I get the feeling the dangers you face are on a whole other level from other merchants.”


      “Even you’re against me, Regin…?”


      His own little brother’s words shattered Otto’s resilient spirit. As he slumped over, Marone pressed a hand to her rather impressive chest and said, “Anyway, Number Two and I were their slaves. But right before they sold us to traffickers, they lost control of their cart on a wild road and plunged to their deaths. The only ones who survived were Number Two, his land dragon, and me. We wished each other luck and parted ways. And that’s my backstory. Thank you all for listening.”


      Marone finished with a formal bow. It was an applause-worthy performance. But something had tickled Subaru.


      “So the bandits just happened to lose control of their dragon and fall off a cliff, huh…?”


      Subaru glanced at Otto with a look that said, That’s an awfully convenient plot twist. Otto pressed a finger to his lips and winked back at him. It was quite unsettling.


      Otto’s behavior made it clear that he had played a hand in the bandits’ demise. He hadn’t revealed this to Marone, either to spare her feelings or because he didn’t want to be showered with gratitude.


      “But, man, isn’t it funny how you guys just happened to reconnect here, of all places?” Garfiel asked.


      “Yes, it was quite a surprise. I never would have thought Marone would be working for my brother.”


      The word coincidence was made for moments like this. From the way Otto and Garfiel nodded at each other, it was clear this was their take on the matter. But Subaru’s opinion differed drastically.


      While coincidences did exist, he thought a more apt term for this was fate. Otto and Marone did seem like they shared a beautiful connection bound by an invisible thread. And as Subaru indulged in this theory further, he noticed that the pair were a good match both in age and in temperament.


      Ordinarily, Subaru had no interest in meddling in the romances of others. But the leaps forward he had made in his relationships with Emilia and Beatrice in the torturous crisis of the month prior had given Subaru a newfound confidence. To put it bluntly, he now considered himself a relationship expert.


      In the end, Subaru was as keen as a seasoned granny matchmaker.


      “Hey, don’t you two crazy kids have some catching up to do? Why don’t you lovies go outside and have a chat with Fulfew? Come, come, don’t mind us old fuddy-duddies.”


      “…Why are you talking like an old lady? It’s creepy.”


      “Come, come now, you crazy kids, go! Have fun!”


      Though Subaru overdid the granny role-playing a bit, when he dropped Fulfew’s name, Marone’s eyes lit up and she cried, “Number Two, your dragon is here?!” In the end, this was the deciding factor in Subaru’s roaring success.


      “Eee-hee-hee, ooh, delicious. I can’t wait to see how this all unfolds…”


      “Real creepy act you’ve got there, boss. What’re you scheming?”


      While Subaru cackled in satisfaction, Garfiel shot him a dubious glance. Subaru raised a finger and wagged it. “Tsk, tsk, oh, Garfiel, you sweet summer child. I’m just giving them a little grown-up consideration, okay?”


      “That felt less like grown-up consideration and more like unsolicited meddling…”


      “Oh, shut up, you! My boy, must you always—Oops, sorry, Regin.”


      To his embarrassment, Subaru discovered halfway through his rant that it was Regin, not Otto, who had splashed cold water on his parade. The brothers sounded almost identical, and it was hard to differentiate between the two without looking.


      That aside, Regin’s remark sobered up Subaru. He let out an uncomfortable gasp, embarrassed by his carelessness. He had meant well when he sent Otto and Marone off alone, but he hadn’t considered how that might make Regin, her employer, feel.


      He just may have inadvertently stirred up an epic romantic squabble between brothers…and he feared there was no turning back.


      “Sooo, um, what sort of grown-up do you want to be, little Regin?”


      “……If that’s your idea of showing respectful restraint, consider me offended. For your information, I am living exactly the kind of life I want to, Mr. Natsuki.”


      The addition of the “Mr.” before his name further added to the points Regin had in common with his brother. Unaware of Subaru’s feelings, Regin leaned against the wall and glanced out the window. He could see behind the clinic, where the cart was hitched to the stable. Marone was cuddling with Fulfew, and Otto was watching over her.


      “I owe my brother a great deal… He deserves happiness.”


      There was a hint of tragedy in Regin’s voice as he softly beheld the scene, and Subaru and Garfiel exchanged a look.


      “So, um, Regin…I’m just gonna ask directly… What’s your relationship with Marone?”


      Without a smile, Regin answered, “We are a veterinary doctor and his assistant. Nothing more.”


      Nothing more, huh…?


      Subaru put a hand to his chest and said, “Phew, that’s a relief to hear! For a second there, I thought I stepped on a land mine…”


      Sighing in relief, Subaru vowed he would never make the same mistake again. And as Regin watched him quietly, the mimil stem dropped from his mouth. Garfiel nimbly caught it and said, “Hey, that’s nasty.”


      “Ah—ahh, excuse me…”


      Regin took the stem from Garfiel’s hand and placed it in his back teeth again. The smell of mint spread through the room as Regin pressed a hand to his forehead much the same way his brother did.


      “I’m not surprised you are my brother’s friends… You’re hard to get a grasp on.”


      His melancholy sigh came with the refreshing scent of mint.
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      “There, there, good land dragon! Do you remember me? Thank you for saving my life!”


      “Oh, I remember you, miss. Fancy meeting you in a place like this.”


      Marone wrapped her arms around the land dragon’s neck in gratitude. Meanwhile, Otto happily watched his beloved dragon reciprocate with a nose nuzzle.


      Thanks to his blessing, Otto had no trouble understanding both of them. Luckily, their feelings were mutual, so there was no need to translate.


      “After all, I haven’t told Marone the truth about my blessing.”


      Otto scratched his cheek as he recalled his last encounter with Marone. Everything had transpired exactly as he had related back in the reception room…except there was one detail Otto kept secret. It was that he had lied to Marone about his blessing.


      At the very least, he had not confessed to Marone what sort of blessing he had. That was simply standard practice for Otto—and everyone else who had a blessing.


      Truth be told, he wouldn’t mind if Marone found out, but he had a bad taste in his mouth over having lied to her. So he wanted to lead the conversations with her, if possible.


      And yet—


      “Mr. Natsuki… What are you scheming…?”


      It struck him as odd, the stilted and forceful way Subaru had sent him outside with Marone. Though Otto seemed dense, he had made a living off reading a person’s facial cues. At a glance, he could tell if a person had an agenda. And Subaru’s was the face of a man with a shallow scheme.


      But as for what this shallow scheme was, therein lay the problem.


      “It doesn’t seem serious enough that ignoring it would be a problem…but I don’t like him acting foolishly in front of Marone or my brother and worrying them…”


      Then Marone turned around, took one look at the pensive Otto, and said, “You look perplexed. Something troubling you? You look like the type.”


      The brightness in her eyes and the earnestness of her words as she snuggled Fulfew’s cheek caused Otto to smile sheepishly. Marone was highly perceptive and bold. Even in the moments before she was to be sold into slavery, she remained resolute and proud. Otto was reminded just how good it felt to be around her.


      “Number Two? Why are you smiling?”


      “No reason. It’s just amusing that you, I, and Fulfew are getting along so well. Were you always this fond of land dragons?”


      “Not always. This little friend here made me love them, though.”


      Marone answered Otto’s casual question with a tender pat on Fulfew’s thick neck. She had an oddly adept touch with land dragons, and Otto could hear Fulfew’s contented shivers of breath all the way from where he was standing.


      “I mean, this kiddo sent those bandits to the bottom of the ravine when you and I were in danger. I never forget a grudge, but I also never forget a kindness. That’s why.”


      “…Is that why you became a veterinary assistant? To take care of land dragons?”


      “Truthfully, I was thinking of going to Flanders, the land dragon capital of the world. But, you know, it’s too far away.”


      Otto knit his brows together, having a difficult time parsing what Marone meant by that. Seeing this, Marone gave a frustrated shrug and said, “I guess you wouldn’t get it… Number Two, you were doing business in the areas just outside my hometown of Ginev, right? Well, if I went any farther than that…I’d lose my chance to bump into you again.”


      Otto broke into a smile. “Oh. Ohh…ohhh…”


      “What kind of reaction is that?” Marone laughed.


      Meanwhile, Otto was deeply embarrassed by Marone’s laughter.


      “I’m very flattered, but…you didn’t have to grasp at threads like that. You should have given yourself more freedom, Marone. You had every right.”


      “If freedom is the currency required for doing what you want…then this is what I spent it on. And my wager paid off. You really should be singing my praises.”


      “Well, when you put it like that…I guess you’re right. You have me beat.”


      As Marone puffed out her ample chest in pride, Otto respectfully bowed in surrender. But if he could add an addendum to the declaration of surrender—


      “Why did you want to see me again anyway? Fulfew aside, you and I were saved only by dumb luck—”


      “Number Two.”


      Marone cut off his sheepish excuse. Her voice was serious and strained, and Otto’s only recourse was to bite his tongue.


      A warm, gentle breeze rustled Marone’s red hair. She gazed straight into Otto’s eyes and said, “I like to think I’m not a dumb person—so I know that wasn’t just luck. I also know you didn’t get any bounty money from those bandits, either. I knew from the beginning.”


      “Uh…”


      Marone’s sharp gaze struck Otto dumb. He had no idea how to respond.


      Otto had used his blessing to plunge the bandits to their deaths and save Marone’s life along with his own. Then he had given Marone all his savings under the guise that it was the bounty for catching the bandits and bid her farewell, telling her to use the money to start a new life.


      Otto felt he had carried out the charade quite well…


      “You didn’t follow through. If you want to make a grand gesture for a lady…do it when she’s right there.”


      “Well…technically, I did make a grand gesture when you were right there.”


      “But does it count if you don’t tell me about it? Who else was there?”


      “Uhh…Fulfew?”


      “Don’t drag me into this, young master!”


      Fulfew neighed in gruff indignation over being included in Otto’s pathetic attempt at an excuse. Marone’s eyes widened at the whinny…then she pointed sharply at Fulfew and said, “I think this kiddo is taking my side. Am I right?”


      “…That’s a trade secret.”


      The more Otto talked, the worse things got. He was fairly confident he could talk his way out of most scrapes, but in that moment, he felt as though he was drowning in a slice of humble pie.


      “Miss Marone!”


      Otto flinched at the shout. Marone turned toward the voice in surprise. The moment she saw who it was, her expression became agitated.


      She did not look herself as a short young man boldly marched toward her.


      He was dressed lightly, but he seemed outfitted for battle thanks to the longsword at his waist, bow in his hand, and the quiver of arrows on his back. His appearance was so intimidating Otto could do nothing but watch as the young man walked up to Marone and said, “I heard the news from the lookout—did the dirt spider really appear again? If so, then why hasn’t the bell been rung, and why aren’t the townsfolk gathered at the assembly hall? I trust you know the protocol?”


      “Oh, umm…I’m sorry. I didn’t know about the dirt spider…”


      “You aren’t treating this seriously enough. Or do you simply not understand the position you’re in? This town has always been a peaceful, uneventful place. Then the moment an outsider…the moment you arrived, this is what happens. What do you make of that?”


      The young man’s questions came so fast Marone didn’t even get a chance to reply. Marone bit her tongue as his volley of grim words rained down on her.


      Her silence only made the man press harder, his face growing even sterner as he railed, “What’s wrong? Can’t speak up when you’re in trouble? Do you think men like Regin will leap to your defense if you keep your pretty mouth shut? I’ll bet you’ve always had everything handed to you—”


      “That’s enough.”


      Otto refused to listen to another word. His politeness with strangers could only go so far. He stepped in front of Marone, staring the guard in the face.


      When he saw Otto, the young guard frowned dubiously. Apparently he hadn’t even noticed Otto. Either he was single-minded to a fault or he was simply narrow-minded—either way, Otto could not forgive him for the awful way he spoke to Marone.


      “And who in the world are you?” the guard demanded. “What right have you to stand in my way?”


      “I didn’t realize you needed special permission to stand up for a friend. Besides, you seem to have some opinions about Regin… As his older brother, I believe I have the right to hear them.”


      Otto emphasized the word right in his argument, and the guard took notice. He took a step backward, staring back and forth between Otto and Marone and said, “Welcoming outsiders into our town at a time like this… That man truly doesn’t understand the severity of the situation.”


      The man sighed and shook his head in disapproval. “I am Bungam Eastan, a knight sent by Lord Serlaine, lord of these lands. And who are you?”


      “How surprising. You do have manners.”


      The knight folded his arms and sneered, “Mr. Houser Prizingyu Doavemanors… What a strange name.”


      “………”


      Otto frowned at Bungam, who cocked his head in confusion.


      “What’s wrong, Mr. Houser? May I ask why you’ve come to this town?”


      “I take it you’re trying to have a conversation with me… Um, is this fellow always like this?” Otto asked Marone, already tiring of speaking with the guard.


      Marone nodded, a conflicted expression on her face. “Yes, Sir Bungam was sent here when the dirt spider started showing up. He’s the one who put up the palisade surrounding the town and built the watchtowers.”


      “I see. Well, it sounds like you’re doing everything you ought to as a knight serving the lord of this land…”


      There was no doubt that the knight was highly conscientious and vigilant. And if they were up against low-risk demon beasts or bandits, a palisade and watchtowers would have been entirely effective.


      The only issue was whether these defenses would hold up against a monstrosity like a dirt spider.


      “Pardon my asking, Sir Knight, but have you seen the dirt spider with your own eyes?”


      “Hmph—I’m asking the questions here… Well, no matter. I regret to inform you that I have yet to see the dirt spider myself. And I’m confident that were we to meet in person, the dirt spider would know it was bested by simply beholding me.”


      Though reluctant to answer the question, Bungam puffed out his chest with pride as he spoke. It was uncertain just how much of his confidence was sincere, but it was clear that his opinion could not be refuted with logic.


      The truth was the dirt spider had retreated into the forest after its skirmish with Garfiel. While hard to say whether it had been cowed or not, it was safe to assume the creature possessed enough intelligence to gauge opponents.


      “Now then, Mr. Houser, back to the first question—what are your plans in Pappelt?”


      “We encountered the dirt spider en route to our destination…so we stopped here to see what the people in this town had to say.”


      “Aha! So that means you boys—er, you gentlemen—came here to inform us of the dirt spider! Do excuse my rudeness earlier.”


      Bungam’s attitude changed completely. He took Otto’s hand and bowed his head profusely. As Otto shrunk back a little at the groveling, the knight shook it off and continued, “I assumed you were the people who brought Miss Marone here… My hopes and expectations have been somewhat dashed, I suppose.”


      His hand still gripping Bungam’s, Otto smiled and said, “From the sound of it, Sir Bungam…you treat Marone rather harshly. Might you explain to us why that is?”


      “If you want answers, why not ask the troublemaker herself?” Bungam said with a razor-sharp look in his eyes.


      Otto heard someone gasp behind him. Realizing the knight had purposefully said that to hurt Marone, Otto yanked on Bungam’s hand, pitching him forward.


      “Garfiel, do your thing!” Subaru yelled.


      “Grrraaah!!”


      Before Otto had a chance to throw the knight on the ground, a hearty holler split the air as a cloud of dust rose up by the cart in the stable.
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      When the dust settled, Otto spotted a very familiar backside and let out a sigh.


      “What in the world do you think you’re doing?” Otto demanded.


      “Eh? I just did what the boss told me to,” Garfiel said, rising from the ground. “It’s your fault for picking a fight with some sketchy guy.”


      Covering his mouth with a sleeve, Otto’s eyes darted to the fallen knight with concern.


      “Oh? Oh? What happened?”


      The fallen knight sat half up on the ground, looking around in confusion. Otto was relieved that it seemed they had managed to avoid sparking a full-blown brawl.


      “Hey, Otto, you okay? That was a close call, but our buddy really pulled through with the assist!”


      Subaru gave a thumbs-up and rushed over to Otto. But then he noticed Bungam on the ground and grunted. “Oops, looks like he missed…”


      “‘Oops’ my behind! You and Garfiel both need to show a little restraint! Why do you treat everyone like they’re an enemy?!”


      “That’s on you for looking like you were in trouble from a distance. Plus, Marone seemed uncomfortable, and that guy had a nasty look on his face.”


      “I’m not sure if you’re being serious, and I don’t know whether I should be frustrated, grateful, or angry!”


      “Of course I’m serious,” Subaru said. “So who is that guy?”


      As the mischievousness faded from Subaru’s voice, Otto sighed and pointed at the knight on the ground and said, “He’s a knight sent here by the landlord. He’s supposed to take care of the dirt spider.”


      “He’s a knight? With that body and face? Are you kidding?”


      “I don’t think you should be judging anyone by their looks, boss.”


      Subaru, who snorted smugly, was dressed in his typical tracksuit. This was his trademark outfit, and even Otto, who could normally find the monetary value in any oddity, considered Subaru’s clothes completely unsellable.


      As Garfiel had pointed out, despite the fact that Subaru had been formally knighted, he didn’t look the part at all.


      “Agh, never mind you two. How’s Marone…?”


      The situation was so complicated that Otto had forgotten to check on Marone. His eyes nervously darted in her direction. She had ended up just outside the dust cloud. And Regin, who had rushed to the scene, was supporting her from behind.


      “Marone, are you all right?”


      “Oh, Dr. Regin… Yes, yes, I’m fine. Just a little startled, that’s all.”


      “Good… Well, I’m a little startled, too,” Regin said, biting down hard on the mimil stem in his mouth. The refreshing scent seemed to help, and before long, a look of calm returned to Marone’s face. The effect apparently extended to the knight on the ground as well…


      “Mmf? Mm—mm—mmf?! Oh…why am I lying on the ground?”


      “Sir Bungam.”


      “Who is that calling my name…? Ah, it’s you, Regin! How embarrassing for you to see me like this!”


      Bungam jumped to his feet and brushed himself off. Then he looked at the new arrivals—Subaru and Garfiel.


      “New faces again… Regin, I know I’ve told you before, but—”


      “They are my older brother and his coworkers. They have no connection with her…with Marone or the dirt spider. Please don’t get yourself worked up over baseless rumors.”


      “But my suspicions come from none other than the words uttered from her mouth… Do you stand by what you said?”


      Regin’s face made it obvious the knight had struck a nerve. But he did not yield his spot by Marone’s side.


      Bungam sighed heavily. “Well, no matter. However, I cannot turn a blind eye to the grave truth that there have been more sightings of the dirt spider. I am starting to consider enlisting a force of townspeople to march into the forest to exterminate the creature.”


      “Again with that reckless plan. You know the townspeople aren’t capable of that!” Marone protested.


      But Bungam didn’t even bother responding. He snorted and spread his arms wide, indicating the palisade, gate, and watchtowers ringing the town.


      “Look around us. We’ve already prepared for a battle. Our enemy will not wait for us to muster up our courage. Even when our spirits falter, we must be ready to fight—that is a knight’s duty.”


      “Yes, but you’re the only knight here—”


      “Okay, pause! Time-out! Zip it, both of you!”


      Subaru jumped in between Marone and Bungam, who were growing more heated by the second.


      Subaru offered the shocked pair a smile and said, “I understand what you’re both trying to say. In short, this is all the dirt spider’s fault. If the dirt spider goes away, there’s no reason for you two to fight. Capisce?”


      “C-capeesh…?”


      “I’m asking if you understand. Anyway, jumping ahead…I do think everybody traipsing into the forest to kill the dirt spider is a pretty awesome idea. But I can understand Marone’s worry that these people don’t know how to fight. So I’ve got an idea for you.”


      A mischievous grin on his face, Subaru leaned in between the agitated pair. When he saw the look in Subaru’s eyes, Otto got a bad feeling. But before he could make full sense of it, Subaru continued.


      “We, some kind passersby, dispose of the dirt spider for you. How does that sound?”


      Otto’s eyes shot open in indignation. “Do you think we can actually do that?!”


      “I wouldn’t have suggested it if I didn’t. For ’tis I, the great Subaru Natsu—”


      “Okay, emergency business meeting!” Otto snapped from behind, stopping Subaru’s steamroller in its tracks. He dragged Subaru, kicking and squirming as he went, until everyone minus Bungam was assembled for an emergency meeting. The topic was, of course, Subaru’s unilateral declaration.


      “Mr. Natsuki! What the hell were you thinking?!”


      “More like what the hell were you thinking?! You scared the crap outta me, man! Don’t you known the unwritten rule that you never interrupt a hero when he’s giving his name?!”


      “That’s yet another reason why I had to stop you,” Otto argued, firmly poking Subaru’s nose.


      “Urk!” Subaru grunted, falling silent and rubbing his nose.


      “Listen to me, okay?” Otto prefaced. “This is a formal knight of the lord of this land that we’re dealing with. In other words, he’s in a position of power. Now, if passersby from another domain…let’s just set aside for a minute that this other fief is controlled by the eccentric Marquis Mathers…but if we barge in and act brashly, that would be considered a violation of authority.”


      “A violation of authority…you make it sound cooler than it actually is.”


      “I don’t care how cool it sounds; it will harm Lady Emilia’s reputation.”


      “Well, that’s not good! Definitely not good! Phew! Dodged that bullet!”


      The moment Subaru was made aware of the dangers of his actions, he raised a white flag. It was times like this that Otto appreciated how impressionable Subaru could be…


      “But, y’know, that knight has a point, doesn’t he?” Garfiel butted in. He cast a glance at Bungam, who had a pronounced crease between his brows and was craning his neck to see what the trio were talking about. “His plan to arm the villagers and charge into the forest to take out the dirt spider? I’m all for it. Who cares if the villagers are good fighters or not. Might as well stop sitting around talkin’ about it and give it a try.”


      “Garfiel…”


      “Besides, boss, your plan isn’t exactly fleshed out. I don’t wanna force the villagers to do something crazy. But I don’t wanna put our bodies on the line, either.” Garfiel gnashed his fangs together, leaned close to Otto, and added, “We’re kinda screwed—either way, somebody’s gotta do something crazy.”


      As Garfiel’s sharp, savage eyes bored into him, Otto’s gaze drooped slightly. Though Garfiel’s opinions tended to be brash, he had a sound argument. The threat was already at this town’s front door. They did not have the luxury of time to squabble over how they should handle it.


      And now that they knew the crisis was at hand, there was one thing they needed to make certain of first—


      “Regin, why is that knight so hostile toward Marone?” Otto asked.


      “Why? Well, he…”


      “I realize this might be difficult to talk about, but it’s very important.”


      Regin fell silent, a perplexed look on his face. But it was Marone who came forward to explain. She flashed the same brave smile she showed Otto when they were trapped in that dark hole together and launched into her explanation.


      “I told him about my little incident in my hometown. Considering all the horrible things that keep happening to me and now the dirt spider…we kinda think I might be cursed.”


      “And Bungam happened to overhear us talking about it,” Regin added, a pained look on his face as he cast a glance at the fragile-looking young lady beside him.


      Upon hearing the news, Otto could definitely imagine a scenario where Marone would say such a thing. While everyone around her grew more and more worried at the emergence of the dirt spider, she cheerfully told tales of her own tragic past to cheer them up. And her half-joking suggestion that she was cursed became a rumor…a rumor that eventually reached Bungam.


      “I do wonder, though… What is it about me? Things just never worked out for me in the last town, too…so I was really hoping things would go well for me here.”


      Marone mumbled with difficulty, stealing glances at Otto. Fragile shadows lurked in her once-vibrant voice and eyes.


      “I didn’t want to accept it, but…I just might be an unlucky woman, Number Two.”


      Marone sounded on the verge of tears, but she refused to let herself founder.


      It was this spirit that lit a fire in Otto’s soul.


      “Sir Bungam!” Otto loudly called out to the one outsider in the meeting.


      Bungam raised a cheerful cry and approached the group. “Have we reached a verdict, Mr. Houser?”


      “Yes, we have,” Otto answered, rubbing his hands together. “The dirt spider needs to be disposed of—will you let us take on that task?”


      “Otto?!” Regin gasped in horror.


      Marone’s eyes also shot open in shock.


      But neither Subaru nor Garfiel were surprised. That alone was enough to give Otto full confidence to proceed with his plan.


      More than anything, he refused to sit idle. Not when he saw the quiet despair in Marone’s eyes as she accepted her ill fate.


      “Those are some bold words… But can you do it? Your enemy is that terrifying dirt spider.”


      Bungam spoke as if he had seen the dirt spider himself, even though he had not by his own admission. But there was no malicious scheming in his words. He asked out of genuine concern.


      It’s safe to say there wasn’t a single bad person in the group. They all wanted to protect the town.


      And that was what had strengthened Otto’s determination.


      “Yes, we can. We have a compelling reason to—I have a compelling reason to.”


      Otto glanced at Marone behind him. Her eyes widened for a moment; then her cheeks flushed faintly, and she glanced downward. In her eyes, it was clear she understood that she was the reason Otto had stepped up to fight.


      Then someone swooped in and gave Otto’s shoulder a firm pat. He turned around to see Subaru, holding up a thumb.


      “Well said. That’s why you’re our combat-ready strategist.”


      Realizing he could no longer refute the silly title, Otto hung his head tiredly.


      And thus, Camp Emilia (redacted) Dirt Spider Extermination Task Force prepared for battle.
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      “Well, I always knew you had it in you, man,” Subaru said cheerfully. “That little speech of yours gave me chills. I think it worked on Marone, too. Badass.”


      “Well, uh, thank you… I’m not sure if that was a compliment, but I’ll take it.”


      There was a listlessness in Otto’s reply. His shoulders were slumped, his eyes shadowed, and his voice half-hearted.


      Subaru’s head tilted. “What kind of answer was that? Where’d the badass go?”


      “Truly. I wonder where he came from and where he went…” Otto sighed. “To be honest, I have no idea what compelled me to make such a ludicrous declaration. Just the thought of facing that thing is making my stomach churn.”


      From the green tinge in Otto’s face and the way he rubbed his midsection, it looked as though his stomach really was turning. Eyeing him from behind, Garfiel cursed angrily under his breath. Otto’s brave little speech had given him a newfound respect for Otto, and now he had to revise his opinion of the man yet again.


      Presently, Subaru’s party had entered the edge of the forest on the outskirts of Pappelt. They were searching for traces of the dirt spider and gathering intel on how best to destroy the abomination.


      “We should gather as many traces of it as we can to raise our scouting stat before we start the hunt.”


      That was what Subaru, who seemed to have some scouting experience, had suggested. Garfiel didn’t quite understand all the particulars of what he said, but he could tell that Subaru meant that greater preparations would mean greater strength in battle. This was expressed by raising one’s “stats.” He would have to remember that for later.


      Garfiel quite liked the bizarre words Subaru would use now and then. Simply put, he liked how cool they sounded. According to Subaru, they “vibed.” That was another strange word Subaru had taught him.


      And happily, Garfiel and Subaru were vibing outstandingly well. The fact that he responded to Subaru with understanding nods showed they were compatible.


      Which made the contrast even starker—


      “Y’know, I just can’t bring myself to like that guy,” Garfiel quietly muttered under his breath as he stared at Otto’s back while he led the way into the forest.


      That was the problem with human relationships. It was impossible to get along with literally everyone. Garfiel understood that in theory, but that did little to console the tingling sensation in the back of his sharp teeth.


      Besides, his grandmother Ryuzu had told him he needed to get along with the others in the camp.


      “Of course, I ain’t Granny’s puppet or anything…”


      Even Garfiel could see how getting along with everyone would be for the best. Because of this, he had tried his hardest to be friendlier with Otto over the past month.


      He would often climb up a tree and stare into his room, run around his general vicinity whenever he was working, and he would sit assertively across from him at the dining table. He even timed his baths so they would be in the tub at the same time. He made sure to always say good night before bedtime, too.


      But all that effort had only revealed that he and Otto were totally incompatible.


      The merchant spent his time in his room not exercising but poring over books night and day. At work, he would always grovel around Roswaal. At the dinner table, he favored vegetables over meat. And in the bath, he always washed his face first. (Garfiel always started with his feet. It felt so good washing from the bottom up.)


      And due to all these incompatibilities, Garfiel’s assessment of Otto was rather conflicted. There were many things he did not like about the man. But there was one area where Otto had him beat…


      His fight with Otto at the Sanctuary had left a deep mark on Garfiel’s ego.


      Otto’s plan had Garfiel dancing in the palm of his hand. In the end, he had managed to muscle his way to victory, but Garfiel could not bring himself to be happy about it. Not an underhanded victory like that. So Garfiel counted that as his loss—


      “And it would all be tolerable if he’d only force me to be humble and accept defeat…”


      Yet Otto’s daily behavior—and the behavior he was exhibiting now—would not grant Garfiel that dignity. Even then, Otto still ruminated on the bold declaration he had made back in town, and it seemed to pain his stomach with meaningless regret.


      Otto had settled on a plan. And a very good plan as far as Garfiel was concerned. So he ought to dedicate his entire being to making sure it was successful.


      “Shit. I don’t like this…”


      “Y’know, for a monstrosity that big, our friend sure does know how to hide,” Subaru quipped, sticking his head out from the bushes. He stared at the ground, diligently searching for tracks, and said, “I mean, it’s like a mountain. It ought to be obvious where it’s rolled.”


      “Yes, that is quite puzzling,” Otto agreed. “May I offer another observation?” he asked, turning to look at Subaru. “Why are you in the forest with us, Mr. Natsuki? Shouldn’t you stay back to avoid danger?”


      “Dang, since when did you learn to shoot so straight?! Sure, good things come to those who wait, but I’m not dumb enough to stay behind in town where he’s in charge, am I?” he refuted, pointing in the direction of the town.


      Right about then, an overly eager Bungam had probably gathered the townsfolk and was pushing his citizen’s army strategy on them. He would give them the most rudimentary weapons and armor and send them off on a wild dirt spider chase in the forest.


      As far as Garfiel was concerned, he had no objections to Bungam’s plan. That was essentially what he had originally pushed for himself. It seemed natural to him that the townsfolk should take up arms to protect their homes. If anything, it was far stranger that a couple of outsiders were in the forest diligently hunting for the dirt spider.


      “Well, you’re one to talk, then, Otto! If we’re trying to maximize safety, Garfiel should have gone on this mission without us.”


      “Me stay behind when I asked him for help?” Otto argued. “That wouldn’t sit right with me.”


      “Well, if you and Garfiel went out alone while I sat on my ass and sipped tea back at the clinic, that wouldn’t sit right with me!”


      Otto frowned as Subaru sent spit flying everywhere with his angry retort. The fire in his eye when he gave that speech back in town was nowhere to be seen now. For that matter, he was also lacking the determination he had earlier when asking Garfield, “Please do this for my brother.”


      That was the very reason why Garfiel had agreed to march into the forest without complaint.


      “Boss, Otto, you guys need to stop being so damn noisy. If all your yelling scares the dirt spider off, we’ll have a big mess on our hands.”


      “Why would our yelling scare it away? Did you see how big that thing is?” Subaru joked.


      “I couldn’t care less how big that thing is. It’s just like Mithos Flees Battle One Hundred Times. That big bastard keeps runnin’ away from yours truly, and it’s pissin’ me off.”


      Garfiel cracked his knuckles as he recalled their last encounter. The abomination had fled without hesitation. Putting egos aside, it had clearly been the correct strategy. Garfiel also realized that how cowardly it was had little to do with how strong it was.


      He wondered how much of a threat the giant, shapeless abomination would pose in a proper fight.


      And for that reason alone…


      “To be honest… Personally? I’d feel much better if both of you stayed behind in town.”


      “Oh, come on! You, too?!” Subaru protested. “I already said why we can’t do that.”


      “Yeah, I know. That’s why I didn’t stop you from coming—even though I’m totally strong enough to take care of business.”


      The decision had already been made. Garfiel did not want to revisit it any more than the others did. What it came down to was that they had to devote all their energy to overcoming this ordeal.


      “So, boss, think you’re finding any traces of our friend?”


      “Yeah, no, it’s proving quite difficult. You can’t even sniff the thing out, right?”


      “Yeah. Strangely enough.”


      With a snort at Subaru, Garfiel turned his attention to their surroundings. Garfiel’s sense of smell was keen enough that with one sniff at Roswaal Manor, he could locate Ram with infuriating accuracy.


      But ever since they entered the forest, his nose couldn’t find the dirt spider’s foul stench anywhere. That distinctive, putrid odor was not the sort of thing that could be rinsed off. There had to be some trick to it. (That was Garfiel’s theory anyway.)


      “I’m not gonna let some cheater beat me with underhanded trickery. This is a task for me and me alone to accomplish.”


      “Garfiel, how are things going? Have you found anything?” Otto—the task giver in question—asked innocently.


      “Aw, shut it! Why don’t you find something, you dirty cheater!” Garfiel snapped back.


      “Um…why are you so angry all of a sudden…?” Otto asked dejectedly. As he took another look around, Otto looked at his companions in confusion and said, “That being said, I haven’t noticed anything, either…and I find this whole situation quite strange.”


      “Strange how?”


      “Well…my blessing lets me communicate with other living creatures. But it has a weakness. Just like normal voices, I can’t understand them unless they actually talk to me.”


      “So what you’re saying is the creatures of this forest aren’t very talkative?” Subaru asked.


      Otto shook his head. “It’s the opposite—this forest is painfully noisy. It’s like I’m surrounded by a thousand of you.”


      “Wow, way to make a comparison that freaks even me out…” Subaru hugged himself and shuddered. “But the overly noisy forest does give us one clue. Isn’t it true that animals tend to disappear if there’s a demon beast nearby?”


      “Yes, usually… Aha. I see what you’re getting at.”


      Subaru offered an affirming nod to Otto’s apparent epiphany. Garfiel, the odd man out, turned a dubious gaze on the pair and said, “Hey! Can you maybe include me in your little revelation?”


      “Oops, sorry, my bad,” Subaru said. “Well, it’s like this—Otto is hearing voices he shouldn’t be able to hear when there’s a demon beast lurking around… That means the dirt spider is not a demon beast.”


      “Well, yeah…I guess given the intel we’ve gathered so far, that’s the natural conclusion.”


      Otto offered a brooding nod to complement Subaru’s brooding frown. Times like this, Garfiel hated how slow on the uptake he was.


      Oblivious to Garfiel’s internal struggle, the other two continued following their current thread of deduction.


      “According to Regin, the only casualties so far have been livestock and land dragons…no humans. We could pass that off as coincidence, but doesn’t it feel like it’s happened too many times for that?” Subaru argued.


      “By that logic, are you suggesting it was never after humans all along? In that case, leaving Fulfew behind in town was the right call. But livestock… Livestock, huh…”


      “Who would gain from targeting livestock?” Subaru asked. “Like, is there one household whose livestock have been spared?”


      “No one would do something that obviously suspicious,” Otto argued. “And now that it’s much less likely we’re dealing with a demon beast, the possibility that it’s taking orders from someone has all but disappeared.”


      “But if the dirt spider isn’t a demon beast…then what is it? How can there be an abomination like that thing if it’s not a demon beast?”


      Subaru and Otto’s spirited debate burned hot, silence falling between them as they pondered the dirt spider’s true identity. Then Garfiel, having finally caught up in the conversation, had a sudden thought.


      If the dirt spider was not a demon beast but also an anomaly unlike any other living thing, then just maybe—


      “Hey…just a dumb idea, but…”


      “Huh? Is it about the dirt spider?” Subaru whirled around, his eyes filled with hope.


      Then it happened.


      A powerful chill filled the air as a strange presence manifested.


      Garfiel made himself small, and Otto’s face twisted in pain as he covered his ears. Only Subaru tilted his head in curiosity, startled by their reactions.


      And then—


      “Oh shit—boss! Beneath you!”


      Garfiel’s blessing alerted him to the threat crawling along the ground. But the newcomer was faster than any of them could prepare for.


      The subterranean mound of flesh—the dirt spider—erupted from the earth, hurling the hunting party into the sky.


      Even Garfiel was thrown into the air, along with the very ground he had been standing on. Somehow, he had managed to keep one foot on that chunk of earth, and it was enough of a foothold that he could launch himself off it. After that, there was nowhere to go but skyward.


      And reach out for either Subaru or Otto, who were also flying with him.


      “Garfiel!”


      As Garfiel flew and spun through the air, he heard someone calling his name. The howling of the wind was so loud he couldn’t tell who it was. But he received an answer immediately after—it was both of them.


      “Save Otto!” “Save Mr. Natsuki!”


      As both boys hurtled through the sky, they demanded Garfiel save the other. In the end, a split-second decision was forced upon Garfiel.


      Garfiel’s mind raced. Who was easier to save? Who was more powerful? Motives, positions, relationships—so many questions came and went. In the end, the look on Regin’s face when they said good-bye flashed in his mind.


      Garfiel leaped off the tiny chunk of earth as it crumbled away and grabbed on to the boy flailing through the air—Otto.


      “Garfiel?!”


      “Shut it! I don’t even know why I chose you! Boss…!”


      Silencing Otto’s protesting cries, Garfiel looked for Subaru. Worst-case scenario, perhaps he could awaken some latent power within him and save Subaru, too.


      But Garfiel’s hopes were in vain—


      “How…” “…in the world?!”


      Otto and Garfiel gasped in unison as the former clung to the latter’s neck. This was proof that, unexpectedly, they felt the same way about what they were seeing.


      “Waaaaaghhh?!”


      As Subaru emitted something between a shriek and a squeal, the dirt spider that burst through the earth captured Subaru’s body with the tentacles stretching from its massive trunk, pulling him closer.


      Tragically, Subaru was swallowed whole by the mound of flesh, suffering the same fate as the livestock—


      “A Behemoth?!”


      Until he wasn’t.


      With a sound like a wet cloth violently slapping against a wall, Subaru was stuck to the giant mound of flesh. But there was no other metamorphosis besides that. The dirt spider began to burrow back into the earth with Subaru stuck in place.


      He had narrowly escaped falling to his death. However, at this rate, he would be dragged away.


      “E-eat this!!!”


      Making a split-second decision, Garfiel grabbed the tree branch he had spotted in his peripheral vision, wrapped himself around Otto as a fulcrum, and kicked the limb toward the dirt spider.


      The giant tree branch was thicker than Otto’s chest, and it hurtled with the speed of an arrow. It shot right past Subaru, into the dirt spider as it tried to retreat into the earth…spurting putrid juices as it went.


      “Whoa now, you were in real danger there…” “Augh?!” “This is some bullshit!”


      Once again, there was a reaction from the third party, and a change manifested in the dirt spider’s behavior immediately after.


      Its mountainous body shuddering, the dirt spider sent its thick meat tentacles into the air—toward the ones who had hurt it so terribly with that attack, swatting at them.


      “Nnngaaah!”


      It was an attack utterly unlike the one that had struck Subaru earlier. It was clearly intended to kill.


      As the attack sped toward them, Garfiel spun Otto around to shield him and braced himself to block the tentacles. But it wasn’t enough.


      “Raaaaah!!!”


      His defenses were cracked wide open. Garfiel and Otto were blasted into the center of the forest. This also meant they were unable to stop the dirt spider from burying itself beneath the earth.


      “Boss! Noooo!”


      Screaming as loud as his lungs would allow, Garfiel called out in despair as Subaru grew smaller and smaller.


      As Subaru plunged toward the earth and the dirt spider swallowed him, he yelled something.


      But before Garfiel’s brain could process what he had said—


      He was thwapped by a tree branch and felt himself falling…and the two fell into the dark canopy of the trees.


      It was here that Emilia’s camp was completely split up—and the dirt spider’s extermination quest was plunged into darkness.


      12


      The evening hour was long past, and night was slowly creeping across the eastern sky.


      “They were supposed to have a brief look around…then be back in time for supper.”


      Regin sat in the examination room of the veterinary clinic, his face twisted with worry as he imagined what had become of Otto’s party.


      The trio had boldly waltzed into the forest to hunt down the dirt spider. In truth, only Subaru and Garfiel were in high spirits, but since he had not tried to stop them, Regin had trusted his brother had a plan.


      Just as Regin trusted his eldest brother’s down-to-earth reliability, he also trusted his second-eldest brother’s craftiness. However, as his second-eldest brother was also tormented by fate, he was equally worried for him.


      Had his brother been ordinary, he could have passed off Otto’s lack of communication as proof he was busy and given him some space. But Regin could not bring himself to believe that.


      Once again, Regin realized he could never make it as a merchant. In that way, Regin owed Otto a debt of gratitude for inspiring him to become a veterinary doctor. The sight of his brother using his blessing to communicate with animals had left a deep impression in his heart…


      “Dr. Regin, has Number Two…has Otto’s party returned yet?”


      “Marone—”


      Marone’s equally worried voice brought Regin out of his thoughts. Seeing the tension in her usually vibrant face broke his heart.


      The righteous indignation boiling inside him was born of self-hatred and his inability to cast away the primary source of her suffering.


      “No, they aren’t back yet. Otto never knew when to talk to people. He makes everyone around him anxious.”


      “Ahh, yeah, I can see that. He just gives that impression, doesn’t he? I can tell he gives you and everyone else in his life a really hard time.”


      From the tactful smile on Marone’s face, it was clear she knew Regin’s calmness was a facade. The conversations between the two had grown more and more distant when the dirt spider threat had reached critical mass.


      A veterinarian’s job was to treat livestock and animals. His days weren’t all fun and games, but Marone’s cheerful and brave demeanor always lifted Regin’s spirits.


      That was why it was especially frustrating that he could not help the animals or Marone now. And if something were to happen to Otto’s party on top of that…


      “Excuse me—is Regin in?!”


      Just as a gentle quiet had fallen in the room, a voice that knew no restraint barged into the room. Marone’s cheeks tensed at the sound of it, and Regin protectively tucked her behind himself.


      Immediately after, a small knight—Bungam—marched into the exam room. “Ah, there you are, Regin…and Miss Marone.”


      The moment he saw Regin and Marone, Bungam’s behavior blatantly changed. Feeling wary over the change, Regin took a step backward, distancing himself from the knight.


      “Sir Bungam, what a surprise. To what do I owe the visit?”


      “This is hardly a friendly visit, I’m sure you know. It is well past the agreed time. And yet your brother and his companions have not returned from the forest… They were very brave men.”


      Bungam solemnly shook his head. It was clear he already imagined the trio had tragically martyred themselves in pursuit of the dirt spider.


      “Sir Bungam, please don’t give up on my brother’s party so easily. I have faith in my brother.”


      “Sorry, but faith does not always yield results. The world is not that kind. That is why we knights put our lives on the line for duty every single day… I cannot admonish your brother and his party. Their martyrdom is a reflection of my own failings. That is why I must fulfill my duty as a knight and raise a citizen’s army to kill the abomination.”


      With an overly solemn expression, Bungam cut off Regin and rattled the sword at his belt.


      “First thing tomorrow morning, I will take every man with me into the forest and smite the evil dirt spider once and for all. As a man devoted to the well-being of animals, you are in a very important position. Your brother shall be avenged…and you will join us.”


      Making the declaration with a flourish, Bungam turned his back on Marone and Regin and marched out to enlist the men of the town for battle the next morning.


      And as he left, Bungam turned and glanced at Marone. It was a complicated stare, surpassing that of a knight. And just as Regin began to feel something was amiss—


      “All right—now I’m really mad.”


      “Heh?”


      Before Regin could put a name to his feeling, an enraged voice shook from behind him. He turned around to see Marone, unbridled anger in her eyes, gripping her clothing and shaking.


      “M-Marone? What are you—?”


      “I said I’m mad. I’m sick of this. I’m sick of being holed up inside, powerless to do anything but pray… I’m starting to hate myself for it!” Marone howled, poking the shocked Regin’s nose.


      Her outburst disturbed Regin even further, but equally surprised, his jaw hanging open, was Bungam.


      “Wh-what’s wrong with you, Miss Marone? Calm yourself!”


      “What’s wrong with me? Did you just ask what’s wrong with me? I told you. I’m sick of myself! I’m sick of feeling guilty for things I didn’t do. Am I supposed to shrink back and be small? Is that me? No, I’m not a princess! I don’t care what a frail little lady is supposed to do!”


      With an angry cry, Marone marched valiantly over to Bungam—or rather, to the door behind him.


      “Move it!”


      Shoving the small knight aside, Marone ran out of the exam room. The overwhelmed men exchanged glances, then scurried to catch up with her.


      “Fulfew, come. We’re going to rescue your master!”


      Marone stormed out of the clinic and called out to the land dragon tied up at the stable. Fulfew stared intently at the outstretched hand, and Regin flapped his arms in protest.


      “Marone, this is madness! I can’t let you do it!”


      “H-he’s right, Miss Marone! Night has almost fallen! The scouting party will depart first thing tomorrow—”


      “We don’t have the leisure of waiting until tomorrow! What if something happens to Number Two before then?!”


      Marone spun around to stare firmly at Regin and Bungam. When he saw the look in her eyes, Regin lost his voice. Marone’s steadfast eyes were brimming with tears.


      “I said all those thoughtless things about the dirt spider and worried everyone. That’s on me. But I had nothing to do with the dirt spider coming here…that’s what I kept telling myself. But not anymore!”


      Marone took a deep breath and continued. “If Number Two…if your brother is harmed, Dr. Regin, it will be my fault. After all, he went into the forest for our sake.”


      Marone was resolute in her commitment to taking responsibility. And hearing it up close was like a jolt of lightning to Regin.


      Her eyes were fierce as flames. Her voice was clear as water. She was as sublime as the wind and as unshakable as the earth. Seeing Marone like this shook Regin like a hurricane.


      And that was why…


      “Fulfew was trained by the Suwen family. There’s a trick to driving him. You probably won’t be able to handle it, so I’ll come with you.”


      “Regin?!” Bungam gasped in astonishment.


      But Regin’s resolve was unshakable. One look in his eyes, and Marone was speechless. All she could do was hold her dignified chin high and nod once in deep understanding.


      “Sir Bungam, Marone and I will find my brother and his party. Even if we aren’t back by morning, don’t send a search party. Focus all your efforts on hunting down the dirt spider.”


      “Wait, wait, wait, wait—just wait! How can you be so extreme? There’s simply no way I can let the two of you venture out there alone!”


      Bungam shouted at Regin as he tried to get Fulfew out of the stable. But the pair had no time to waste convincing him. If it came to it, Regin was prepared to drive him away by force—


      “I’ll muster a force immediately! So don’t you dare do anything brash!”


      Bungam spread his arms wide in front of the stable doors—not to stop them but to beg for more time. Regin and Marone regarded him with wide eyes.


      “But Number Two, his friends, and I are all outsiders. Why would you put the townsfolk in danger for us?”


      “I told you. I serve this land and its people as a knight. Regin, you are an essential doctor and citizen of this town. And besides…”


      “Besides, what?”


      “Miss Marone said she would take accountability. That is the mantra of a woman who is willing to risk everything. It is the most noble way a person can live. As a knight, you have my utmost respect.”


      With a solemn expression on his face, the knight formally put a hand to his sword and deeply bowed at the waist. He shot back up without another look at them and ran toward the center of town.


      He was probably on his way to gather the townsfolk to help Regin and Marone, as promised.


      “I’m stunned… I guess Bungam is much more sincere than he looks or acts,” Marone said.


      “I’m just as stunned as you…but it was you who moved him, Marone.”


      Because Marone had stirred his heart, Bungam felt compelled to take action. It could be just the help Otto and his friends needed.


      She murmured sentimentally, “I hope you’re right… Oh my, is this what I think it is?” Marone suddenly stopped petting Fulfew’s neck, her attention drawn to something.


      Regin was startled by the sight of it. A white magic stone—it was a magic crystal called a Twin Stone. It was made by splitting one magic stone into two, and you could locate the other from the shine of its twin.


      Most merchants—including the Suwen household—gave their favorite land dragon a Twin Stone, so if they were ever separated, they could reunite by the shine of their stones. Since these stones were expensive and using this location feature meant breaking them, there was no way to test it to see if it might work. However…


      “That’s my brother. He thinks of everything.”


      Marveling over the craftiness of his brother, Regin broke into a wry smile. Marone’s eyes widened at the sight of it. Then her lips softened into a smile, and she said, “Dr. Regin, you smiled like Number Two just now.”


      For Regin, this was a rather disturbing thing to hear.
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      Meanwhile, in the deepest part of the Pappelt Forest—


      “……I’m not sure why, but I get the sense somebody just said something really absurd about me,” Otto said, hugging his thin shoulders and trembling slightly.


      Garfiel looked over his shoulder and cursed. “Stop being stupid and start looking. The boss is in deep shit.”


      The source of Garfiel’s anger lay in the fear and frustration of not being able to find their lost companion Subaru. Many hours had passed since the dirt spider took Subaru away. And his fears multiplied with each passing minute.


      Deep in the forest, as Garfiel stomped down the dense branches of growth to make a path, he sniffed hard and craned his neck in every direction.


      “Bloody flowers. They smell so strong I can’t even do a decent search.”


      “Well, the soul blooms do grow in these woods this time of year. They use animal corpses as their pots… That’s why wild animals choose forests to die in.”


      “Shut it. I already know that. Just tell me what your ears are picking up.”


      As Garfiel bemoaned his dysfunctional nose with a gnashing of fangs, Otto shook his head and replied, “Sorry, but nothing’s changed. It’s so noisy that I can’t pick up any individual voices. My head aches so bad, I want to cut it off.”


      “Shit, you’re useless… Seriously, though, I hope the boss is okay.”


      “If nothing else, we can be fairly certain the dirt spider didn’t eat him. Otherwise, it would have eaten Mr. Natsuki the moment its tentacles stuck to him. Instead, he was stuck to the mound of flesh.”


      “—That doesn’t make me feel better.”


      Garfiel savagely stomped on a tree in their path. He put his weight into his foot, splitting the thick trunk and bending it severely to the side. It was an expression of complaint a moderately strong person couldn’t hope to compare to.


      “All that stupid optimism—you aren’t taking this seriously enough,” Garfiel grumbled.


      “Do I really appear that way to you? I’m sorry. Overintellectualizing is my nature, I suppose.”


      “Yeah, I’m well aware you’re a walking brain. But aren’t you being a little too optimistic?”


      “Optimistic? Don’t be ridiculous. I’m a merchant. I always look at things pessimistically. You have to prepare for the worst in all transactions, otherwise you’ll set yourself up for financial disaster. But there’s a caveat—”


      As Garfiel bared his sharp fangs, Otto raised a finger and said, “I only imagine worst-case scenarios that are actually possible. I never fear and despair over unlikely catastrophes—that’s pointless.”


      “Just when is pessimism pointless?”


      “Take, for example, the possibility that you might bite me to death in a furious rage… That would never happen, so it’s pointless to fear it, right?”


      Otto’s provocative phrasing plunged Garfiel’s mood to even greater depths. Unable to hide the negative effect it had on him, he wrinkled his nose in disgust and said, “I wouldn’t be so confident that yours truly would never do anything to you. We already almost fought to the death, you know. It was just like Seeing Helga’s Face Three Times.”


      “But the conditions are completely different here. Back then, you and I were enemies… Well, technically I suppose you’d say we had a conflict of interest… Anyway, that’s the way things were back then. But now, you and I know each other. And taking this information into account, I can say with confidence that you would never kill me.”


      The declaration could have been a provocation, but Garfiel did not take it as such. Though Garfiel appeared to be short-tempered and impulsive, he was actually rather cautious. He just acted with such conviction after a decision was reached that others perceived him as thoughtless.


      And as evidence of this, he did not thoughtlessly refute what Otto had just said. Instead, he scratched his head and said, “Fine…I get what you’re trying to say. You’ve got some reason to believe the dirt spider didn’t eat the boss, right? Then explain it in a way yours truly can understand.”


      It was clear that Garfiel had ruminated on Otto’s roundabout logic. And with a look of pride over the boy’s personal growth, Otto nodded in agreement.


      “First, Mr. Natsuki was not captured or absorbed by the dirt spider. Second, the dirt spider tossed us away with its tentacles. We can assume this was also not an act of predation.”


      If the dirt spider mindlessly absorbed creatures with the intention of eating them, that would make the way it treated Otto’s party inconsistent with its other behavior. So it was very unlikely the dirt spider was simply a predator.


      “Third, if everything Regin and Marone told us is true, the only victims of the dirt spider thus far are land dragons and livestock—not humans. There was not a single human casualty.”


      “……Yeah, but the boss might be the first human victim.”


      “While I admit Mr. Natsuki is just the sort of person unlucky enough to draw such a lot…I believe reason four will disprove that possibility.”


      “And what’s that?”


      “Bungam unintentionally revealed it.”


      Bungam was a knight sent by the local landlord. He was sent here to deal with the dirt spider, yet he said he had not once encountered the abomination. Assuming that was the truth, either Bungam had the worst timing in history, or else—


      “Doesn’t it seem like the dirt spider is terrified of Bungam?” Otto asked.


      “Wait, are you tryin’ to tell me that flesh monster the size of a mountain is scared of that shrimpy knight?”


      “Think about it, the dirt spider has retreated from us twice already.”


      The moment Garfiel confronted the dirt spider on the road, it retreated into the forest. And during their second encounter in the forest, it could be said that the dirt spider retreated as soon as Subaru was secured.


      In neither encounter had the dirt spider attempted to fight Otto’s party.


      “If this were a demon beast, it wouldn’t make sense for it to not attack humans. This is a weak, timid dirt spider that preys on animals and spares humans… What could it possibly be?”


      Garfiel’s nose wrinkled at the riddling tone in Otto’s voice. It was not the face of someone who’s given up but the face of someone deep in thought. Otto patiently waited for Garfiel’s answer. Eventually, with a click of his fangs, he answered.


      “I had a little thought just before the boss was captured… Basically, if the dirt spider isn’t a demon beast, it has to be some unidentified creature, right?”


      “According to the information we currently have, yes.”


      “…So I read about this in a book once. These monsters that aren’t demon beasts…they pull pranks on humans and on the dirt and stuff. They do everything, from funny harmless pranks to very unfunny fatal pranks… That’s what they’re like.”


      “Well, that’s…yes. Yes, that’s it!”


      Pushing through their deductions, they eliminated each unlogical point one by one. The timid dirt spider who only targeted animals, not humans, had only had two brief encounters with Otto’s party—and its target in those encounters was not Otto nor Garfiel.


      The dirt spider’s only target was the one it had swept away: Subaru Natsuki. Its true identity had to be…


      ““…An evil spirit!””


      Otto and Garfiel voiced the possibility in unison.


      Evil spirits, while of the same lineage as regular spirits, possessed the malicious intent to harm humans and animals. They were derived from lesser spirits, just like regular spirits, but it is said the process results in a warped maturation. The cause of their genesis and their nature was shrouded in mystery.


      However, since the root of their existence was the same as regular spirits, with humans—who have a high affinity for spirits—it was entirely possible an evil spirit would attempt to connect with humans in an abnormal way.


      And that was the very reason why the dirt spider had targeted Subaru twice.


      “Mr. Natsuki’s abduction by the dirt spider…it will make Beatrice furious, I imagine,” Otto said.


      “We’ll worry about that later. We’ve gotta hurry before that evil spirit stirs up the boss’s Odo and…”


      “Garfiel? You didn’t finish…ureeegh?!”


      Now that Garfiel was sure of the dirt spider’s true identity, his cheeks tensed with extreme caution. Immediately after, he grabbed Otto by the neck and flung him hard.


      The next thing Otto knew, he was flying…and in the corner of his vision, he could see a clump of trees falling over. The trees split as the earth was pushed upward, and appearing from it was a collection of terrifying flesh tentacles.


      “The dirt spider!”


      “Comin’ to face us on your own, eh? Bring it! Gimme my boss back, you smelly bastard!”


      The rising earth split open before their eyes, and the flesh ball, cloaked in a putrid stench, made its grand entrance. Otto’s face twisted in disgust over the hideous being as he searched its skin for Subaru.


      If it didn’t swallow Subaru, he would have to be somewhere on its outside—


      Then a voice exploded.


      “Nngah?!”


      His attempt to listen to the voices of the forest with his blessing had backfired. The voices were already noisy enough to give him a headache. But the moment the dirt spider appeared, they flared up to a grand crescendo.


      Every living being in the forest turned toward Otto and cried out as a whole in a densely packed, angry bellow. It pierced Otto’s eardrums, exceeding his psychological limits in a mere instant.


      The sea of crying voices struck him, filling Otto’s nose with blood. His consciousness slipped away as his body crumpled on the spot.


      He could feel Garfiel catching him. But by then, Otto was already unconscious. And just before everything faded to black, he heard it clearly.


      Thousands of voices crying for help.
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      As he caught Otto, spurting blood from his nose, Garfiel bared his fangs.


      “Hey…hey, hey, hey, this isn’t funny, man! Hey!!!”


      Ahead of him, the dirt spider was carrying off Subaru. In his arms, Otto was losing consciousness. And Garfiel was faced with two choices—just like the last time.


      Subaru or Otto. He had to make the same choice: which one to save.


      “Agh, damn it, this is driving me crazy!!!”


      With a roaring howl, his claws gleamed. And the next moment, bits of slashed flesh tentacles flew, spurting putrid juices.


      With horrifically gaping wounds, the mangled tentacles spiraled into the trees. Bathing half his body in the spurting putrid juices, Garfiel ripped apart the constrictive choice dichotomy and proved himself.


      “Choose this! I am mighty! I can choose both!”


      Pushing the irrational that only the powerful can afford, Garfiel savagely pounded onward. Hooking Otto in his left arm, he used his free right arm and fangs to dodge the dirt spider’s attacks and lunge in for the attack.


      The dirt spider rained attacks onto Garfiel as he approached, but it was not enough. It was overwhelmingly not enough.


      “Raaaaah!!!”


      With a mighty roar, Garfiel’s right arm responded to his rage, metamorphosing. His thick arm, covered in golden fur, swung high, slashing the helpless tentacles asunder.


      As he repelled the crashing waves of flesh, Garfiel could sense the dirt spider’s fear tingling on his skin.


      There was an evil spirit at the flesh ball’s core, and it had taken Subaru. If the entity within was scared of Garfiel, that was an inevitable turn of events.


      The tentacles swinging in the dark mist looked like an army of crying children throwing a tantrum. A puny attack like that would not stop Garfiel. If only he had done this sooner, the fight would have ended so much faster.


      If only he had ignored the complicated circumstances and destroyed the dirt spider by force—


      “Urk! Shit, you little trickster!”


      He looked at his leading leg to see there was a piece of tentacle tangled around it. And the tentacle restraining Garfiel was also starting to twist itself around Otto.


      “You’ve got my boss—isn’t that enough?!”


      First Subaru, now the dirt spider was trying to take Otto. Garfiel braced himself against the abomination’s sheer brawn with every muscle in his body, ignoring the gap in stature to unleash an impossible contest of strength.


      “Ngh—ehhhh…”


      And it was Otto, entangled in the beast arms and tentacles, who suffered from the contest of strength. A faint panic set in Garfiel. Otto was moaning unconsciously, but if Garfiel squeezed him much harder, his body would snap in two.


      “Let them fly! Don’t let it escape!”


      And then, with a sharp cry, a volley of spears shot at the dirt spider. One after another, the spears struck the dirt spider’s giant body, sending putrid juices spurting into the trees.


      “So this is the infamous dirt spider! I see, you are just as evil as you are hideous!”


      Bungam cried, flying into the scene with his sword in hand. With a swift slash of his sword, the tentacle binding Garfiel was severed, freeing him.


      “Number Two!”


      Marone and Regin on the land dragon appeared beneath Garfiel.


      “What are you bastards doing here…?”


      “My brother kept us on standby for insurance,” Regin answered firmly. “Thank goodness he’s alive.”


      Regin took Otto from the stunned Garfiel and breathed a sigh of relief. Marone’s face was pure white for a moment, but when she realized Otto was only unconscious, she gently wiped the blood from his nose.


      And behind the two helpers was an army of others who had rushed to the scene. They were Pappelt citizens under Bungam’s command, each carrying their own weapon. When he saw the brave faces of the men who had marched to certain death, Garfiel could not hide his surprise.


      “Insurance, eh? Is that what all these guys are supposed to be?”


      “You give my brother too much credit,” Regin replied. “These people are here thanks to Marone’s charisma. We couldn’t have painted this picture without them.”


      In Regin’s declaration was a clear admiration for the citizens who rose up to protect their town. But when Garfiel saw the great host, a strange sense of unease filled his chest.


      He ought to be overjoyed. The villagers he had written off as cowards had risen together to defend their home—their sanctuary. He ought to be happy.


      So why did he feel such a terrible sense of loss…


      “Mm! Oh no, it’s going underground!” Bungam cried out, sword and bow in hand.


      The dirt spider before them, covered in weapons and realizing its defeat, was about to retreat back underground. If it escaped again, Subaru would be in danger until it resurfaced. So before it could retreat—


      “I won’t let you get away that easy—nooo!”


      Garfiel snatched the mimil stem out of Regin’s mouth and hurled it at the dirt spider with every vestige of power in his muscles. He hit right on target—the stem stabbed straight into the dirt spider’s fat body. But that did not stop it. The dirt spider’s massive body disappeared into the earth.


      “It got away?!” Bungam fumed, staring at the shaking ground as the dirt spider disappeared from view.


      Garfiel shook his head and snorted. “Nah. I’d never let it get away.”


      Indeed. Garfiel would never let it get away.


      “Just like in Four Degrees, No Tomorrow for Helga, I swear that thing is as good as dead!”
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      Subaru’s consciousness was incredibly hazy. It was almost like he was horribly, horribly drunk.


      “Urgh… Uegh…”


      His body was bound, and he couldn’t move any of his limbs. Even opening his eyes felt like an impossible task. His body seemed to have been sucked dry of any energy… Almost like when Beatrice collected mana.


      He had started to regularly hold hands with Beatrice to share mana, but she always held back how much she took for his sake. Whenever he pointed that out to her, she would always blush and profusely deny it…which was incredibly adorable.


      “Beako…lovely…”


      As he rambled, Subaru’s consciousness gradually returned. He felt the vague sensation of being pulled toward a dim light as he recalled what had led him to this moment.


      On his way home from the convenience store, Subaru had found himself summoned to another world. And after a series of winding bends in the road, he got captured by a dirt spider.


      He hadn’t been eaten. That much was clear. But what he didn’t know was why. There were other things he couldn’t confirm, either.


      Like the source of the nagging feeling that something was messing with his Odo. It certainly felt like a spirit, and that was what had helped Subaru realize the dirt spider’s true identity.


      The dirt spider appeared to be a rare type of spirit. And it was trying to tell Subaru something. Unfortunately, Subaru had no idea what.


      If there was only a way the sensations he felt could be translated into words, that would have been perfect.


      “You know, grabbing Otto would be the simplest move…”


      Burrowing underground, he could see the pair wandering through the forest. He smiled at the wholesome scene of the boys talking, while the dirt spider reached its tentacles out and—


      “Ouch! Ouch, ouch, ouch! Hey, Garfiel! That hurts!”


      The tentacles were beaten back by the guard dog—guard tiger, rather. And shortly after, a swarm of townsfolk appeared and joined in the attack, forcing the giant mass to beat a hasty retreat.


      The plan had failed. As usual, Subaru’s link with the spirit was a one-way street.


      His spear and claw wounds immediately knit themselves closed. He could move the flesh that made up his giant body to patch the gaps. Subaru felt all of this happening as if it were his own body.


      It was faint…and distant…but his sense of self was slowly splitting apart. The objects he clung to…his existence…were fading into the distance.


      “Emili…”


      Then it grew dim and was about to wink out.


      “Not on my watch!”


      A shout and a thunderous impact pierced the dirt spider’s massive body.


      Mouths all over the mass of flesh opened in a mismatched shriek of agony. It was the screams of all the animals it had swallowed. Their mismatched eyeballs spun and blinked wildly.


      And in the eyes of those hundred-some-odd animals was the heroic reflection of Garfiel, swinging at the monstrosity.


      Remembering the fear from the last encounter, the dirt spider immediately chose retreat. But when the dirt spider looked for an escape route, it quickly realized it had nowhere to run.


      “The townsfolk got you surrounded. You ain’t getting away this time. ’Course I could find you no matter where you went anyway!”


      Garfiel, rage incarnate, bit down on the plant stem in his teeth. The refreshing smell wafting from it came not only from Garfiel but from the dirt spider as well.


      It came from the item that was thrown into it when the spirit last retreated. Garfiel had simply followed the scent.


      “Must…escape…”


      With his foggy consciousness, the dirt spider looked for a way out, learning there was none on the earth’s surface. So his only choice was to go down. Burrow underground again—


      “Remember what I said? Four Degrees, No Tomorrow for Helga.”


      In a flash, the patch of ground where the dirt spider was attempting to burrow blasted up, penetrating the monstrosity and flipping him over. Raising a fierce dust cloud, the giant sound of the crashing trees reverberated through the forest.


      The dirt spider writhed, trying to right itself. But the link between person and nonperson was unstable. His limbs—his tentacles—he forgot how to use either.


      “No way out for you this time, buddy!”


      Blocking the dirt spider’s path was Garfiel, pressing his fists together in front of his chest.


      There was no way to punch an attack through. The dirt spider knew painfully well just how powerful Garfiel was. He had struggled greatly in that fight. And when looking back on those struggles, the dirt spider knew there was no way.


      “Release my boss. Now. Otherwise I’ll have to cut you apart piece by piece to get him.”


      His raised right arm taking the form of a tiger, Garfiel menacingly thrust the threat on the dirt spider. But a two-way conversation between them was impossible. As the dirt spider trembled and spewed its putrid secretions, Garfiel sighed in frustration. Then he raised his claws at the monstrosity, ready to make good on his threat—


      “Please, wait! Wait!”


      “Ehh?”


      Then somebody stepped between Garfiel and the monstrosity, arms spread wide. When he beheld the bright red hair flowing in the breeze, Garfiel’s face twisted in disgust.


      It was Marone. Marone was protecting the dirt spider and stopping Garfiel from getting any closer to it. He wasn’t the only one stunned by her unexpected reaction.


      “Miss Marone! Are you insane?! We finally have a chance to smite the evil that sowed disarray on Pappelt! Didn’t you say you were going to take accountability for it?!”


      “Yes, I did! I did say that! But I’m acting on Number Two’s request!”


      “N-Number Two…?!” the diminutive knight stammered in confusion.


      But Marone held her ground. It was Garfiel, instead, who accepted Marone’s excuse and rushed behind her to where Otto was leaning on his brother’s shoulder trying to struggle to his feet.


      “Well, look who decided to get up at the eleventh hour,” Garfiel sneered. “What’s the big idea, stopping me from getting the boss back?”


      Otto answered Garfiel’s harsh question with great strain in his voice, blood still smeared around his nose. “Fair…question. Because I don’t want you to have regrets…does that suffice as an answer?”


      Garfiel’s fangs clicked in disapproval. Otto took a long breath in and out to signal he wasn’t finished. Then he said, “Please let me talk to them. It’s the only way to safely separate the dirt spider and Mr. Natsuki.”
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      As soon as it gained a sense of self, the creature wasn’t sure what to do.


      It had no place to go, no tracks to serve as a guide, no greater cause to serve. The thing that came into being as a banal miracle was overwhelmed by the vastness of a world in which it did not belong.


      Without a single clue on what it should do, the thing aimlessly wandered the forest of its homeland.


      Its original home was filled with a great vortex of voices. The voices came in many forms, but everything the voices said was the same. And from the voices, the thing first developed an interest in something.


      Lured by the sweet fragrance of flowers, the owners of the voices traveled to its homeland on weary bodies. They were injured, sickly, seeking a place to die. It wouldn’t understand that until later.


      The voices came from the dying, giving their last rights, or the desperate cries of those clinging to the frayed strings of their life’s end.


      The creature was interested in it. What was death…? What were endings…? What did it mean to disappear? The thing that had only just come to life became one with the voices meeting their deaths.


      In tasting the fear of loss vividly, the thing felt emotion for the first time.


      And at the same time, a strong…powerful desire took shape. I want salvation…I want salvation…I need salvation.


      If the fear it felt was what all the voices meeting their death were feeling, the creature needed salvation. It must cross over the dark, gloomy world and go into the light.


      At first, the thing absorbed the owners of all the voices that it could find. Every one of them was alone when they vanished. So perhaps they would find some comfort if they were together.


      It failed. Simply absorbing everything was not enough. The fear only multiplied, the more lives it consumed.


      So if the souls of the voices nearing death were not enough…it must gather the souls of those far from death. There were voices outside the homeland that were far from their deaths. They would be found and added to the mass.


      It succeeded. But it was only a temporary success. The thing could only absorb these creatures for a short period. In time, there would no longer be enough. There had to be a better way.


      And while it searched for more, many of them were sucked into the abyss of death. It was too late.


      Did anybody know a better way? The voices did not know a way to escape. And as the thing bided its time and continued its quest, it learned of a certain place…and then it realized.


      In that place, the voices crying out in anguish were freed from their anguish and brought back from death. The thing wanted that. That was its path to salvation.


      It was a place where many strange beings gathered. The wounded voices, the sick voices…all were saved. It could save them. Salvation was there. It would be saved.


      It had to share consciousness to save them. And for that purpose, the thing needed the owners of the voices.


      With that, the thing knew it could save the voices of its homeland, save them from the lonely world.


      It would never fade to nothingness all alone. Not like them.


      That would be its salvation.
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      “The soul blooms that grow in the forest attract animals that are on the cusp of death,” Otto explained. “To a spirit born in this forest, that would be the first emotion it would learn. So it needed to escape…”


      “And that’s why it attacked healthy livestock and the land dragons that passed by. To escape…”


      When they learned of the dirt spider’s lonely birth and lifetime of struggle in the forest, everyone hung their heads solemnly.


      It was a missed connection of inauspicious fates. The spirit, upon learning the terror of death and hearing the voices of those nearing death, had desperately scrambled to save them.


      It had tried to save not only the lives of the sick and injured but the lives of those naturally approaching their deaths, out of an innocent misunderstanding as a spirit without the concept of a lifespan.


      “Tell me how to save them.”


      The spirit they called the dirt spider had been begging for help in a voice no one else could comprehend.


      Translating the dirt spider’s words was Otto’s duty. For that purpose, it had used Subaru’s unconscious body to communicate.


      “Tell me how to save them.”


      The dirt spider repeated, beseeching Otto. Looking back, there was no room for negotiation. But the spirit was not granted the ability to nurture this thought.


      The spirit simply wanted to know. It wanted to know a way to save everyone. A way to save all living beings from death.


      “But there’s no way. Why don’t you just tell it that?” Garfiel angrily spat out, arms crossed. He was obviously anxious about Subaru’s well-being. Given the circumstances, Garfiel had no room in his heart to consider the dirt spider’s feelings.


      And Garfiel was correct. The dirt spider’s wish was never to come true.


      But even if they could communicate this to the spirit, that would not solve anything.


      “This spirit we call a dirt spider is at a crossroads right now—should it be a good spirit or should it be an evil spirit.”


      In this world, there was no definitive way to rescue anyone from death. But as the spirit did not know this, how could they communicate that?


      Otto pondered it. Unless he could find a way to communicate with the dirt spider, it might be corrupted by evil. The poor spirit, seeking a nonexistent salvation for death, would continue to swallow living creatures, turning into a bigger lump of putrid flesh.


      If Otto could not communicate with the dirt spider, destroying it would be their only recourse. And if it came to that, their main worry would be Subaru’s fate, as he was still half fused with the spirit and unable to tear himself free.


      Otto had already devised a way to destroy the dirt spider, if it came to that. He had Garfiel on his side. It was, if nothing else, a possibility.


      He must manipulate the dirt spider into releasing Subaru. But if he had to destroy the poor lost spirit on top of that—


      “Otto…” Regin finally spoke up, tapping his brother on the shoulder. “I want to speak with the spirit. May I?”


      “Regin…”


      For a moment, Otto hesitated to say yes. After all, the dirt spider was—


      “The dirt spider watched me work and got the idea that it could save the dying creatures… Isn’t that right?”


      “Yes…I suppose so. But this isn’t your fault, Regin. It was just one of many misfortunes.”


      “Misfortune? You really think so? I don’t.”


      Regin shook his head at Otto’s doubtful gaze and took a bold step forward. He crouched down, faced the Subaru–dirt spider splayed on the ground…and offered a smile.


      “My name is Regin Suwen. I’m a veterinarian. From your point of view, I am someone who knows how to save lives.”


      “Oh…ohhh…you can save them? You can save them. Please save them. Please save them.”


      Otto activated his blessing to act as an interpreter between the dirt spider and Regin. The mental load was severe. He had lost a lot of blood and only just regained consciousness, and it was optimistic to say he had recovered.


      But he could not stop. Not now—not when his baby brother needed him.


      When Regin Suwen asked Otto Suwen for help, he would never refuse. He could never refuse.


      “I admire you deeply for wanting to save the suffering,” Regin told the dirt spider. “I think you and I feel the same way. You and I are kindred spirits, saddened by our inability to save everyone. But there is something you must understand—and it’s my duty to tell you.”


      Otto’s little brother had chosen the path of lifesaving as a veterinarian. The emotions he had tasted on that path could never be understood by Otto, nor by the rest of his family.


      But the path Regin chose had made him stronger as a human being. And that strength of resolve had given him the power to deliver the truth straight to the lost spirit. You could see it in his eyes.


      “My kindred spirit—I am very sad to inform you that we cannot save everyone from death.”


      The dirt spider said nothing.


      “And death comes for us all. It even comes for us in ways you are still unaware of. Sudden death, death from incurable diseases, and death after a long, full life. It comes in many forms.”


      “But I…don’t want to…hear it.”


      The dirt spider shook Subaru’s head vehemently, protesting the truth. It was hearing what it did not want to hear, yet it did not fight back in a rage. The spirit still had not learned that feeling yet.


      “I want to save them…I want to save them…I can save them. I must save them. They shouldn’t die like that…lost and alone…”


      “Hey, don’t you dare stand up. Make it stop!” Garfiel shouted, an intense gleam of caution in his eyes.


      The dirt spider had slowly raised its body off the ground, imitating its host Subaru in the way it moved. Bungam and the other townsfolk held their breath and watched. With most of his focus directed on translation, Otto had to keep an eye on Subaru’s safety as well as his brother’s.


      Regin rose to his feet as well, meeting the dirt spider’s gaze through Subaru’s eyes. And after he informed the dirt spider of the inevitability of death, Regin gently reached out a hand.


      “Death is unavoidable. But that is not a sign of a meaningless life or an indictment of our powerlessness. If an untimely death marks a life incomplete, then our purpose is to make sure as many lives as possible reach their proper end.”


      The dirt spider’s brows furrowed in an expression of confusion. In actuality, it was a similar expression to that of Otto, Bungam, and the others nearby who also did not quite understand.


      So the only people who understood Regin’s message clearly were Garfiel, with a firm gnash of his molars, and—


      “It’s okay—you don’t have to suffer alone. Come join us, and let’s find a solution together.”


      Stepping forward, Marone embraced the dirt spider from behind. She cradled its head in her pillowy chest, looking down at it motheringly as she spoke.


      The place where the dirt spider had received its first glimpse of hope in salvation from death was the veterinary clinic where Regin Suwen and Marone worked.


      “Can we…save them?”


      “We can extend their lives…to a certain extent,” Regin said, firmly gripping the dirt spider’s stiff hand.


      In Marone’s embrace and Regin’s grip, the dirt spider’s stoic expression suddenly crumbled away. There was a peace in its eyes, as if it had finally released a giant burden it was forbidden from abandoning.


      And in the next moment, a faint light burst forth from the dirt spider—rather, from Subaru.


      “Uh—huh?”


      “Boss?”


      With a raspiness in his voice, Subaru’s eyes blinked over and over. As Marone held him, as Regin held his hand, as Garfiel looked at him with worry, and as Otto looked at him in relief.


      Subaru looked at everyone, slowly craning his neck in confusion.


      “Sooo…what’s going on?”


      It was the desperate murmuring of the only one who was left out of the picture.
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      “Mr. Houser, I am deeply grateful for your help in this crisis.”


      As Bungam offered an overly formal bow, a conflicted look filled Otto’s face. One day had passed since the dirt spider crisis was cleared, and things were already headed back to normal. The spirit known as the dirt spider would never cause mischief again. You could say that was already a happy ending, but it had brought forth an even more joyful result—


      “I’m still shocked all those animals it absorbed were still alive.”


      “That was what the dirt spider wished for all along,” Otto replied. “The spirit was so desperate to save everyone from death. If it had sent everyone to a mass grave, that would self-defeating… Though I was afraid that once absorbed by the spirit, those poor creatures would not be able to return to their original forms again…”


      Bungam’s cheeks stiffened, and he shivered slightly, feeling a chill over Otto’s imagined scenario.


      But the news received after the crisis was resolved was better than anyone could have hoped for. The animals that everyone had assumed dead were alive and well. When they were released from the giant lump of flesh, it was as if they had been reborn again, and they were returned safely from whence they came.


      Subaru, who had nearly suffered a similar fate, was also safe and sound…which came as quite a relief to Otto.


      “I only hope life returns to normal for the citizens of Pappelt,” Otto said.


      “Fear not,” Bungam replied. “I shall employ the powers of my master, Lord Serlaine, as best I can to see to it that the land dragons are all returned to their respective owners… What’s most important is that everyone survived.”


      Bungam’s eyebrows lowered as he muttered in relief. Otto once again marveled over how drastically his impression of the man had changed. He had originally thought the man irredeemably unlikable, and now look at him.


      “I suppose I have a lot to learn when it comes to judging others…”


      “What’s the matter, Mr. Houser. Something troubling you?”


      “Oh, er, nothing in particular… Well, no, that’s a lie. Sir Bungam, how much longer will you be staying in Pappelt?”


      “Once things have been settled here, I will return to my master. Don’t worry yourself, Mr. Houser. My reason for treating Miss Marone with suspicion has disappeared now.”


      Bungam shrugged as Otto noticed the distinct change in his voice at the last few words.


      “A knight sent from the landlord put a watchful eye on the woman rumored to be the root of the problem. If the knight treated the woman severely enough to gain the sympathy of the townsfolk, they would naturally take her side. Either way, the knight was destined to leave once the crisis was resolved. And he would carry any ill feelings away with him.”


      “So…you protected the townsfolk from the dirt spider, while protecting Marone from the townsfolk?”


      “All in the line of duty.”


      Stretching his spine tall, Bungam declared the words loud and proud. When faced with the sight, Otto had to admit defeat. He was ashamed that the knight had pulled the wool over his eyes.


      “You have my gratitude, Mr. Houser. I thank that savage boy and the knight, Subaru Natsuki, as well. I have high hopes in what your camp achieves in the Royal Selection.”


      Without a word more, Bungam Eastan returned to work, leaving Otto with a deep sense of defeat in that the knight had seen through anything and everything the whole time.


      “Hey, Otto, you okay?” Subaru asked Otto, after he returned from the conversation with Bungam he had observed from a distance. “He didn’t find some weird way to find fault in you, did he?”


      Seeing the careless look in Subaru’s eyes, Otto felt the need to push away his face with the palm of his hand.


      “Ah, Otto. Leaving already?” Regin asked.


      His big brother was loading up his cart in front of the veterinary clinic. Seeing the hint of melancholy in Regin’s eyes, Otto’s pursed lips softened a little.


      “Yes, it’s time for us to go. You’re going to be very busy tending to all the creatures swallowed by the dirt spider. I don’t want to interfere with your work any more than I already have.”


      “Well, that’s too bad. I was hoping I could use your blessing to communicate with my animal patients,” Regin joked.


      “Gee, show a little more respect for your big brother!” Otto replied, just like the two were kids at home again.


      But in actuality, Regin’s veterinary clinic was extremely busy. The animals absorbed by the dirt spider had come in en masse. Simply deciding whom to prioritize was quite the struggle.


      Otto would not feel right causing his brother any further nuisance with his ineptitude.


      “Being busy is a good thing,” Regin argued. “I devoted my life to this job, after all.”


      “I see. Well, I’m glad to hear it then. And yeah…ever since you were little, you were an avid animal lover.”


      “Yeah. Mmm, that really is true.”


      Otto craned his neck, sensing a deeper meaning in Regin’s eyes. That being said, the sun shone once again on Regin’s formerly gloomy face for the first time since he arrived in Pappelt, and this greatly satisfied Otto. They endured a struggle beyond his wildest imagination, but he was glad that they had convinced his brother to help dispose of the dirt spider. He truly was.


      And now, just before he was to leave Pappelt—


      “Otto, Marone wants to talk to you… Don’t run from her this time.”


      With a pat on Otto’s shoulder, Regin headed for the cart to say good-bye to Fulfew and pay his respects to Subaru and Garfiel, who were already inside.


      Otto scratched his head in confusion over his brother’s show of tact as he turned back to the clinic. Just then, a smiling woman with red hair stepped outside.


      “Things sure are hectic, eh, Number Two? Then again, you’re always on the move.”


      Otto answered Marone’s mischievous grin with a wink. “I can’t stay too long, or I fear I’ll have a mountain of work pile up. Myself aside, my two companions may not look it, but they are also quite busy. Especially Mr. Natsuki there.”


      Though their journey to Pappelt had been much shorter than a journey to Otto’s hometown would have been, they still will have been away from home for ten whole days. Just the thought of all the work that would be piled up on his desk when he got home terrified Otto.


      Considering that, Otto felt rather strange that his impulse was to go home as soon as possible.


      “Number Two…it looks like you’ve got good people in your life. You and your friends are awfully close, too.”


      “I’m annoyed that I find that strangely difficult to deny,” Otto replied. “Though since they aren’t within earshot, I’ll go ahead and agree with you. I’m happy for you, too, Marone. You found a nice, quiet place to settle down. Do be careful with the dirt spider, will you?”


      “Yes, yes, it’s in good hands. I’ll be a good mother to it—well, an unmarried mother, though.”


      Marone stuck out her tongue playfully and puffed out her giant chest with pride. There was a bizarre round ball of fur perched on her left shoulder—a spirit in the shape of a spider.


      Once Marone and Regin had coaxed the spirit to release Subaru from itself, it had chosen to stay in Pappelt and spend its days at the veterinary clinic.


      The dirt spider’s power—what once involved sucking up life-forms and smashing them together into a symbiotic life-form—could be harnessed to help Regin with his veterinary work. Regin and Marone were tasked with learning how that power worked and nurturing it.


      “It’s no easy job…but I have faith you’ll do well in it, Marone.”


      “What’s that supposed to mean? Are you trying to say I’d help a child grow up big and strong all by myself?”


      “If big and strong is a compliment, then yes. But you have no need to go at it alone. Regin will be there for you.”


      At this, Marone’s smile faded into a straight line.


      Regin and Marone were the people the dirt spider had chosen to trust. To a pure, new spirit who had a lot to learn, it was unimaginable for the pair to part.


      Besides, as Regin’s older brother, Otto knew the young man was head over heels in love with Marone. So he sincerely wished that she would stay and take care of his beloved little brother.


      “Seriously, Number Two, you are so unfair,” Marone murmured quietly to herself.


      Marone reached up and gave the little spirit on her shoulder a gentle pat. A breeze gently tousled her red hair as she closed her eyes.


      What followed was an essential interaction for Marone and Otto.


      She opened her eyes, smiled, and asked Otto, “I am Marone Lisbon, your senior slave. And you are?”


      Gazing back into her dewy eyes, Otto dramatically gripped his cloak, and with a graceful bow, he replied, “I am Otto Suwen, but you can call me Number Two.”


      “Yes, of course. Thank you for everything, Number Two.”


      And that was the end of Otto and Marone’s relationship.
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      “Well, if you ask me, Otto, you and Marone were a perfect match.”


      On the drive home, as Otto gripped the reins on the driver’s seat of the cart, Subaru propped his chin on his elbows and let out a pensive sigh. Otto answered Subaru’s statement with a tired look and said, “Yes, we are a good match. Marone is a good person who is a lot of fun to be around. I only hope meek, passive Regin will make a proper go of it.”


      “……Well, if you’re okay with that, I guess that’s fine with me, too. It’s just…” Subaru slapped a hand to his forehead. “I can’t stand the thought of you dying alone decades from now because you let her get away.”


      “Um, thanks for the unsolicited advice?! I’ll have you know I’m not exactly hoping to be alone for the rest of my life?!”


      After an agitated shriek at Subaru, Otto paused thoughtfully before continuing. “If nothing else, I bring women bad luck, no matter how hard I try not to. I need to prioritize doing something about that first.”
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      “Ahh, wow, that’s a very grown-up problem to have,” Subaru marveled. “Though I agree you have to put the one person you care about first. I always put Emilia-tan, Rem, Beako, and—”


      “Save that speech until you’ve learned how to count to one.”


      With a frustrated sigh at Subaru’s half-hearted attempt at a speech, Otto suddenly looked up. Atop the roof of the cart, Garfiel sat cross-legged in a sustained silence.


      Thinking back, Otto realized that the boy hadn’t said much since the dirt spider was taken care of.


      “You’re being awfully quiet, Garfiel. What’s come over you?” he asked.


      “…Go ahead, laugh it up. Yours truly didn’t do a damn thing on this trip.”


      The voice from above sounded both spiteful and embarrassed by his own ineffectiveness.


      “My job was to protect the boss, and the dirt spider took him. If you hadn’t been around, the dirt spider probably would’ve killed everyone. The townsfolk wouldn’t have found us in time if you hadn’t given your land dragon that rock… I’m all talk and no action.”


      There was no telling how much the boy had punished himself since he returned from the forest. To Garfiel, there were many components about his behavior in the crisis that were unacceptable to him.


      But every complaint Garfiel had only made Subaru and Otto confused.


      “Nah, man, it was actually a lucky break that the dirt spider caught me,” Subaru argued. “If you’d caught me instead, Otto would’ve plunged to the ground and turned into a splattered corpse.”


      “And if you weren’t with us, Garfiel, we could have never cornered the dirt spider,” Otto chimed in. “And even if Bungam and the townsfolk had managed to surround it, without your blessing, the dirt spider would have simply stayed underground…and tracing it with the smell of the mimil stem was a move only you were capable of.”


      Otto and Subaru took turns counting all of Garfiel’s heroics. That being said, these were all heroics that would not have succeeded had either of the other two been absent. The notion that Garfiel had been useless was preposterous.


      “When you think of it, giving Fulfew the stone was Otto’s only accomplishment. I mean, without Fulfew, Otto would be busy being digested with me instead of playing interpreter… We narrowly escaped becoming Subartto Natsuwenki.”


      “Aren’t you minimizing my contributions a little too much?!”


      Subaru covered his ears and sang in retaliation. And as the childish scuffle ensued, Garfiel’s expression got no brighter.


      “You helped the livestock back at the clinic with Regin, so you have no right to say you were useless,” Subaru said. “When I look back on everything I did this time, I shake with embarrassment.”


      “Well, yes, all you did was get captured,” Otto agreed.


      “To make it worse, the dirt spider sucked up all my extra mana, and it felt really good! Think Beako will get mad at me for cheating on her when I get back? I’m freaking out here.”


      Given the surprising progress Beatrice had made during the past several weeks with her emotional vulnerability, it was easy to imagine the girl blowing her top over this.


      But setting Subaru’s impending punishment aside, Otto looked up at Garfiel and said, “Isn’t it about time you figure out what you want to be when you grow up, Garfiel? Don’t you want to be more than a walking suit of muscle? Don’t you want all-seeing perception and the practical skills to pound out your tasks in domestic affairs?”


      “I could do without the last bit…”


      “But that was the area I hoped you’d obtain the most growth…” Otto paused and smiled sheepishly. “Well, that being said, if you did grow in that area, my job would become obsolete, so I do feel somewhat conflicted.”


      “…What do I wanna be?” Garfiel finally murmured after a charged silence.


      “For a start, do you remember how to play shatranj?”


      “Shut range…?”


      “That’s shatranj. It’s a game where you line up a bunch of pieces on a board, move them in predetermined ways, and try to steal your opponent’s pieces.”


      “Ohh, so it’s kinda like chess. Hard pass. If you wanna play Othello, I’m down.”


      Subaru immediately lost interest after Otto explained the game. Meanwhile, Garfiel (the one Otto had actually asked) wrinkled his nose and said, “Why should I learn to play? What would I even gain?”


      “Fair question. First, the knowledge there are things you cannot defeat me in will give you the necessary impetus to achieve a goal.”


      “…Now you’ve said it. I’ll bite that smirk off your stupid face.”


      A faint glimmer of spirit had returned to Garfiel’s voice. It seemed Otto’s provocation had worked. The hesitation was still in his eyes, too, but that would leave soon.


      Still, he never dreamed the day would come when somebody would teach him how to play shatranj from the beginning all over again.


      “That’s karma for you,” Otto remarked.


      He had learned to play shatranj from his big brother, Oslo, and he had taught his younger brother, Regin, in turn. Otto had played the game with his brothers ever since. It was yet another memory to add to the pile.


      When they returned to the mansion, there would be an unrestrained pile of work from Roswaal waiting for him. And yet, as Otto gripped the reins, he couldn’t wait to return home.

    
  


  
    
      AFTERWORD


      Hello, everyone! This is Tappei Nagatsuki.


      Rejoice! We have yet another double publication! I would love to say I’ve grown accustomed to this hectic schedule, but I haven’t at all! I have to write two afterwords, besides!


      Now then, ladies and gentlemen, a surprise! The main series has reached twenty-one volumes, and the short stories, five volumes! And when combined with the three volumes of extras, that makes this book the thirtieth entry into our Re:ZEROpedia!


      Of course, if you include the anime bonus novels, the special novels with the OVA theatrical release, and in-store freebie bonus collections of Otsuka’s art, we already surpassed the goal of thirty volumes long ago, but if you exclude those exceptions, this makes Volume 30!


      I haven’t done a careful count, so do forgive me if I’m off, but this author finds the number 30 to be quite exciting. And yet…we’re only halfway through the planned material for Re:ZERO so far!


      So basically what I’m saying here is that there’s still a bunch of Re:ZERO to write, read, and enjoy, so get hyped, everyone!


      Well, enough talk of volume numbers—on to the proper afterword!


      Since a miscalculation on the page count killed my plans last time, I want to write a more afterword-worthy afterword about the stories featured in this volume! So I shall!


      “Royal Succession Prequel: The Blue Successor”


      Ferris boldly starred in Volume 1 of Ex as well, of course, but that’s because there are so many stories involving him before the main series begins, and this is one of them. He received the title of Blue from his mentor Garitch, and Ferris seems rather proud of it, in spite of himself.


      Naturally, serving Crusch well is his top priority, but I figured the title he received from the mentor he revered mattered enough to rival that. (Though he would never admit it, of course.)


      “Kararagi Girl & Cat’s Eye”


      The contents of this story ties in with Volumes 20 and 21 of the main series, and it’s a story of how Anastasia met Echidna. Of course, it also tells how Anastasia and the cat trio deepened their bond, but it’s clear from the story that everyone in Anastasia’s circle will be with her for a long time.


      As the series creator, I really love that Anastasia’s camp feels mostly like a family.


      “The Idiot Trio Goes Forth! Tale of the Dirt Spider”


      This is part of a series where Subaru, Otto, and Garfiel wander the earth causing problems and solving them. On the surface, Subaru is happy to have male friends, Garfiel is happy to have brothers, and Otto is driven crazy by both of them…when it actuality, Otto is the one who has to make the most dangerous choices of all.


      Marone from the last short story collection makes an appearance, and Otto’s arc makes some decent progress, but at the end of the day, poor Otto just doesn’t know how to give himself a happy ending!


      As I sit here, surprised by how simply reminiscing about these short stories can eat up pages, I proceed to the thank-yous!


      Editor I… How crazy was I to suggest that what we went through last time in 2019 was our busiest ever? This brutal succession of double-volume releases almost felt like a competition to see which of us would give up first…and I’ve got more in me, baby. Can you keep up?!


      My illustrator, Yasutaka Isegawa, thank you so much for coloring the stories with your beautifully vivid illustrations, despite there being so many new characters to deal with! And thanks for your beautiful work in the next volume!


      My designer, Kusano, I am so freaking grateful for you taking on two volumes in one month! Since unlike the main series, the short story collections have unknown characters on the covers, it is always deeply moving for me to see the completed covers. Thank you so much for your wonderful work this time around!


      We also have to thank everyone at the MF Bunko J editing department, PR, sales, and my proofreader in particular this time. Of course, a big thank-you also goes out to Ootsuka Shinichiro!


      And to everyone who picked up a copy of this book—thank you for making it to Book 5 of the short stories and Book 21 of the main series! We couldn’t have done this without you!


      The release of the second OVA is fast approaching, and the main series is plunging into a new arc…there’s still a lot of Re:ZERO to come, and I hope you all continue to support!


      Well, I hope we meet again in the next volume! Enjoy that reading life!


      (August 2019, while blasting away the sweltering heat with some fizzy water)
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      “Well! I have something to say! Specifically about this pairing!”


      “Yee-hee-hee! Why so flustered, Your Highness? This old man simply wishes to bend over backward to grant your every wish…”


      “I’m flustered because of you, of course! Wouldn’t Crusch or Ferris make a much better partner for me?! It was an utter shock when I arrived and found you here!”


      “Yee-hee-hee! Oh, what sass! Your Highness, life is a series of disappointments. It’s overcoming life’s struggles that will give you the stoic elegance to turn the head of the lady you like.”


      “Mmm? Is that so? Will Crusch notice me if I’m stoic?”


      “Yes, yes. And if you flawlessly execute your duty here, she’s sure to be head over heels for you.”


      “Good gracious, do the effects really extend that far?! Well, now I’m most inspired! Very well, I shall do my best! Garitch, let us deliver these so-called announcements!”


      “Yes, Your Highness. I guess we can start with announcements about the next volume of Re:ZERO.”


      “Hm. The next volume is the fourth of the Ex series, and it is scheduled for a December release. Isn’t it September now?! Our author is quite industrious, isn’t he?!”


      “But there are going to be many more surprises before December rolls around. I’ve got news to share that’d make Ferris’s cat ears perk up.”


      “All right, going in order… the first is around the time of this book’s release. Starting September 20, there is to be a birthday event at Shibuya Marui for one of Crusch’s rivals, a girl named Emilia. Though she is technically Crusch’s adversary, her birthday is an auspicious event! We must set aside our differences for the day and celebrate!”


      “Also in the same month, in Comic Alive, there’s going to be a finale to the very long Arc 3 of the comic series. And also…”


      “The start of Arc 4! Daichi Matsuse, thank you for your service! Part 4 will be illustrated by Haruno Atori and Yu Aikawa. Mm! Good! I have high expectations!”


      “On November 8, it’s been previously announced, but Part 2 of the OVA series will be released. Looks like we’ve still got busy days ahead of us. Yee-hee-hee!”


      “But we are most fortunate to have a bright future. There is no greater blessing. Crusch and Ferris will both be most pleased. I can picture their smiles now…”


      “Your Highness.”


      “Yes, thank you for your service, Garitch. I know what I said earlier, but I am truly pleased to have you as my partner. I just want Ferris and Crusch to never stop smiling.”


      “Yee-hee-hee! To choose this old man over those two, you really are an amusing fellow, Your Highness!”


      “Ha-ha-ha! Well, I do tend to exceed expectations! I hope Crusch and Ferris are proud!”


      “Well, well… I’m sure they are, Your Highness.”

    
  


  
    
      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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