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      Chapter 1: Ever-Changing


      “One day... One day, I suddenly realized. A couple of dogs of mine are skilled enough to freely slip out of their collar and go off on walks all on their own,” Count Maximillion Shander said with some distaste, crumpling up a piece of parchment he had been reading.


      Gerhard still wasn’t quite sure who or what his lord was referring to yet, so he just gave him a quiet nod and waited for his next words.


      “However, those dogs always come back home when it’s feeding time, and it’s not like I ever have to worry about them biting or injuring someone. I can leave them be without issue. At least for now. But I certainly wouldn’t call that a healthy relationship.”


      “It seems like those dogs might be going off to the neighbors for extra treats as well,” said Gerhard, beginning to understand what Maximillion was getting at.


      Maximillion gave Gerhard a faint smile. That somewhat derogatory metaphor of his was referring to none other than Lutz and Claudia. The two of them were currently moving at the behest of the third princess of the kingdom, Listill Wollscheid, and they had also deepened their connections with Marquis Eldenburger. Still, none of that came at Maximillion’s request. Even if all of those things were likely to be a net positive for the Shander domain, having those two move about so freely was still a cause for concern.


      However, at the moment, he was unable to scold them for their actions or bring them to a halt. Crumpled up in his hands was a letter from Marquis Eldenburger, requesting Maximillion’s cooperation. Improving the state of international trade could bring great prosperity to all of the domains of the kingdom. For the time being, it didn’t seem like there was any choice but to give them a long leash.


      Lutz had never done anything but bring value to the Shander domain. Maximillion’s own katana had been forged by Lutz, and his plan to turn the Shander domain into a mass producer of quality katana was only possible with Lutz’s cooperation. Maximillion’s recent connections with the Marquis and the royal family were also all centered around the splendid work of the three craftsmen.


      Letting go of a tremendous talent such as Lutz was simply out of the question. He would be the perfect dog if his collar would simply stay firmly around his neck.


      “You really are the only one I can rely on, Gerhard. As for Lutz, Claudia, and Patrick... Well, I beg you to hold tight to their reins.” Maximillion waved his hand to signal that the conversation was finished.


      Gerhard gave a bow before leaving the Count’s private quarters behind him. “Getting that lot to act obedient?” He grumbled under his breath with a sigh. As he wandered down the dimly lit hallway, the faces of those three popped into his head one by one. “Yeah, not happening...”


      They were all the sort of people who lived in their own little worlds. They certainly weren’t the sort to just sit at home and behave as they awaited the Count’s orders.


      Gerhard understood it well. After all, he was just the same.


      ***


      “Lutz, Claudia, are you in?” Ricardo knocked on the door to Lutz’s workshop at just a little before noon. As usual, he had an excess of time on his hands, so he had come to see if he could get himself a free lunch. No, actually, the free lunch was just an excuse. To be entirely honest, Ricardo was just feeling a bit lonely. He struggled to socialize, but he also hated being alone.


      Gerhard and the others had said that if he wanted some adventurer friends, he should just hit up a bar, but he found it difficult to strike up conversations with strangers, so he found that he felt even lonelier in bustling places like that. If Ricardo were asked to say what was worse, the loneliness that he felt when he was all by himself or the loneliness that he felt in a crowd, he would say the latter without a moment’s hesitation. He believed the essence of loneliness to be the sense that you didn’t belong somewhere.


      The door opened, and Lutz’s face peeked out. “Oh, if it isn’t our resident loiterer.” Saying only that, Lutz returned to his work by the forge.


      Being able to freely come, lie about for a bit, and leave when he wanted... For Ricardo, that kind of indifference was so very comfortable.


      “Hmm? Where’s Claudia?”


      “Oh, she’s out collecting some merchandise. She said that she wanted to gather some information at the garrison just across the federation’s border while selling some goods.”


      The front lines of any conflict were always short on supplies, so merchants were always a welcome sight for soldiers. Claudia decided that rather than coming empty-handed, it would be much easier to loosen some lips if she came as a merchant with some quality goods to boost their morale.


      This time around, Ricardo was also going along with them. There was a strong possibility that they would be assaulted by bandits or get caught in the cross fire of civil war as they traveled through the federation. If they were to run into such trouble, the killing curse of Ricardo’s katana, Tsubaki, would surely come in handy.


      “Hey, Lutz...”


      “What? If you’re looking for food, help yourself to some of the leftover soup in the kitchen. I just ate, so it should still be warm.”


      “I’ll be sure to help myself to that later, but there’s something else that I wanted to ask you,” said Ricardo in an uncharacteristically serious tone.


      “As long as you aren’t looking for money or my ass, I’m all ears.”


      “I want you to forge a katana for me.”


      “Hmm... Huh?” Lutz looked over to Ricardo’s hip in confusion.


      Ricardo always wore two blades, one on each side of him. On his left side was the bewitching katana that Lutz had forged, Tsubaki, and on his right side was a sword that he had received as a reward from the Count for slaying monsters in the domain. Tsubaki’s excellence went without saying, but the other sword was a fine piece as well.


      After receiving Tsubaki, Ricardo was so satisfied that he stopped requesting swords as a reward, but he had always been a collector at heart. Outside of the impressive sword that he was using at the moment, he surely had several other fantastic blades in his possession.


      “What, are you saying that you’ve grown bored with Tsubaki, you ungrateful punk?” asked Lutz, pouting.


      Forging Tsubaki was one of Lutz’s proudest achievements, and it was also the catalyst that formed his current relationship with Claudia, so it was a katana that meant a great deal to him. If Ricardo were to say that he had grown tired of it, that would be one hell of a kick in the teeth.


      “No, no, I’m not talking about giving up Tsubaki or letting her gather dust in a shed or something, so put that hammer down, okay?”


      Then what was he talking about? Lutz looked him up and down with a suspicious gaze but decided to at least hear him out.


      “You know, I use Tsubaki when I’m surrounded by enemies or come across a particularly strong monster, but other than that, I mostly use this sword.”


      Lutz had fought alongside Ricardo before, so he knew how Ricardo usually fought. He nodded to urge him to continue.


      “With that being the case, I figured that it would be nice to replace this sword with a katana to make a matching set. It might even be interesting to try dual wielding them.”


      “Dual wielding, huh? That isn’t for the faint of heart, you know?”


      While Ricardo was ranting optimistically about it, Lutz didn’t seem very impressed with the idea.


      “Ordinarily, katana are designed to be wielded with two hands. If you want to start swinging them around with one, it takes an incredible amount of wrist strength. Also, katana tend to be rather long, so there are times that your own arms can get in the way of how you want to move with them. It takes an inhuman amount of strength and skill to make it effective.”


      “Hmmm...”


      “It doesn’t seem like you’re really understanding what I’m trying to tell you. In that case...” Lutz stood up and pulled three wooden practice katana, or bokuto, out from a cabinet. “Shall we do a little sparring?”


      “What are you talking about? I’m an adventurer by trade, you know?” Ricardo let out a sigh. “There’s no way that I could lose to a blacksmith when it comes to swordsmanship.”


      “No, I can beat you,” said Lutz with a calm confidence.


      “What did you just say?” Ricardo’s voice was stern. While Lutz was a good friend, that was a statement that he simply couldn’t ignore.


      “There is also a fatal flaw in your usual swordsmanship. While I’m at it, I’ll show you that as well.”


      Ricardo had fought his way through countless trials during his time as an adventurer, and that was a great source of pride for him. Lutz’s words were beyond disrespectful, almost like he was picking a fight with him on purpose.


      Ricardo walked over to Lutz with an exaggerated gait and snatched two of the wooden katana out of his hands. “Very well, would you grace me with some instruction then, Master Lutz? If you win, I’ll pay you a whole two hundred gold for that new katana.”


      “With those conditions, it almost sounds like you’re expecting me to forge you a katana for free if I lose.”


      “Well, I’m going to have to ask you to put your money where your mouth is, after all.” Ricardo stepped out of the workshop, an indignant smirk plastered on his face.


      Lutz had mixed feelings as he watched him from behind. Ricado was undoubtedly a fantastic adventurer. Lutz truly respected his skill, and he had no intention of injuring his pride. “You really are a fantastic adventurer, but that’s also your weakness,” whispered Lutz under his breath. After ensuring the door was locked behind him, he followed after Ricardo.


      ***


      In a little plaza in the town of craftsmen, where most people stored raw materials, Lutz and Ricardo stood facing each other, bokuto at the ready. They each had a hachigane, a headband with a metal plate, protecting their foreheads.


      Lutz insisted that they both wear them, so Ricardo eventually decided to humor him and wrapped one around his head as well. Ricardo had told him that there was little point, as he wouldn’t be able to land such a hit on him anyway, but Lutz just stared back at him emotionlessly.


      Lutz was holding a single bokuto firmly with both hands, and Ricardo held one in each hand.
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      “Are you sure that you want to face me while dual wielding? You haven’t had any time to get used to that style of swordsmanship.”


      “Well, if I don’t take on a bit of a handicap, you could hardly call it a fair fight, now could you?”


      Ricardo knew that Lutz could fight for himself fairly well. It wasn’t like he didn’t take Lutz seriously, but he had a point to prove. There was a world of difference between a professional adventurer and a blacksmith who had done some training on the side. In order for them to stand on even footing as friends, he couldn’t have Lutz underestimating his ability either.


      “If you say so.” Saying only that, Lutz lunged forward. His footwork was so quiet that it almost seemed like he was gliding across the ground.


      Seeing that Lutz was moving to attack him head-on, Ricardo held out his right bokuto horizontally to block the incoming strike. He would block the attack with one hand and go on the offensive with the other. That was the optimal path to victory for dual wielding swordsmen.


      Surely Ricardo had won. But when he was certain of his victory, the world suddenly went blurry. A moment later, he felt a dull pain. His confusion only lasted for a few seconds, but in battle, that kind of pause in one’s focus could be fatal.


      By the time Ricardo came back to his senses, Lutz had already regained some distance and was staring him down with the tip of his bokuto at Ricardo’s eye level. They were right back to where they had begun. More than feeling like they had just clashed blades, Lutz seemed as though he was just calmly and quietly at work with his ordinary training.


      Still half in a daze, Ricardo looked down at the bokuto in his right hand. There was no doubt in his mind that Lutz had swung down directly at him, without any unusual techniques or tricks, and Ricardo had moved in time to block that attack. However, it seemed that he was unable to match the force of Lutz’s swing, so the bokuto pushed through Ricardo’s defense. That was how Lutz managed to land a strike directly on his forehead.


      Once Ricardo thought through it that far, it seemed somewhat obvious. There was no way that he would be able to block a strike that his opponent was putting their full force into with a single hand. If he wanted to achieve the ideal form of a dual wielding swordsman, using one hand for defense and the other for offense, his goal shouldn’t have been to block Lutz’s strike, but to deflect it. In order to precisely control both swords in that manner, though, you would have to have a base level of skill that far outweighs your opponent.


      Every swordsman was at least aware of the idea of dual wielding, but very few actually seemed to pursue it in earnest. There wasn’t a single high-ranking adventurer that Ricardo knew who regularly dual wielded.


      Lutz’s words repeated in Ricardo’s mind.


      “It takes an inhuman amount of strength and skill to make it effective.”


      The fact that there were some people who actually managed to pull it off in the world of swordsmen was a terrifying thing indeed.


      “Is this the flaw in my swordsmanship that you were talking about?” asked Ricardo as he rubbed his forehead over the hachigane. Most would feel fortunate that the strike at least didn’t result in any bleeding, but not Ricardo. Lutz had held back. Knowing that, it took Ricardo all he had to hold back his anger and humiliation.


      “No, that was just an inherent weakness of dual wielding.”


      Was Lutz saying that there was some other flaw with his fighting style? Ricardo wanted to throw the bokuto to the ground and storm off back home. The only reason that he didn’t do just that was the fact that there wasn’t an ounce of arrogance in Lutz’s expression. There was something that Lutz seriously wanted to convey to Ricardo.


      From the look in Lutz’s eyes, there must have really been a flaw that he had noticed in Ricardo’s swordsmanship.


      Ricardo swallowed his pride as a veteran adventurer and decided to honestly accept the teachings of a blacksmith. “Do you mind tweaking the rules a bit and making this a best out of three?”


      “Sure thing. I can at least commend you for not saying that the last round didn’t count.”


      After receiving Lutz’s permission, Ricardo threw one of his bokuto to the side and held firmly to the remaining one with both hands. All traces of his prior overconfidence had vanished from his face.


      In terms of pure combat strength, Ricardo was likely superior to Lutz, but there was something Lutz could see that Ricardo was still entirely unaware of. That was the scariest thing.


      Lutz kept the tip of his katana trained at Ricardo’s eye level, and Ricardo lifted his katana higher, preparing for a strike. They both remained motionless, observing each other’s stance and waiting for an opening.


      They heightened their focus. The sounds of the bustling town grew distant and eventually left their ears entirely.


      Lutz took a step forward. Seeing this as his chance, Ricardo lunged in and brought his bokuto down on him. Lutz parried the ferocious swing and redirected it to the side. With a two-handed grip and the ability to focus on a single katana, he had more than enough strength to parry even that most powerful of strikes from Ricardo.


      After parrying, Lutz took the opportunity to riposte. It was one of Lutz’s specialties, as he had demonstrated when they went to rescue the Princess from her abductors.


      Ricardo’s stance had crumbled, but he just barely managed to block Lutz’s counter-attack in time thanks to his innately fast reflexes. As Ricardo lifted his bokuto above his head to land a powerful counter-attack of his own, he felt a soft strike to his side.


      “Huh?”


      It hardly hurt at all—it was just a glancing blow, after all. However, there was no mistaking the fact that Lutz had managed to land a hit on his torso.


      Lutz returned to his starting point as if to signal that the bout had finished. “If this were a real katana, your intestines would be spilling out of your side.”


      “I suppose so... Especially if it were one of the katana that you had forged.”


      Ricardo had lost. He hadn’t let down his guard, nor had he used a technique or stance that was new to him. He had put his whole heart and spirit into that bout and still lost. He just didn’t understand why. Was there really something that important that he had been overlooking?


      He was afraid to ask, but he had no other choice. “Tell me, Lutz, what is it that I’m doing wrong?”


      “This isn’t necessarily something specific to you, but more of a blind spot that most adventurers seem to have. To put it briefly, you all tend to use too broad a swing.”


      What did Lutz mean by that? Ricardo tilted his head.


      “If the end goal is to kill a person, there is no need to slice them in half. All you have to do is cut an inch or so deep to sever many of the major arteries in the body and render your opponent powerless. However, when up against monsters, it’s an entirely different thing.”


      “Many monsters can heal themselves at terrifying speeds, so more shallow wounds can even fully heal during a fight. That’s why you can only really ever be sure you’ve taken one down after basically splitting them in half. Ah...so that’s what you’re getting at...”


      “Because you have a habit of relying on those broad, more powerful swings, when facing an opponent who is more experienced in fighting other people, it leaves you open to attacks.”


      “But I’ve never heard anything like that from anyone befo—” Ricardo stopped himself. He hadn’t ever had any party members who could let him know. Adventuring solo for all of those years had a drawback that he hadn’t even fully recognized until then.


      When it came to going up against other people, Ricardo remembered that he had somewhat recently faced off against ten of the Princess’s kidnappers all by himself, but after some consideration, he couldn’t really say that it was useful combat experience. At that time, he relied mostly on Tsubaki’s deadly curse to deal with them. It wasn’t like he was properly facing them head-on.


      Seeing Ricardo begin to look somewhat somber, Lutz called out to him. “It’s just a matter of having different specialities. It’s not like you are actually weaker than me in general.”


      “Don’t go trying to cheer me up, now.”


      “I’m just telling the truth of the matter. Do I seem like a kind enough person to try so hard to cheer up another man to you?”


      “I know it’s kind of awful, but that is a pretty convincing argument...”


      If he was going to continue to specialize in taking down monsters, he could continue on as he always had with little to no issue. Perhaps it was fine to just let things be as they were.


      I can’t even say that as a joke...


      If Ricardo learned how to fight proficiently against other people as well, it would surely lead to him growing even stronger. Lutz had opened his eyes to that possibility. How grateful he was for that realization.


      It wasn’t enough for Ricardo to just have a sublime katana in his possession. He wanted to be a swordsman worthy of wielding one. He wasn’t just some leech who had clung to Tsubaki for her power. He was her wielder.


      His confidence returning, Ricardo gave Lutz a smile and readied his bokuto once more. “I just remembered, but it was supposed to be a best out of five, if I’m not mistaken. Right?!”


      “Huh? You already figured out what you need to work on, so can’t we just call it there for the day?”


      “You were the one who brought this whole thing up in the first place, so I’m going to have to insist that you follow it through to the very end!”


      “And when is the end, exactly?”


      “I’ll let you go when I’ve gotten a feel for fighting against other people!”


      It was true that Lutz was the one who had challenged him in the first place, so he couldn’t really just walk away from it now. He also didn’t want to turn his back on a friend who had gotten himself so fired up about something. In the end, while still not entirely enthusiastic, he figured that he’d keep Ricardo company as he worked through it. “All right, I get it. Let’s go for a first to five, not forgetting that I’m already two points up. Also, while it’s a bit late to be saying this, don’t try to go for any stabs or thrusts. They can be dangerous.”


      “No problem. Come on then, brace yourself!”


      The two of them continued sparring for quite some time. That first to five became a first to ten, and by the time the sun began to set, they were both covered in bruises.


      When they returned to the workshop, they both received a scolding from Claudia.


      “Are you two aware that we are setting off for the federation in a few days, or did the thought slip from your tiny little brains?!”


      Neither of them had any words to defend themselves, so they simply apologized. No matter how much they trained their swordsmanship, they were still no match for Claudia.


      ***


      The inside of the carriage was unbelievably cramped, but that was only natural. The most precious pieces of cargo were the barrels of wine, the jerky, the sausages, and such other goods. Lutz and Ricardo had to give up their seats for the real stars of the show.


      The three of them had left the Shander domain and were making their way to the southern border in a covered wagon. This time around, they hadn’t borrowed a carriage from the Count, so it didn’t have the Shander crest anywhere on it. That was a very intentional choice. If they were to ride straight toward a garrison of a neighboring country that they had been at war with until recently with the Count’s crest on full display, that would just be asking for a fight. Their goal was to visit there as simple merchants and collect information that way.


      They had heard there were some domestic conflicts going on in the federation, but on what scale were they fighting? Who was hindering international trade with the kingdom? What was the root cause of the issue? Moreover, where was the one lead that they had to find an answer to those questions, Sir Gwynn? Too many unknowns remained.


      It was an incredibly important mission to support Princess Listill and make her dream a reality. Claudia sharpened her focus and prepared herself for the trials ahead. In order to further develop the village of returning soldiers near the border, they absolutely needed to secure favorable trade deals with the federation. However, it seemed like there was some kind of domestic issue in the federation that was getting in the way of that. Their goal this time around was to look into that.


      The difference in their status was so great that it almost felt impertinent to put it into words, but Claudia thought of Listill as a dear friend of hers. She had told that friend not to worry, that they would resolve it all without issue, so she had no choice but to live up to that grand proclamation. No matter what, she was going to give that young girl a happy life.


      They were traveling along a simple dirt road, delineated only by the tracks of carriages that had passed through there before them. The carriages that the royal family or nobles used often had some kind of suspension, making the road feel a bit smoother, but their wagon had no such luxuries. Along that dirt road, the wagon jerked and rattled with each and every minor bump. It was a level of “comfort” that made them feel like they were going to throw up every couple of minutes.


      The wagon had been reinforced with iron in several places, so it was at least sturdy enough to handle it. Claudia had asked Lutz to do the work, and, surprisingly, he finished it with ease. She was impressed at how skilled he was with metalworking outside of forging katana, but when she thought about it, it made sense. Before he started working as the Count’s personal blacksmith, he was just an unlicensed smith outside the city walls, taking on any and every job that he could get. Of course, he would be flexible enough to pull it off.


      Claudia sat in the driver’s seat, holding on to the reins. It took a surprising amount of knowledge and skill to drive a wagon like that, so she couldn’t just change off every so often with Lutz or Ricardo. She wanted to avoid the worst-case scenario of having the horses freak out on her and tipping the wagon to the side, so even if it was going to cost them a bit of time, she kept going slow and steady.


      “You guys sure do some crazy things, don’t you?” Ricardo shouted so as not to lose to the rattling of the carriage, his body squished between a couple of wine barrels.


      “What do you mean?” asked Claudia without so much as turning around.


      “All this stuff about investigating the federation, trying to improve international trade... It’s not exactly something you would usually expect a blacksmith and a merchant to be doing. Why are you doing all of this in the first place?”


      “What can I say? Princess Listill is just so adorable.”


      How could someone watch that girl build up a home for all of those soldiers without a place of belonging and not completely fall in love with her?


      “Are you saying that’s really the only reason you guys are doing all of this? I know it’s not the kindest way of putting it, but are you two okay in the head?”


      “I at least find it a noble enough cause for a woman to put her life on the line,” said Claudia calmly. “Well, I suppose if I were to have an ulterior motive, it would be to secure an escape route.”


      “An escape route?” asked Ricardo, somewhat confused as to what she meant by that.


      “That’s right, an escape route. We’ll get ourselves in further with the Princess and build up that village by the border while we are at it. That way, if we ever end up doing something that places us on the Count’s bad side and get banished from the domain, we have a place all set up to run away to. There, we could just serve under the Princess. I’m sure that she would jump for joy at the proposal.”


      “It seems like you don’t have much faith in the Count, or is it just my imagination?”


      “I’m just aware of the fact that he doesn’t really like me that much.” Claudia laughed through her nose. It seemed as though she wasn’t exactly concerned with earning the Count’s trust either.


      “Why do you think that laborers are always forced to put up with horrible bosses?”


      “Hmm?”


      “Because if they get fired, they will struggle to make a living. However, if they understand that even if they quit that job, they could easily find another, that relieves a lot of mental stress. They know that they always have something to fall back on if something doesn’t go to plan. It’s always important to have as many options as possible.” Claudia took a deep breath before continuing. “However, it’s not like I want Lutzy and me to have to pick up and move somewhere else. We aren’t planning on distancing ourselves from the Count anytime soon. I’m just saying that it’s good to have a little safety net.”


      “Honestly, coming from you, that feels a little boring somehow.”


      “When you think about things entirely rationally, your answers tend to be a bit boring.”


      Over half a year had passed since Lutz became the Count’s personal blacksmith, but Claudia’s initial assessment of how trustworthy the noble class was had yet to budge an inch during that time. You’d have to be insane to put your faith in such people.


      They traveled at this leisurely pace for a bit over a month. They stayed at inns in the towns they were passing through and made sure to give their horses plenty of rest as well, until they finally arrived at the border. They made sure to stop by Listill’s village first to say hi before finally crossing over into the federation.


      From there on out, it was an entirely new world to them, a country of blood, sand, and warriors.


      As they were subjects of the kingdom, they worried that the guards by the border crossing might be wary of them, but when they identified themselves as traveling merchants, rather than being placed under scrutiny, they were welcomed.


      The soldiers were constantly short on supplies and craving any kind of stimulus outside of fighting. It was likely helpful to have a flow of people across the border, and when Claudia had a look around, she saw that several other caravans of merchants had come through. They had set up some mobile stalls and were trying to attract some customers.


      “All right, then. Let’s get down to business ourselves.” Claudia grinned from ear to ear. That smile of hers never failed to inspire confidence. Even if they were in a foreign land, the job was the same as always.


      Including them, five groups of merchants lined up their caravans to sell off their wares. They were the only ones who had come from the kingdom, but Claudia didn’t see this as a disadvantage. On the contrary, she leaned into it by shouting, “We have plenty of imported wine straight from the Wollscheid kingdom!” in a bid to appeal to potential customers.


      When it came to matters of business, there really was no one more formidable than Claudia. Lutz glanced over at her from the side as he set up his sharpening tools, wondering just where she developed that bold nature of hers.


      One of the soldiers who seemed to have some time on his hands wandered over, and then another soldier followed after him. They had initially come over to just poke some fun, but Claudia managed to win them over with her silver tongue. Before long, she was selling them wine, jerky, and even some baked goods.


      One of the soldiers came up to Lutz. “Hey, can you take a look at this for me?”


      Lutz took the sword that the soldier offered him in his hands. It was a well-used sword that had been made through casting. In terms of general quality, it didn’t seem too far from what the soldiers of the kingdom had been using.


      Lutz spun his grinding wheel and pressed the blade down on it. Watching the shower of sparks flying off the sword, Lutz adjusted the angle of the blade and went over the entire length of it. There was a slightly different feel to it than when he would sharpen swords from the kingdom.


      Is there a difference in the purity of the iron?


      Lutz realized that there might be much to learn from traveling around a different country.


      As Lutz continued sharpening, the man who had entrusted the sword to him kept his eyes glued to him. It was a sharp gaze. More than one of genuine intrigue, it was like he was monitoring him.


      While Lutz was obviously a blacksmith, it still probably wasn’t easy for the man to entrust his sword to someone from a different country, so he was still on edge. Even if it seemed like he was being open and friendly on the outside, it was another matter entirely to fully accept someone on the inside.


      “How does it feel to polish your enemy’s weapons for a pittance?” said the soldier in a teasing tone.


      Lutz wondered what the guy’s deal was, but upon further thought, it wasn’t exactly unusual. Until very recently, their two nations had been at war. If the relationship between them had improved enough that such a confrontation could end with nothing but a few insults being thrown, that was quite the achievement.


      “The only time you and I would ever become enemies is if you refused to pay the bill for this sharpening job.”


      “If it meets my standards, I’ll pay up.”


      “Be a good boy and wait, then. I’ll get this thing looking nicer than the day you got it.”


      The soldier just laughed through his nose and kept quiet after that, though his glare was as intense as ever.


      Lutz finished up the rough grinding and moved on to a whetstone with a finer grain. Even in a foreign land, his job was one and the same. All he had to do was give it his all for the customer.


      “Thank you for your patience. From today onward, you’re going to be a much finer swordsman.” Lutz wiped off the blade with a dry cloth and handed it over to the soldier.


      He meticulously looked over the blade, trying to find anything wrong with it. After a while, he sheathed his sword and angrily handed over a silver coin. It seemed like he couldn’t find anything that wasn’t to his liking.


      It was quite an awful attitude, but the fact that he didn’t try to weasel his way out of paying for it with some excuse still made him a far better customer than the thug knights of the Shander domain. That thought was both somewhat comforting and a pitiful reality.


      It seemed that some of the other soldiers who had been watching were also impressed with Lutz’s work, as the next customers soon wandered over. A sword, a shortsword, an axe, the tip of a spear—Lutz sharpened them all one by one.


      Just when he figured that it was about time to close up shop, a soldier handed him a sword that had some simple ornamentation. “Can I ask you to sharpen this one too?”


      Lutz lifted his head to get a better look at the man and saw that he was dressed more regally than the other men and seemed more put together. He was likely a captain or something similar.


      “All right, that’ll make you my last customer for the day.” Lutz accepted the sword from the man and unsheathed the blade. It was a forged blade, but it didn’t have any enchantments. It seemed like it had been used rather vigorously, but not carelessly. The corners of Lutz’s lips naturally curled up in a faint smile. It was a fine piece. Lutz could attest to that much.


      Through examining a person’s daily carry, you could tell a lot about their level of skill or the life they had led, and deducing those bits of a person’s story was a fun pastime indeed.


      “What a wonderful sword you have here.”


      “I’m honored by your favorable appraisal, but I’m sure that you wouldn’t want me to regale you with stories of how this sword has cut down your fellow countrymen, right?”


      That much was true. Lutz gave the man a little nod before getting to work.


      When Lutz finished sharpening the blade and handed it back over to him, the Captain carefully looked over Lutz’s work. However, his gaze was different from the first man, who had simply been trying to find faults in it. He must have been satisfied with it as he eventually gave Lutz a smile and said, “What is it that you guys have come here to find?”


      “Excuse me?”


      The Captain still had a big smile on his face.


      It took Lutz a whole ten seconds to comprehend what he had just been asked. He feared silence would raise suspicion, and so panic began to build inside, causing him to start running his mouth before his mind could catch up. “Well, that’s... You know, we just came here to do some business...”


      “The quality of your work is far too good to be charging a silver. I’d venture to say that you must be a rather well-known smith, am I right?”


      While Lutz was quite happy to be complimented so much directly to his face, he had no idea how he should be reacting in such a situation. “Um, we had a few problems back home and had to flee the kingdom...”


      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. In that case, would you like to become the personal smith for our guard? Or if you’re looking for something else, I can introduce you to some of the larger tribes in the area. A blacksmith of your prowess would be welcomed with open arms, I’m sure.”


      “Um... You see...”


      “What’s wrong? You don’t have anywhere else to go, right? Don’t be shy!”


      Lutz looked over to Claudia in hopes that she would help him out, but she just shrugged her shoulders. They could weave together as many lies and excuses as they wanted, but the problem was that they had already drawn some suspicion. It was better to just come clean at that point.


      “Oh, go ahead and tell him, Lutzy. It’s not like we are here to do anything underhanded, anyway.”


      Sure, they wanted to collect information as discreetly and naturally as possible, but they weren’t spies from the kingdom. Without knowing what kind of position the captain was in or what faction he aligned himself with, the worst possible choice was to stay silent.


      “To be honest, we’re out here looking for a knight called Gwynn.”


      The Captain’s eyebrows jumped up in surprise. It seemed like he had someone in mind, but then he recomposed himself, half playing dumb. “You see, that’s a rather common name in this country. I even have a relative who owns a cat called Gwynn.”


      “He is the man who carried out the execution of the third prince of the federation a little while ago.”


      “Hmm... And may I ask about your relation to him?”


      “I’m the one who forged the blade that he used for the execution. At that time, I was at least fairly certain that he wasn’t a cat, anyway.”


      “Ah, so you’re the guy...” The Captain looked back and forth between his sword and Lutz’s face, nodding to himself as he did. It seemed that he was convinced that with Lutz’s level of skill, the story checked out.


      From his behavior, Lutz deduced that the Captain was likely acquainted with Gwynn and had seen his katana, Renge, the lotus flower, before.


      “By any chance, do you know Gwynn?”


      “Do I know him?” The Captain suddenly let out a sigh for some reason.


      Unsure of why he said it like that, Lutz and Claudia both tilted their heads in confusion.


      “He’s the leader of a newly developing village right by here.”


      “Right...by here?!”


      “It’s about three miles due west. If you’re going by wagon, it shouldn’t even take you an hour.”


      “Three miles?!”


      They were practically neighbors. Instead of trying to collect information all sneakily, they would have been better off just walking up to some random guy and asking, “Hey, do you know Gwynn?” and they would have probably told them without reservation.


      Claudia slouched over and held her head in her hands. She had overcomplicated everything, and now she just felt stupid.


      “But why has Gwynn suddenly become the leader of a developing village?” asked Lutz. He knew about what led Princess Listill to start up a new village in the kingdom, but he couldn’t quite imagine what could have happened to put Gwynn in the same position.


      Gwynn was just an ordinary knight. He didn’t have the kind of funds or title that would be necessary, nor did he have the responsibility to do such a thing.


      “Who could say? I don’t know why he chose to start up that village, or where all that money came from. But, you know, I don’t really care. The important thing is that a lot of soldiers were able to find a place where they belonged. If they ever decide that we guards along the border are no longer needed, Gwynn’s village has already agreed to take us in as well. In the capital, it seems like they call him things like the Grim Reaper, the betrayer, or the bastard bat, but we honestly couldn’t care less.”


      While the Captain had said that they couldn’t care less, there was an obvious air of trust in his voice. No matter what the broader world said about Gwynn, he was always working hard for their sake and striving to provide a safe future for all of their men. There was no way that someone could come to hate a person like that.


      Lutz suddenly felt someone pat his shoulder. He looked over to see Claudia, who had seemingly snapped out of her momentary embarrassment, ready to take on whatever came next.


      “Let’s set out right away, then. If we start now, we should be able to get there before sundown.” Claudia gave Ricardo a little kick to wake him up and started packing everything back into the wagon.


      Lutz also gathered up his whetstones and went to put them away, but he turned back to the Captain before he got there. “Oh, I just have one more thing that I wanted to ask you.”


      “What is it?”


      “Is Gwynn doing well?”


      “Yeah, he’s doing pretty good, I’d say.”


      “I’m glad to hear it!”


      They gathered up all of their tools and wares like a pack of wild boars and set out right away.


      The Captain watched them leave, thinking the whole thing to be rather endearing. There was no doubt about it. They were the crazy couple that Gwynn had been praising nonstop for as long as he had known them.


      ***


      The developing village really was close by. It appeared that people traveled between the village and the garrison regularly enough that a little road had been carved out for them to follow, so they managed to get there without losing their way.


      They had known that there was a village in the federation that was taking in returning soldiers. In fact, that was what Princess Listill used as a reference when she decided to do the same in the kingdom. However, they could never have guessed that the leader of that village would be Gwynn.


      Ordinarily, they could have found out that much with a little digging, but they didn’t have any other connections in the federation. If they even knew a merchant who regularly traveled to the federation, that would have been fine, but they didn’t know anyone like that either.


      They could barely understand the things happening directly under their noses. It was something that reminded Lutz and Claudia that they were in a very different land.


      Claudia had even made some miscalculations on the business side of things. She had thought that the wine would have drawn the most demand, but she was only able to sell half of her stock. The jerky and sausages sold about as well as she thought they would. The most surprising thing, though, was that the first thing to sell out were the baked goods, which she had only bought up because she thought it would make it look like she had a better variety of goods for sale. The image of such burly warriors chowing down on sweets still didn’t quite mix well in her head, but that was just a sign that she lacked imagination.


      When going to a different country, everything from people’s tastes to their idea of common sense could differ greatly from your own perceptions. It was perhaps a mistake on Claudia’s part to assume the concepts that applied in the kingdom would all be the same across the border too.


      Judging by the eloquence of their speech, the average citizen of the federation also seemed to be more educated than the people of the kingdom. Why in the world did everyone in the kingdom call them barbarians? Claudia realized that it must have just been another stupid label that the noble elites used to feel superior to others. But when they ended up struggling to fight those barbarians, that superiority complex soon turned to embarrassment.


      Oh, well. It’s been a good lesson, anyway. I’ll just write off any losses as the tuition fee.


      The only way to grow was to realize how inexperienced you really were, although that didn’t make the experience any less frustrating. She would surely have to take out some of her stress and frustration by squeezing Lutz dry later that night, but that was just an inevitable reality.


      “Stop there! State your names and purpose!”


      There were several soldiers standing at the entrance to the village, spears in hand.


      “The blacksmith, Lutz, me, his wife Claudia, and one other guard acting as escort. We have come from the Wollscheid Kingdom in the hopes that we could speak with Sir Gwynn.”


      “Sir Gwynn, you say?” The soldier shot them a look of suspicion as he pointed his spear at them.


      Another soldier patted him on the shoulder. “Wait, isn’t Lutz the name of that guy—the one Sir Gwynn is always talking about?”


      “Oh, that guy, huh?”


      Upon closer inspection, it seemed that the soldiers were down a man. He must have gone to let Gwynn know. His decisiveness and speed were to be admired.


      Claudia and everyone stepped out of the wagon and were instructed to wait there.


      “I wonder what kinds of things Gwynn must have been saying about us,” said Claudia.


      “At the very least, it doesn’t seem like he’s spoken too poorly of us.” Lutz’s expression was tinted with some perturbation.


      Having people compliment them was all well and good, but to think that he was talking about them so much that the soldiers knew him by name...


      They only had to wait a few minutes before a man with a burly physique began running over toward them, spiritedly. When he got close enough for them to see his face, they saw that it was none other than Gwynn, wearing the sort of garments that a nobleman would wear. They couldn’t say that it suited him.


      “You guys! I’m so glad you came out here! We welcome you with open arms! I’d open them even further if I could, but I fear they’d pop out of their sockets! Ah ha ha ha!” The bearded man wrapped his arms around Lutz’s shoulders and laughed jovially.


      Not only Lutz, but the rest of the soldiers widened their eyes at the sight as well. It seemed they had never seen Gwynn act like that before. He was the sort of person who wore many masks when it came to navigating public and private matters, but the range of his personality was astonishing, so working with him could induce whiplash if you weren’t prepared for it.
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      “I’m glad to see that you are looking well too, Claudia. I mean, what’s with that big butt?! If you start working as a spy, the nation will collapse in a day!”


      “What can I say? I was born this way.”


      “Oh, is that so? Sorry, it seems I’ve let myself go too far, there!” While laughing to himself, Gwynn turned over to the rest of the troops. “These guys are my buds! Next time they come, you can just let them straight through.”


      The soldiers were still a bit confused, but if Gwynn said so, they guessed it was fine.


      Lutz and Claudia weren’t entirely sure how to react to the special treatment and hero’s welcome they had just received.


      “By the way, Gwynn,” started Claudia, “what are you wearing?”


      “Does it look good on me?”


      “No, not at all,” she said, as if to get back at him for the bit of sexual harassment she had just received.


      Gwynn put on a somewhat embarrassed smile. “I know, right? I think so too, but when I have to go talk with the bigwigs, I’ve got to make sure that I look the part or they won’t take me seriously. I could even be turned away at the gate. Personally, I think that the man most worthy of respect is the one wrapped in dirty old leather armor, but it seems like not everybody thinks the same way.”


      Gwynn’s way of thinking was truly that of a soldier on the front lines.


      “Oh, by the way, what is it that’s brought you guys all the way out here in the middle of nowhere? Surely you haven’t come just to get a glimpse of my handsome face.”


      “Well, I suppose you could say that is one of the reasons for our visit...” said Lutz so as not to offend. “But it seems like there have been some issues with trade between the federation and the kingdom, even though there had been some promising negotiations. We’re here to try to figure out why.”


      Lutz came straight out with it, without any attempt at subtle negotiation, but when dealing with Gwynn’s type, that was almost certainly for the best. Trying to bargain, negotiate, or engage in cheap pleasantries was nothing but a bother. As far as Gwynn was concerned, the only three answers that a man needed to give were yes, no, or I’ll fucking kill you. In terms of wanting to be able to give a direct answer to these kinds of things, Gwynn was quite similar to Lutz.


      “This isn’t the sort of conversation to have while standing around. Let’s go to my house in the middle of the village. I do all of my official work there too,” said Gwynn before turning to his men and directing them to park the wagon somewhere safe, give the horses some water, and put them in the stables to rest.


      Before following Gwynn, Claudia suddenly remembered something and turned around to the men. “The two barrels of wine in there are a little gift for you all. Please, help yourself.”


      After hearing that, the men all enthusiastically got to work. While Lutz and Claudia were friends of Gwynn, they still weren’t too happy about having to do all of that for the people of the kingdom, but if they were going to get some booze out of the deal, that was a different story altogether. They collectively agreed to scrap their plan of rubbing snot all over the wagon.


      Gwynn sighed at how easily his men’s loyalty could be bought, but he kept walking on. Lutz and everyone followed along.


      “I’m guessing you had some leftover stock, then?” asked Gwynn with a laugh.


      “No, no such thing. I had originally purchased that fine wine as a gift for you all.”


      “It’s leftover stock, right?”


      “Yes... It’s leftover stock...” admitted Claudia.


      Gwynn gave a smile and a nod as if to say, That’s what I thought.


      It was a village of returning soldiers, so, in many respects, it was quite similar to Listill’s village in the kingdom, but it seemed far more lively. When Claudia asked about the population of the village, Gwynn said that there were over two thousand soldiers living there, more than twice the population of Listill’s village.


      “Where in the world did you get the kind of money you’d need to keep this place afloat?” asked Lutz. He knew that it was perhaps a breach of etiquette to suddenly ask about a person’s finances, but he wanted to know for Listill’s sake too. She was basically doing the exact same thing, but she was feeling constantly strapped for money.


      “Sorry...but I’m afraid that I can’t tell you that. It’s something that I haven’t told another soul,” said Gwynn apologetically.


      Hearing this, Lutz backed off immediately. It seemed like Gwynn was in a bit of a complicated position. Surely, there was a thing or two that he couldn’t disclose. Pushing the issue any further would probably go against the unspoken courtesy between men. That was at least how Lutz, who hadn’t an ounce of interest in complicated diplomacy or negotiations, thought about it.


      “First, I just want to thank you guys.”


      After everyone took a seat in the village chief’s residence, Gwynn bowed his head deeply to Lutz and Claudia.


      As for Ricardo, he said that he was going to pass on all the complicated talk and decided to aimlessly roam around the village instead.


      “Thanks to the executioner’s katana, Renge, the lotus flower, I was able to provide Prince Weneg with a painless and dignified death.”


      Whether it was truly painless or not would be something only Weneg himself would know. However, he died with a peaceful expression on his face, without any pained contortion.


      Lutz could only imagine how Gwynn must have felt while talking about the execution of his most respected lord’s son. Just thinking about it brought a tightness to Lutz’s chest, leaving him without words. Simply giving his condolences for such a tragedy didn’t feel right somehow, so Lutz just solemnly bowed his head instead.


      “I owe you guys a great debt, and I have a duty to repay it. I have already devoted my life to my country, so I cannot offer you that, but ask for anything else and I will do my best to provide it.”


      “You really do have a strong sense of duty, don’t you, Gwynn? You put in an order, I forged it, and you paid for it. With that, nobody owes anybody anything as far as I’m concerned.”


      There was a slight issue with the currency Gwynn chose to pay with, but Lutz figured bringing it up now would be inconsiderate.


      “Still, I can’t help but feel indebted to you. Just think of it as some icing on the cake.” Gwynn took a deep breath. “So, you were curious as to why trade hasn’t been going so well, right? It’s a simple matter, really. The only tribe that is actually participating in trade with the kingdom is the one that governs the land along the border. Of course, there is a limit to how many goods they can export alone.”


      “Isn’t the royal family participating in trade?” Claudia arched one of her well-cultivated brows. Hadn’t the trade deal been forged between the two nations as a whole? If the royal family just decided to push it all off onto a single tribe, that would certainly be a breach of trust.


      “Wait, hear me out. It’s not that King Arsames doesn’t want to participate in trade with the kingdom. If anything, he wants to pursue as many ways to stimulate the economy as he can.” Gwynn’s expression grew darker.


      What he was going to say next would be an embarrassment to the federation, but he had no choice but to tell them in order to explain the situation at hand.


      “You have some idea as to the current state of this country, I assume? The royalists and antiroyalists have been at odds ever since the founding of this nation, but with the recent assassination of King Kassandros, it’s gotten worse than ever before.” Not wanting to get into that matter too much, Gwynn moved his explanation along. “If we were to send carriages of goods to trade with the kingdom from the federation’s capital, they would certainly come under attack. Of course, the perpetrators would disguise themselves as bandits as they couldn’t get away with such an open act of treason.”


      “Are you saying that people would actually attack a royal’s carriage?” Claudia’s eyes widened.


      Even in the kingdom, Princess Listill’s carriage had been attacked, but that was only because the members of Kill Code’s team had already committed to dying for their cause. It wasn’t something that could happen so frequently.


      “The idea that a carriage with the royal crest won’t be assaulted only applies when a royal family holds overwhelmingly more power than the opposing forces. In our case, we simply give the title of king to the leader of the largest tribe out of the hundred or so that comprise the federation. There are very few who view the throne as a symbol of absolute authority that one must dedicate themselves to. Far from it, most are simply waiting for their turn in line. The recent actions of a certain hotheaded idiot should be testament to that.”


      Lutz and Claudia had the tact not to call Gwynn out for his slip of the tongue. They just pretended that they didn’t hear it and continued.


      “Is there a map we could see that delineates what power controls what land?” If they could clearly separate the land into royalist and antiroyalist territories, then they would be able to construct a safe route to the border.


      However, Gwynn just said, “You don’t get it,” with a quiet, defeated laugh. “While we were out trying to draw up a map, alliances would flip several times over. That’s the degree to which this country has fallen into chaos. Even if we did try to color such a map, it would all mix into a dirty brown. We certainly couldn’t draw a safe path from the capital to the border.”


      “It seems like we’ll just have to dig in our heels and negotiate some alliances, then.”


      “Yeah, the only problem being that the antiroyalists are doing the exact same thing.” Gwynn just didn’t know what to do, nor did he know if there was anything that could be done in the first place. His every word was colored with a sense of exhaustion. “I know I’ve just been airing out all of our dirty laundry with these admissions, but it also makes me wonder just what kind of shape your kingdom must be in to have struggled so much against us when we hadn’t even stopped fighting among ourselves.”


      “We... Um, how should I put it? Everyone in the kingdom likes to boast about how loyal or patriotic they are, but when it comes time to pay the bill, no one even reaches for their wallet.”


      “Money, money, money. Do they feel more loyalty toward gold than they do their king?”


      “Perhaps it’s more accurate to say that in order to remain king, one must have gold,” mused Claudia. It wasn’t as if the matter didn’t concern her, but she spoke with the same kind of distance as someone might when talking with some neighbors about a fire a few blocks down the road. She also found it difficult to understand the twisted sensibilities of the noble elite, so she couldn’t really speak on the issue in further detail.


      “Hard to call either side of the border a paradise, I suppose.” It almost seemed like Gwynn was staring out at some far-off point. “King Kassandros...” he whispered the name of the late king. He was Gwynn’s true lord. He was... “Perhaps he was too quick to push for unification, but now that I am in a position where I hold the lives of many in my hands, though far fewer than a king, I have come to understand some of the pressure he must have felt.”


      If things continued as they had, the country might have collapsed. King Kassandros must have had the foresight to understand that. He couldn’t allow himself to put his subjects through such hardship. Just imagining the tremendous weight of responsibility his lord must have withstood, Gwynn found it difficult to breathe.


      King Kassandros hadn’t been able to understand the feelings of his own flesh and blood as they cowered in his regal shadow. He had also underestimated the influence of some of the larger tribes that were seeking independence. Perhaps, though, if Gwynn had been able to relay just how incompetent the pigs of the Wollscheid kingdom’s noble class were, some of that weight could have been taken off of his lord’s shoulders. Of course, it was all too late now.


      “Anyway, that’s how it is. It’s best to give up on normalizing trade relations anytime soon. I’ll ensure that you have safe passage back to the kingdom. You can just report that it was impossible because of this and that, then your job will be done, right?”


      Claudia and Lutz hadn’t come as official ambassadors or anything, nor had they been given any authority in the matter. They could simply present the conclusion of their investigation to Marquis Eldenburger, and it would be up to him to decide what to do next.


      Could the two of them accept such a conclusion to their journey? Of course not. They didn’t care one bit about the kingdom or the Marquis, but they had yet to complete their goal of finding a path toward a prosperous future for Listill’s village. They couldn’t go back empty-handed.


      “I understand that trading directly with the royal family could be difficult. In that case, could we at least try to increase the number of tribes participating in trade and improve the flow of goods that way? For example, could we get a neighboring territory of the one tribe that we are already trading with on board?”


      “You make it sound easy, but there’s no telling what kind of bait you’ll have to dangle in front of them to pull them over to the royalists’ side. Even then, they might decide to change their minds the next day.”


      “There’s no need to turn them into royalists. We’ll simply explain the benefits of opening up trade relations with us.”


      After all, there was no need to be political allies to do business with someone.


      While Claudia hadn’t made any truly fatal mistakes during that trip to the federation, she would be hard-pressed to say that everything had gone smoothly. She felt as though her usual senses weren’t working as they should. This was all due to a lack of information.


      The very foundation of business was built on interpersonal relationships. Nothing could get off the ground if you didn’t first sit down with someone face-to-face. Claudia was reinvigorated by the thought of bringing it all back to those very basics.


      “Gwynn, you said that you would do everything in your power to cooperate with us, right?”


      “Oh, um... Yes...” Gwynn almost felt pushed back into his seat by Claudia’s sudden pressure.


      The stare of a merchant held much power indeed. If Claudia were to stand on a battlefield with that look in her eyes, you would think that she had just slain a foe.


      “I would like to request an introduction to all of the tribes in the area.”


      After all, it was Gwynn who had said that he wore those fancy clothes so that he could talk to all of the bigwigs in the region, so Claudia wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 2: Battered Honor


      A covered wagon proceeded along the road, the fresh smell of wet soil wafting through the air. Gwynn sat in the driver’s seat, guiding Lutz, Claudia, and Ricardo through lands unknown to them.


      They were on their way to pay a visit to the head of the Arafne tribe, with whom they were already trading. While the idea of open trade had already been approved by the royal family, if they ignored their current trading partner and went ahead with their plan, it could potentially cause some trouble down the line. If they slipped up, it could even cause the Arafne tribe to switch loyalties to the antiroyalists. For the people of the federation, having their pride trampled on was more than enough reason to switch sides.


      When they finally met with the village chief and explained their proposal to increase the number of tribes participating in trade, the elderly, white-haired man gave them his approval with a warm smile. They were unable to provide ample exports for trade on their own, and it seemed that they had also been afraid that the Marquis Eldenburger of the Wollscheid kingdom might give up on trade with the federation entirely.


      While the Arafne tribe alone wouldn’t be able to have a stranglehold on trade, at that moment, they would take any opportunity to expand the market that they could.


      “However,” said the old man with a sharp gaze, “the land of the Arafne tribe is surrounded by that of two other tribes. While we don’t mind if you bring the Sarigari tribe into the deal, we won’t have anything to do with the Milmigi tribe.”


      When Claudia asked him why, he told them that the Arafne tribe and the Milmigi tribe had been fighting since the time of their forefathers.


      Claudia nodded and accepted his terms, but after they left, she asked Gwynn if there wasn’t any way to work around it.


      Unfortunately, Gwynn just replied, “Yeah, not happening,” shutting her down completely.


      They continued down the road toward the Sarigari tribe at a leisurely pace.


      Gwynn sat at the reins and kept his eyes straight ahead of him as he explained, “We’re talking about a grudge that’s built up over the course of centuries. It’s not something that an outsider can barge into and just ask everyone to be friends. In fact, if you stick your nose where it doesn’t belong, they might accuse you of trying to injure their pride, and you’d end up earning contempt from both of them all at once.”


      “So there are several hundred tribes in this area, and they all have that kind of complicated history with each other, huh?”


      “There’s no puzzle that’s harder to put together than human connection.”


      “I suppose we should just be thankful that the Arafne tribe gave us their permission to ask the Sarigari tribe too...”


      “That is certainly helpful. However, I want you to remember something. Making an ally of someone almost always means making an enemy of another.” Gwynn wasn’t really sure if he meant those words as a warning to Claudia or as a reminder to himself. “At this rate, the entire country is going to collapse. I’m aware of that much. Unless we can find some kind of uniting force for the nation, we’ll just be swallowed up by a larger power in the region. Claudia, what do you think we should do about it?”


      It didn’t seem like the sort of question to ask someone from a foreign country, but Gwynn didn’t have any advisors with whom he could talk through such ideas. It seemed like a good opportunity to hear a different viewpoint on the matter. Gwynn possessed the kind of open mind that was rare among knights, and he had thought long and hard about how to save the country he loved from following such a ruinous path.


      “If you’re willing to lend an ear to the ignorant ramblings of a simple merchant...” Claudia started. As giving her advice on a foreign nation’s politics could potentially plant the seeds of future trouble, she had to at least speak under the pretense that it was just a bit of chitchat to pass the time.


      “Ah, yes, of course. Just a bit of idle chatter. Please, I’m all ears.” Gwynn’s tone was far more serious than his carefree choice of words.


      “I believe there is nothing that could be done outside of the current royal family amassing some kind of overwhelming power.”


      “Are you saying they should just gather together a bunch of burly troops?”


      “Now that the war with the kingdom has come to a close, it would be difficult to demonstrate the necessary authority through military might.”


      “Even if they orchestrated a large-scale military exercise with tens of thousands of troops participating?”


      “That may be somewhat intimidating for neighboring countries, but less so for domestic powers. It wouldn’t mean much to a tribe so far removed from the capital, anyway. Also, that kind of rule by force tends to lose its potency as time passes. Considering the abysmal lack of cost-efficiency, I can’t call it a very pragmatic approach.”


      Claudia’s explanation was getting a bit complicated, but Gwynn nodded along anyway. “What should they do, then?”


      “Gwynn, you shouldn’t ask questions that you already know the answer to.”


      “Oh, go on then, deliver the finishing blow.”


      “Amassing unbelievable wealth is the only way to go.”


      “Ah, yes...” Gwynn stared up at the heavens with an anguished groan.


      The federation was a nation of warriors, and they had always prided themselves in that. To think that they would now have to shift their focus to something as ignoble as economic force. Gwynn would have to find the chance to have an audience with King Arsames and ask him to consider that course of action.


      It wasn’t like Gwynn was ignorant of the value of money. It was only because of the funds entrusted to him by Prince Weneg that he was able to build up a village for the returning soldiers after the war had come to an end. If it weren’t for that, the chaos afflicting the federation would have been even worse.


      Money was important. While that was the undeniable truth, to rely on something so far removed from his moral system and way of life made him feel like a piece of him was being cut away with every coin he spent.


      “So, in order to amass that kind of wealth, establishing trade is a necessity. To establish trade, we’ll need to gain the support of many tribes. To gain their support, we’ll need wealth... Damn it, what a horrible puzzle this is.” Gwynn didn’t know where to start, but he reminded himself that the worst thing he could possibly do was to get all worked up over it. He knew of another who acted recklessly out of pressure and fear. He certainly didn’t want to walk down the same road. It wasn’t so much a matter of personal preference as it was a firm resolution. Not in a million years.


      Claudia’s plan of increasing their pool of trading partners wasn’t a bad deal for the federation either. If it became the first step in untangling their chaotic knot of a government, that would be nice too.


      Gwynn pulled himself out of his thoughts and lifted his head. Just as he thought, he could sense the presence of people nearby. Several men jumped into the road and blocked their way. Rather than being dressed in actual clothing, it would be more accurate to say that they had wrapped themselves in tattered rags.


      “Bandits?” asked Lutz, peeking out from the inside of the wagon.


      “Looks like it. If we don’t stop here, then they’ll cut down our horses. They aren’t a soft enough bunch to back down if we try to charge through their blockade.”


      “I must say, even the bandits have some guts in this country.”


      “I guess they don’t call it a nation of warriors for nothing. Unfortunately for us...”


      Gwynn brought the wagon to a halt and yelled out to the man who appeared to be their leader. “I am the knight Gwynn from the village of returning soldiers. I’m looking to speak with the chief of the Sarigari tribe!”


      The bandits didn’t respond. They simply stared back at him with a look that said, “What the hell is this guy rambling about?”


      To be honest, Lutz was thinking the same. “Um... What was that just now?”


      “I thought that they might be soldiers from the Sarigari tribe who had just disguised themselves as bandits, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.”


      Before, Gwynn had said something about such bandits assaulting carriages coming from the royal capital. It seemed like it wasn’t a topic that he should pry too far into, so he decided to leave it at that.


      “Either way...” A certain man stood from his seat in the wagon.


      While he had come along as a guard, he had yet to be provided the opportunity to do anything of value. That was how such escort jobs usually went, though. When things were slow, they were slow, and while there was nothing better than a trip gone smoothly, the young hero had far too much unspent energy.


      “If they’re just normal bandits, there won’t be a problem if I kill off every last one of them, right?”


      That man, Ricardo, jumped out of the wagon, a cruel smile forming on his lips. He couldn’t give a damn about all of that talk of politics or trade, but he had finally been presented with his turn to actually contribute something, so he couldn’t help but get himself fired up over it.


      “I don’t know how strong that guy is, but is he at least useful in a fight?” asked Gwynn with some consternation in his voice.


      “He’s a man who can be relied on,” answered Lutz. “He’s just a little crazy about that bewitching katana of his.”


      To be honest, they weren’t sure if it was really okay to just gloss over that point, but it didn’t change the job at hand. Gwynn also held on to his beloved katana and got down from the driver’s seat.


      Lutz looked over at Claudia and said, “Just wait here for a minute,” giving her a gentle smile, then grabbed onto his axe and followed after his comrades.


      ***


      The three men had all stepped down from the wagon. They held their trusted weapons at the ready, so they certainly didn’t give the impression that they were looking to negotiate or surrender.


      The bandit leader took a step forward. “It’d be for the best if you surrendered. If you drop your weapons and step away from the wagon, we’ll be kind enough to leave you with your lives.”


      “I’m afraid I was brought up rather rough. My pops never taught me how to surrender, you see?” Gwynn teased.


      Lutz and Ricardo started laughing along.


      The leader twisted his face in discontent for just a moment before forcing his lips into a confident smile. That was exactly how a man of the federation should strive to be. If anything, it’d just be boring if they agreed to surrender quietly. A battle only held meaning when you fought tooth and nail to win it.


      With a wave of the leader’s hand, his men quickly scattered and surrounded the wagon. There were five men to their front and another five who had wrapped around the back and sides of the wagon.


      “Ricardo, I’ll leave the guys at the front to you,” said Lutz calmly.


      “Gotcha.” Ricardo didn’t even flinch at the thought.


      Gwynn widened his eyes at them in disbelief, but perhaps it was only natural that someone would have to be made a sacrifice to fight off an opponent with such an overwhelming advantage in numbers. He figured that Lutz must have been planning to take out as many of them as possible while Ricardo held back the other five at the cost of his life. “Perhaps you guys were more coldhearted than I had thought.”


      “Yeah, I suppose it could seem a bit coldhearted depending on how you look at it.” Lutz’s eyes were filled with pity, but they weren’t directed at Ricardo. He was looking at the bandits. “Gwynn, when the battle kicks off, please don’t get too close to Ricardo. To be more specific, don’t step within a sixteen-foot radius of him.”


      “Is his fighting really that intense?” Gwynn figured that Ricardo must have been planning to go so berserk in his final battle that he wouldn’t be able to tell friend from foe.


      Lutz didn’t really do anything to address Gwynn’s misunderstanding either. Rather, even if he wanted to, it would be difficult to put such a strange and dangerous phenomenon into words. They didn’t have the time to be worried about that now, anyway.


      “All right, let’s do this.” Ricardo sprinted toward the leader and his men, his katana clearing from its saya. He didn’t have the expression of a sacrificial lamb at all. He had the sharp eyes of a hunter.


      ***


      Two things ran through the leader’s mind. First was his conviction not to be underestimated, and second was the unsettling feeling that something was very wrong. He felt the hairs on his back stand on end as an icy chill ran up his spine.


      Was it out of fear? No, while it was hard to believe, it felt almost pleasurable. The only thing that he was certain of was that if he allowed himself to be swept away by that mysterious feeling, he would die.


      He felt the presence of a woman behind him, along with the smell of blood. To be cautious and to be brave were not mutually exclusive traits. The leader alone lunged backward to gain some distance.


      The four remaining bandits surrounded Ricardo and simultaneously brought down their respective axes and swords. Surely they could almost see Ricardo turning into a pile of minced meat. However, it didn’t take long to discover that they had actually carved into their own necks or stomachs.


      “Wha... Huh?”


      Fresh blood spurted every which way, and the men fell one by one. Soon, even the question of why they had done such a thing was drowned out by the pleasure. Their hips shivered in ecstasy as smiles crept onto their faces. Then they drew their final breaths.


      Who could have predicted that they would die in such a way? Who would have wanted to meet such an undignified end? The souls of those proud warriors had been humiliated and defiled by a single illustrious blade. It was as though they were leisurely floating in a pond of blood, the fragrant flowers of hell blooming around it.


      “Use the wagon as a shield!” the leader yelled to his men, knowing there was no time to stand shaking in fear. He figured that it was in their best interest to make the battle more chaotic.


      Five men came at Lutz and Gwynn, who were guarding the wagon. Surely at that proximity to other allies, they wouldn’t be able to use that enchanted katana’s strange curse.


      However, the leader himself had nowhere to run. He wouldn’t be able to reach his remaining men without first going through the demonic entity standing before him. He could perhaps run away on his own, leaving the other men behind. Would that be an act fitting of a man of the federation, though? No, not at all.


      The leader steeled himself and pulled a well-sharpened knife from his pocket. No matter how far he had fallen in life, he simply couldn’t part with that fabulous little blade.


      Ricardo worried that the man might try to run, but in the next moment, his opponent reached down to his groin and pulled his genitals out into the open. He showed a burdened, pained expression for but a mere second before the brutal focus of a warrior returned to him. In one swift motion, he cut straight through his genitals and allowed them to fall to the ground.


      “Urgh... Ghaaa!” The leader wailed in anguish, directing a stare of tortured hatred right at Ricardo.


      Ricardo froze, shocked by the visceral sight. What the hell was that man doing? He couldn’t believe that someone would cut off the very symbol of their manhood. The thought alone was terrifying to him.


      Normally, it would be an unthinkable act, but to the leader, it was merely the most promising option left to him, a calculated decision. It was at least better than meeting the same fate as his fallen subordinates. For the sake of victory, he could do anything. Logically speaking, it was understandable, but actually going through with it was a frightening display of willpower.


      Ricardo directed the tip of his katana, Tsubaki, at the leader. However, the leader just kept walking toward him with pained strides, his face dripping with sweat and murder in his eyes. The curse wasn’t working. With the leader in his current state, there was no way to incapacitate him with sexual desire.


      While it might seem contradictory, it was the excruciating pain of his every step and the unimaginable grief of losing such a vital part of himself that kept him standing. He wouldn’t allow himself to rest until he had at least dragged Ricardo down to hell with him.


      Under the immense pressure of the leader’s gaze, Ricardo subconsciously took a step backward.


      “What’s wrong? Can’t do anything without that curse of yours?!” The leader’s roar echoed throughout the forest pass.


      Consumed with fear, Ricardo’s feet felt stuck to the ground.


      Am I just a leech, clinging onto Tsubaki for her curse? No, I’m her wielder.


      Tsubaki, the camellia flower, wasn’t just a tool for flinging around that curse, nor was that even her most frightening quality. It was only because she possessed such a charmingly beautiful, sharp blade that the curse was born in the first place. In terms of pure strength as a katana, she was first-class.


      Ricardo focused his breathing, stood up straight, and held Tsubaki at the ready, the tip of her blade set at the Leader’s eye level. He had the face of a man who was prepared to take a life with his own hands.


      The leader couldn’t have asked for anything more. The corners of his lips turned up in a smirk as he lunged at Ricardo with his knife. However, his movements were sloppy. With the severe blood loss he was experiencing, he found it difficult to even keep his balance. His spirit alone remained unaffected.


      Ricardo crouched down to dodge the strike, then slashed into the leader’s chest as he slipped past him. With a blade as sharp as Tsubaki, the old leather armor he was wearing was as fragile as the shell of a boiled egg. Dark blood poured from the leader’s torso, then he collapsed directly on top of his comrades’ corpses.


      “For a warrior...there is no greater pleasure than...battle itself...” Leaving those final words, the leader drew his last breath.


      Ricardo had defeated him. He had lived to see another day. Regardless, the shaking of hands refused to cease. That man had the strength to do whatever it took to win, and he wouldn’t even consider giving up to save himself. Bearing witness to a man who so valiantly resembled the essence of a warrior, Ricardo was filled with both respect and fear.


      “For a man such as you to be reduced to living as a bandit, there really must be something wrong with this world,” lamented Ricardo, his eyes fixed on the man’s corpse. Even in death, the man wore a faint smile on his face.


      Ricardo wasn’t sure if the man had truly wielded his sword for the right reasons, but he surely had to fight to stay alive. That alone was the undeniable reality of a warrior’s life.


      ***


      Lutz’s axe clashed against a bandit’s greatsword. The bandit was an experienced warrior, but the arm strength of a blacksmith was not to be underestimated, and the quality of their weapons was incomparable.


      Lutz sent the greatsword flying to the side and cut deep into the bandit’s shoulder with his grand axe, Shirayuri.


      “Urgh...aaah!” The bandit wailed in pain, but he wasn’t finished just yet. His left arm was now useless, completely unable to move. Confirming that, he drew his spare shortsword with his remaining hand and planned on driving it straight through Lutz’s heart.


      However, that plan wouldn’t come to pass. He was overwhelmed with a pain unlike anything he had experienced before, almost as if someone had poured molten metal over the open wound on his shoulder. The bandit’s body soon burst into flames. The sudden inferno completely consumed him, pulling him to the pits of hell. He opened his mouth in search of fresh air, but that simply invited the fire to scorch his throat and lungs. He was not even allowed the chance to cry out in pain or scream his final curses.


      Two of the other bandits couldn’t help but stare in horror at the sight. It was the last thing that they would ever bear witness to. At that very instant, almost as if a second mouth had opened up in their necks, their throats were cleanly slit. Fresh blood spurted rhythmically, flying everywhere. The two of them died without the time to feel any pain, nor to recognize that they had been slain.


      Gwynn swung his beloved katana, Renge, to clean the blood from its blade. A line of blood spatter absorbed into the earth below him.


      That left only two bandits alive. It was supposed to have been an easy job. They were just going to assault a small wagon traveling along a road through the forest. Instead, they were forced to witness the mysterious and brutal deaths of their comrades. Not only that, but their initial numbers advantage had completely flipped on them. Regardless, the two bandits didn’t run.


      Lutz readied his axe and saw that Ricardo had also returned to join them. Now there was nothing left to do but to finish the last two off. Lutz lunged forward, but was stopped by Gwynn.


      “Wait! I will be their opponent.”


      “Both of them at the same time?”


      “Yes.”


      Lutz and Ricardo weren’t entirely sure why he was being so insistent about it, but they figured he must have had his reasons, so they quietly backed away.


      “Sorry to make you take mercy on an enemy,” said one of the bandits, his voice tinted with a strange mixture of exhaustion, defeat, and relief.


      If they were going to die in battle, they certainly didn’t want to be roasted in fire or drown in some kind of sick, suicidal pleasure. If they could choose their final moments, they wanted to go down in a fair and noble fight.


      The magical flames died out without spreading elsewhere, leaving only the pure white bones of their comrade. The subtle breeze carried the remaining heat and the smell of scorched flesh.


      While it might sound selfish coming from a band of people who decided to assault that wagon in the first place, it was far too cruel a fate.


      One of the bandits took a step backward. It seemed like they didn’t intend to gang up on Gwynn.


      “Can I just ask one thing?” said the other bandit, stepping forward and holding his sword at the ready. “What is your name? With that brilliant form of yours, I take it that you must be a well-renowned warrior.”


      “I am the knight Gwynn, the leader of the developing village by the border.”


      “Ah, so you’re the guy... The bastard bat who serves under your lord’s murderer.”


      The bandit spat his curses, but Gwynn didn’t react to them. He accepted it all as a matter of simple fact.


      The bandit snorted in displeasure at Gwynn’s indifference. “Why did you do all of that? It doesn’t seem to me like you were just out to protect yourself.”


      “I had my reasons, but they would only sound like poor excuses.”


      “Even so, I want you to say it. If you don’t explain yourself, how the hell is someone supposed to understand? I just can’t stand that look on your face, the one that says only you really know the truth of the matter and that even if you explained yourself, it would fall on deaf ears.” The bandits’ frustration wasn’t directed at Gwynn alone. He had a feeling that Gwynn’s reasoning might even have some connection to why they all had to resort to a life of thievery. In short, the reason their country was thrust into such poverty and chaos even though a long-fought war had just ended.


      “I did it to preserve some sense of stability in this nation. If I killed King Arsames, the country would be without a leader and fall further into chaos.”


      “So you intend to live on, bearing all of the shame on your own shoulders, then, huh? What a martyr you are!” The bandit kicked off into a sprint, his cheap yet well-honed sword directed right at Gwynn’s throat.


      Almost as if performing a graceful dance, Gwynn dodged the attack and brought down his blade.


      The bandit’s right arm fell to the ground with a splat, along with his weapon. He looked back and forth between his severed arm and the short stub that remained attached to him. He didn’t panic or yell out in pain; he just stared at them with resignation in his eyes. “Even if you exterminate every last bandit from this world, you’ll never get what you truly want.” He bent forward as if to offer Gwynn his head.


      In one swift and fluid motion, Gwynn slashed through the bandit’s neck, and his head fell to the ground. A moment later, the rest of the man’s body fell forward on top of it.


      Gwynn’s eyes were devoid of emotion.


      The last man stepped forward, holding a short spear.


      It seemed that, at some point, Claudia had stepped out of the wagon and was now watching over the battle. Lutz must have let her know that it was safe enough to come out.


      The bandit glanced over at Claudia. “Oh, it seems you had quite the precious cargo onboard, huh?” he teased. “If we had known there was such a beauty in there, maybe we would have taken this fight a little more seriously. I’ll tell you, it’s a crying shame.”


      “If you keep talking like that, I’ll burn you alive,” warned Lutz with an icy glare.


      The bandit shrugged his shoulders. It seemed like he wanted to at least keep up his bravado for the little remaining time he had left in life. “All right, let’s get on with it.” He readied his short spear.


      Seeing this, Gwynn felt a sudden shiver run up his spine. While his mannerisms were those of an average grunt, his stance was that of a skilled fighter. The two of them remained completely still, each waiting for an opening.


      Gwynn kept his focus on the tip of the spear. As the tip bobbed up and down, his eyes followed its movements. That wasn’t a good flow to fall into. Gwynn knew that he should be looking at his enemy’s frame as a whole, but he couldn’t very well take his eyes off the spear now either.


      The spear tip suddenly disappeared from his narrow field of vision. There was no time to search for it again. Gwynn quickly lunged to the side.


      The bandit had thrust his spear directly toward Gwynn’s stomach but ended up only grazing his side. He had managed to dodge the potentially fatal blow. The bandit’s surprise lasted for only a moment before he pulled the spear closer to himself and rammed his shoulder into Gwynn’s chest.


      Having the wind knocked out of him by the unexpected impact, Gwynn’s stance became sloppy. The bandit followed up the blow with another thrust of his spear, this time aiming straight for his heart, but Gwynn grabbed onto the shaft of the spear with his right hand and pulled the bandit over to him. With this, the bandit also began to lose his balance. With his free hand, Gwynn brought down his beloved katana. It was a crude attack without any semblance of a solid stance or form, but the sharpness of the katana more than made up for it.


      The blade cut deeply into the bandit. Blood spurting everywhere, he fell backward into the dirt. The only thing he could see was the bright blue sky and leaves, gently swaying on their branches. For a man who had committed countless shameless deeds, perhaps it wasn’t such a bad way to die.


      “If you have any last words, I will hear them.” Gwynn walked over to the man while compressing the wound on his side, his breathing somewhat labored.


      “It’s something I’ve never been able to say to anyone, but...”


      “I’m listening.”


      “I didn’t want to die. But I guess it’s all too late for that now. I’ve lived on by stealing from the weak and innocent, so there’s no saving me...” The bandit’s vision grew darker until the world went completely black. He didn’t feel any pain, but he was somehow certain that he was about to die. “That’s why I figured it might be nice to at least die a warrior’s death, but I just can’t help it... Nobody wants to...d...” his voice grew faint, then trailed off into silence. All that could be heard was the rustling of the leaves.


      Gwynn stared down at the man’s body in a daze. His opponent was undoubtedly a skilled warrior. Enough so that Gwynn had momentarily braced himself for death. Even a man who embodied the spirit of a warrior to his extent, when in the clutches of death, confessed that he didn’t want to go. He had simply been told over and over that to die in battle was an honorable thing until he had begun to believe it himself.


      Not everyone could remain a battle-crazy warrior with no regard for their own life. However, if Gwynn were to accept that, it would be like denying one of the founding principles of the federation. Even if he were to preach the ways of nonviolence, it would only be seen as a nuisance to the people of his nation.


      Did he really have no choice but to turn a blind eye to the strife of the abandoned, the men who had fallen there that day? While he felt pity for those bandits, there was nothing in his power that he could do. It was a moment that made him recognize how small and insignificant he really was.


      “Gwy...wynn...”


      Somebody was calling out to him. He pulled himself out of his own thoughts and turned around to see Lutz staring at him with a look of concern and confusion. “Ah, Lutz. What’s the matter?”


      “Don’t ‘what’s the matter’ me! You’re the one just spacing out while blood keeps leaking out of your side. You’re going to bleed out at this rate.”


      It was only after Lutz said it that Gwynn remembered he had been wounded. The spear had clipped his side, hadn’t it? Fortunately, it seemed that it hadn’t ruptured any organs, but it had torn straight through his skin and muscle, and the bleeding showed no signs of slowing.


      “Even your pants are so soaked that it looks like you wet yourself. Right now, Claudia’s getting some bandages and medicine around, so let’s get you back in there and start patching you up.” Lutz pointed back to the wagon.


      “Ah, right. That sounds like a good idea...”


      Gwynn lifted himself into the wagon with Lutz’s help, then took a needle and thread up in his hands. He used the needle to pierce through his own flesh and ran the thread through it. The once white thread turned pure red as it emerged on the other side. His fingertips were so wet with blood that his hold on the needle nearly slipped on occasion. He wiped them off with a cloth and continued his sowing, repeating this process several times over.


      “Doesn’t that, you know...hurt?” asked Claudia with a face so pale that you would think it was her who was suturing her wounds closed.


      “It hurts like hell.”


      “Yeah, I suppose it would...”


      Gwynn managed to finish the job without so much as a groan. He thought that griping in pain there would only be disrespectful to the men he had killed, men who never truly wanted to die like that. He knew it was a meaningless sentiment at the end of the day, but it was the only thing he was able to do for them now.


      After finally tying off the thread, sweat was beading on Gwynn’s forehead. It was all just hollow bravado. That was not only true of Gwynn, but of the entire federation. It was certainly hard to call it a healthy state of affairs. What was perhaps their biggest flaw was the tendency to place the blame for their current existences elsewhere.


      In that case, what should they do? Gwynn just didn’t know. He could feel his head spinning with questions, and the dull pain in his side didn’t help either.


      “The road up ahead is looking pretty rough as well,” said Claudia as she tightened the bandages around his waist, “so we’ll take a bit of a rest every thirty minutes or so.”


      “Thank you.”


      Ricardo returned after kicking the bandits’ corpses to the side of the road to make way for the wagon. Lutz and Claudia sat next to each other in the driver’s seat, and they urged the horses forward.


      Just as Claudia had suspected, the road from there was incredibly rough, shaking the wagon ferociously as they went.


      Gwynn continued to keep pressure on his side as the pain and blood loss muddied his thoughts. “What does one have to do to create a society where no one must fall to the life of a bandit?”


      “I suppose there’s nothing to do but build up prosperity,” said Claudia, keeping her eyes trained on the road as she pointed out the obvious. “If we just stopped all the fruitless fighting and stealing, developed farmland far and wide, focused on hunting and securing food... If we could just do that, there would be no need for anyone to starve.”


      “Surely there would be years when a sudden frost or blight led to poor harvests, though.”


      “That’s exactly what trade is for. If one place doesn’t have access to food, you just have to bring it in from a place that has an excess. It really should be quite simple.”


      “Perhaps you’re right. Simple, obvious, ordinary. The only issue is that, even with that knowledge, it doesn’t seem achievable.”


      “Well, I suppose it’s in the same vein as saying that to bring around world peace, all people have to do is stop fighting.” While the answer was obvious, it just didn’t work out that way. Recently, there had been many events that had reminded them of that very fact. “We just have to take on one problem at a time. If we manage to secure a trade deal with the Sarigari tribe and they become prosperous as a result, don’t you think other tribes will start wanting to get in on it too?”


      “Yes, maybe...” Gwynn was about to say that the Sarigari chief wasn’t exactly the most understanding type, but he stopped himself. It wasn’t the job of people from a different nation to talk some sense into that twisted geezer, but his own. If he wanted to continue fighting for his perhaps selfish wish of saving his nation from ruin with his own two hands, it was something that he would simply have to overcome.


      There was no quick fix that would solve all of their problems at once. If he gave in to the pressure and did something reckless as a result, well, he already knew how that could end.


      ***


      The village itself had a calm, peaceful atmosphere, but it sprawled wide enough to be called a major city. The Sarigari tribe was large enough that, if a full-scale war were to break out, they could gather around three thousand troops. They truly were a formidable power in the region.


      However, taking a closer look at the enormous village, it was hard to say that it appeared prosperous. The faces of those they passed by were somber and weary, the trademark of a people who feared for tomorrow. At least, that was how Claudia interpreted it.


      As merchants from the kingdom proceeded down the road to the chief’s residence, people pointed and scowled. It didn’t seem like they were going to be receiving such a warm welcome this time around.


      The village seemed far more closed off to outsiders than Claudia had predicted. Even though trade with the kingdom had already begun and their village was only a stone’s throw away from the border, worse than displaying disinterest, it seemed they might even be actively obstructing it out of their severe distrust. It was no wonder that trade hadn’t been going well.


      After receiving permission, Gwynn and Claudia went to meet with the village chief, an elderly man with white hair and cunning eyes. His answer was perhaps to be expected.


      “No way. Go home.”


      “Um... May I ask why?” Gwynn did his best to hold back his frustration.


      Village chiefs who were around his age always seemed so stubborn and self-important. However, they had come to negotiate, so starting a fistfight right there probably wasn’t a good idea.


      “Why, you ask? Do you think that I really have any obligation to explain that to you?”


      “We are here to negotiate with you. We can’t just turn around and leave at the first objection. If there are any specific points of concern or dissatisfaction, we can adjust the conditions of the deal to address them.”


      “In that case, I’ll say this: We have no need for trade, and I don’t like you. Those are my two points of concern or whatever.”


      He didn’t leave an inch of wiggle room to negotiate. It seemed that he had no intention of discussing it with them from the start.


      Claudia still didn’t give up, though. If she could just find a single thread to grab at, she could unravel it all. “However, Chief, if you were to participate in trade, this village would surely prosper, and the lives of your villagers would improve. The spices and quality jewels that can be found in the federation would sell at exponentially higher rates in the kingdom than they would here.”


      The Chief snorted and glared at her with a deep-seated hatred. “A woman opens up her mouth, and the first thing to come out of it is talk of money. What drivel. Money this, money that... Thinking that you can solve everything with gold will only serve to weaken the federation. It’ll be the fall of our proud nation of warriors. It was thinking like that which led us to this pathetic peace treaty in the first place!”


      The Chief was not only accosting Gwynn, but he had the gall to insult the decisions of the late King Kassandros. He could feel his fury about to spill from him, like a glass of water so full the only thing keeping it inside was the surface tension.


      I’m okay. I can still just barely hold it in.


      Gwynn opened his mouth to speak, making sure not to look directly at the Chief. If he looked straight at him, he feared he would attempt to strangle him to death. “Chief, on the way here, we were assaulted by bandits.”


      “And what of it? Are you looking for my sympathy?”


      “Those men, every one of them... They didn’t choose to fall to a life of thievery. It was only because of poverty and the threat of starvation that they were forced into such an existence. Of course, just because a man is starving, it doesn’t make the act of stealing from the innocent any more forgivable. Therefore, we had no choice but to end their lives there. However, however! Please, I want you to understand the strife of those men and reconsider your perspective on opening trade!” Gwynn spoke with a rare display of genuine passion. It was almost like the bandit who had lamented his desire to live had spoken through Gwynn.


      Hearing Gwynn’s earnest plea, the Chief thought for a moment. “Hmm... And those men died in battle, I take it?”


      “Yes.”


      “Then they were able to protect their pride as warriors. I see no issue. To steal, to fight, to sharpen each other’s blades—that is the way of the federation, the essence of a hero.”


      Gwynn’s glass did not just overflow; it shattered. Before he realized it, he had stood up with enough momentum to shift the rug on the floor and was staring down at the Chief. “Don’t give me that shit! What kind of pride can you hold while allowing your people to starve?!” The entire house shook with his rage.


      Even the grand and self-important chief showed fear in his eyes for a moment. Claudia also found herself shivering, even though Gwynn’s anger wasn’t directed at her.


      As of late, Gwynn had been busy doing the work of a village chief, but first and foremost, he was a knight who served under King Kassandros. His new position had not declawed him.


      Claudia watched as men with swords rushed in from the other room to see what the matter was.


      This isn’t good. We certainly can’t call this a negotiation anymore.


      “Sorry for the intrusion!” Claudia grabbed Gwynn by the arm and dragged him out of the house.


      Pressured by the intensity of Gwynn’s glare, none of the guards could even move a muscle.


      “Oh, we’ve really gone and done it now...” said Claudia, an obvious air of consternation in her voice.


      Gwynn just guiltily averted his gaze.


      The four of them had gathered back around their wagon, sitting a good distance away from the Chief’s house, and were having a meeting to hopefully learn from their mistakes.


      Gwynn still stood by every word that he had said. For the sake of those who had died and for those who still had to live on, he couldn’t just submit to the Chief’s cruelty with a subservient smile. However, if you were to ask whether it was the correct course of action for someone to take when negotiating a deal, the answer was obvious, even to Gwynn. For someone who was still in his first year of politics, though, holding back his emotions in the single-minded pursuit of a goal was still an arduous task.


      Claudia more than understood where Gwynn was coming from, so she couldn’t very well blame him for his outburst. “Either way, even if we were to continue that conversation any further, I doubt that we’d be able to negotiate a deal in our favor.”


      “Right?!”


      “The only issue is that we’ve now firmly closed the door for future negotiations.”


      “Ah, right...”


      When trying to leave a good impression, the very last thing you say or do is perhaps the most important part. You want to leave a door open for the next stage of discussions, although the thought persisted in the corner of Claudia’s mind that it might have been a lost cause anyway. It was important to first attempt to solve issues through talking them out, but not every issue could be solved in that way either.


      “So, what’s the plan from here?” asked Ricardo in his usual, lazy tone. He was there as a guard, after all. Whether the negotiations went well or fell through didn’t really matter much to him.


      It wasn’t so long ago that I could maintain the same attitude...


      Gwynn glared at Ricardo with both contempt and envy in his eyes.


      “We’ve done what we could, but it didn’t work out in the end. Should we maybe just move on to a different way of getting the money flowing?” asked Lutz.


      Claudia placed her hand on her chin and thought for a moment.


      Seeing this, Gwynn started to panic. At the outset, Gwynn was just following along as a guide, but after thinking about how opening trade could truly enrich the federation as well, he had become a staunch supporter of the idea. “Wait, are we going to give up after coming this far already?”


      “We’re thinking about giving up because we’ve come this far and haven’t seen any results for it.” Claudia’s eyes said that she had completely run out of ideas, that pushing forward with that plan any further would be useless.


      They were in a foreign land, an enemy nation until very recently. That insurmountable reality only affirmed Claudia’s position. If they pushed too far, it could even become an international crisis, prompting fights to break out once again.


      The war had only just ended, but it took far longer for people’s prejudices to change. Even citizens of high moral standing who had avoided resorting to thievery often seemed to hold little sympathy for people of the kingdom.


      Will she really turn her back on us now? No, she reached out her hand to us, but we willfully slapped it aside.


      Gwynn wanted Claudia to reconsider, but he didn’t have an actionable plan to present either. Furthermore, he was the one who had ruined their chances, or rather, put the nail in their coffin. He wasn’t in a position to preach to anyone.


      Claudia remembered the Chief’s awful demeanor and went so far as to think that the whole village could go to ruin as far as she cared. It was only natural to face the consequences of one’s own actions.


      It reminded Claudia what a rare and precious gem a leader like Listill was compared to that insufferable old geezer. Claudia would just have to come up with some other way of making them money. Now that it was decided, they didn’t have any more time they could waste on that stubborn nation.


      “All right then, le—” Claudia was about to say it was time to go, but Gwynn raised his hand and cut her off.


      “Wait, wait. There’s no need to jump to conclusions like that. Why don’t we take a look around the village first? We might find some kind of hint to help solve our problems.”


      Claudia wanted to flat-out reject it as impossible, but seeing as Gwynn had welcomed them so warmly and guided them thus far, she had an obligation to do that much for him.


      Everyone agreed to Gwynn’s proposal, hoping that it would at least help him give up on the idea.


      ***


      They wandered around the village, but no matter where they looked, it seemed enveloped in a gloomy atmosphere, barely showing any signs of life. However, the village guards alone seemed to be healthy and in good spirits. What really stood out to them was that even the livestock looked dreadfully thin.


      It certainly wasn’t what you would call a healthy society. Gwynn could feel his heart sinking deeper and deeper as they proceeded.


      They heard shouting coming from a small stable. When they peered inside, they saw that a slave wearing a collar was being scolded. Apparently, the man who appeared to be his master wasn’t happy with how he had cleaned the stable and was bright red with anger.


      The slave appeared to be in his thirties, but with his long hair and beard, it was difficult to tell for sure. It also seemed like he wasn’t originally from the federation. He was likely taken as a prisoner of war and then sold off as a slave. Such things weren’t uncommon.


      Many who fought bravely for their own countries were rewarded with the life of a slave. If Princess Listill were to hear of that, she would surely be filled with sorrow. However, if she were to take in every single lost soul in their rotten world, her village would surely collapse.


      Claudia gritted her teeth and looked away, thinking it best that she pretend not to see it, but it was already too late for that.


      The man, who had been so unfairly scolded and was profusely apologizing to his master, had seen them out of the corner of his eye. He looked at Claudia and everyone like they were angels who had descended to hell to rescue him and limped over to them, his chains jangling as he dragged them along the ground.


      “Hey, you guys are from the kingdom, right?! Save me, please! Take me away from this place!”


      The slave’s every step seemed burdened, so slow that his fat pig of a master soon caught up to him, grabbed him by his collar, and slammed his face into the dirt.


      “You’ve got a lot of nerve running off while I’m still talking to you. Maybe I’ll just have to rub this dirty face of yours in some horse shit to make you understand.”


      “N-No, stop! Please, I’m begging you!”


      The slave’s anguished pleas brought a satisfied smile to the man’s face. Of course, he had no intention of stopping his harassment. If he kept going, he’d surely be able to hear even more of his wonderful squeals. “What are you guys looking at? This isn’t a show,” said the human swine in an attempt at intimidation.


      Filled with rage after seeing his compatriot being treated like garbage, Ricardo walked toward them. “If it’s not a show, why are you out here yelling so shamelessly for the world to see, then?”


      “Looks like we’ve got another boy from the kingdom who could use a bit of discipline.”


      The human pig and the hero stared each other down. The fuse had already been lit. There was no avoiding the two-man proxy war that was about to break out.


      “Ricardo, don’t draw your katana,” warned Lutz. If they couldn’t avoid a fight, he at least wanted to make sure there weren’t any casualties.


      Ricardo smirked and loosened his right shoulder. “Easy. I’ll put him to bed with a single blow.”


      “Save the sleep talking for when I put you in a coma!” The man swung his arm, thick as timber, and landed his fist directly on Ricardo’s face.


      It was such a powerful strike that one might have thought Ricardo’s head would pop right off his shoulders. However, Ricardo didn’t falter. The moment the man’s fist made contact, Ricardo tilted his own head back to absorb the impact of his opponent’s blow. While he would be lying if he said he hadn’t sustained any damage, he at least managed to maintain consciousness.


      In order to pay him back in full, Ricardo clenched his hand into a fist and drove a jab straight into the man’s stomach. He stepped into the punch with so much force that his feet sank into the ground, leaving clear prints.


      “Urrggh!” The man vomited bile before passing out from the pain and collapsing on the spot.


      “I’ve got to say, this is a strange country. I’ve never seen a pig walk on two legs before, let alone talk!” Ricardo cast his eyes down on the man who was writhing at his feet. He probably intended that to sound cool, but it was much less convincing with all of the blood dripping from his nose.


      Seeing Ricardo’s victory, the first person to react was the slave. “Yeah, serves you right! Finally, I’m free! I’m a free man again! Yippee! Shall I pee all over my master as a parting gift?!”


      The slave was finally able to look down on the man who had put him through hell, so he was understandably excited, but Claudia called out to him in a reserved tone.


      “Um, do you mind if I have a word?”


      “Oh, don’t look over here now, I’m about to pull out my willy. I might get a bit worked up if a beautiful gal like yourself watches me.”


      “You haven’t actually been freed yet.”


      “Um...what was that?” The man completely froze for a moment, his hand still on his crotch.


      “That wasn’t a duel with your freedom on the line. For lack of a better term, to the federation, you are one of their spoils of war, so if we just take you back to the kingdom now, that would be considered theft.”


      “Who are you callin’ a spoil of war? I’m the one who was stolen and taken to this godforsaken place! You guys would just be taking me back!”


      “If we were still at war, that wouldn’t have been an issue, but...”


      The slave’s mind went entirely blank for a moment. “Wait. What do you mean it would have been fine during the war? Are you telling me the war is over now?”


      “Yes, for over half a year, actually.”


      “That’s news to me!” The slave fell to his knees. Just what had that past half a year of suffering been for? Had it all been for nothing? “So, about the exchange of war prisoners...”


      “I haven’t heard anything about it.”


      “What?!” All of the color disappeared from his face. He had been betrayed by his own country, abandoned. He would forever be a slave. Did he really have no choice but to live out his entire life cleaning up horse and cow shit every day? Was that his reward for fighting so desperately to defend his country, his hometown, and his family?


      Claudia sympathized with the man’s plight, but she couldn’t bring herself to promise him that they would look after him. To carry the fate of a person on your back wasn’t something that should be done without careful consideration.


      Just then, the man whom Ricardo had knocked out picked himself off the ground. That kind of blow to your abdomen would surely hurt like hell. He must have been tougher than they thought to be able to get back on his feet so quickly.


      The human pig glared at Ricardo. Thinking that he might be looking to go for a second round, Ricardo stood with his fists at the ready. To his surprise, though, the man’s expression softened, and he gave Ricardo a friendly smile.


      “Not bad, kid. It’s my loss. You guys from the kingdom can put up a pretty good fight, huh?”


      While Ricardo was a bit confused, he forced a little smile back. “I’m sure that you don’t need any words of praise from me either.” Ricardo tapped the tip of his nose with his finger as if to say, You’re the one who managed to do this to me. For a fighter, there really was no higher form of praise.


      Based on his treatment of the slave, you certainly couldn’t call the man a good person. However, he seemed to genuinely show goodwill toward a person he had just exchanged blows with. It was quite a mysterious thing, but that kind of person didn’t seem to be that rare in the federation either. In fact, it seemed only the citizens of the kingdom were confused by the exchange. Gwynn looked at them as if everything were going exactly as expected.


      “Hey, what’s going on over here?” A young woman’s voice came from behind.


      They turned around to see a tall woman with silver hair, probably around twenty-five or twenty-six years old. Bearing fruits unfitting of the arid and barren landscape, she was like a goddess of fertility.


      “God, they’re huge...” said Ricardo reflexively.


      Lutz whacked him on the head from behind. It wasn’t like he didn’t understand where he was coming from, but it wasn’t something that you should say right in front of someone. Although it must be stressed, he did understand where he was coming from.


      When the woman directed her gaze to the man pig, his face contorted in fear, and he said, “Um, you see, I was just having a bit of a fight with our guests here...”


      The man just straight up admitted they were fighting during work hours, and the woman, who seemed to be one of the village’s elites, simply said, “Oh, that’s all?” as if there were no points of concern whatsoever in the man’s statement.


      Such fights were a daily occurrence, so it seemed there was no reason to question the man any further.


      The woman looked back and forth between her subordinate and Ricardo with her almond-shaped eyes, then her lips curled up into a smirk. “I take it that you lost.”


      “He’s got a fine fist, this one.” He had lost the battle, but for some reason, he seemed proud of his opponent.


      Being complimented so much by him, Ricardo couldn’t tell whether he should still be holding a grudge or just accept him as he was.


      “Just for confirmation’s sake, what was the fight about?” asked the woman. From her tone of voice, you could tell that she really didn’t care that much.


      “I saw a fellow countryman of mine being treated as a slave and... How do I put it? I couldn’t hold myself back...” Ricardo answered awkwardly.


      “Oh, very well, then. As the winner of the fight, you have the right to take that man with you.” She looked back at the human pig. “Hey, remove this man’s shackles, would you?”


      “Yes, ma’am.” He obeyed without a moment’s hesitation. With the keys that were dangling on his waist, he removed the slave’s collar as well as the shackles on his arms and legs.


      He was finally free. He had gone through the entire spectrum of his emotions in those couple of minutes, so his brain could hardly keep up with what was happening. Unable to believe what had just happened, he stood there, rubbing his bare neck. “Thank you so much! Ah, you really must be some kind of goddess! Wait...weren’t you the one who made me into a slave in the first place?! Damn it all!” With an excess of both anger and glee running through his system, the former slave held his head in his hands. It seemed that he wasn’t the most stable of individuals.


      The woman turned away, seemingly deeming her work there done.


      “Wait for a second!” Gwynn called out to stop her. “I’m Gwynn, the leader of the new village by the border. What is your name?”


      After hearing Gwynn’s name, the woman stared at him as though he were some kind of exotic beast. After all, he was famous, for better or for worse. Mainly for the worse...


      However, the man before her didn’t seem as cowardly or underhanded as the rumors claimed. That contradiction stoked her curiosity, and she made that interest plain to see.


      Either way, considering that he offered his name first, it wouldn’t be right for her to ignore him.


      “My name is Melty, the thirteenth daughter of the village chief.”


      “Thirtee—I mean, your father must be a busy man...”


      “I even have three younger sisters, by the way.”


      “In terms of vitality, he certainly appears to be a king among men... There is one more thing that I wanted to ask you, though. Do you mind?”


      “You’re a more persistent man than I imagined, but I’ll allow it. Go ahead and ask.”


      “What do you think of this village?”


      Melty’s eyebrows shot up at the unexpected question.


      Gwynn was closely observing her reaction to glean any information that he could.


      “I’m afraid I don’t understand the meaning of your question. It’s too vague.”


      “What I’m asking is, what do you think of your father and those in his circle taxing the population into starvation and poverty in order to fatten themselves?”


      The tension between them was almost tangible. So blatantly criticizing another tribe’s way of doing things was an act that could get you killed on the spot.


      However, Melty displayed no anger whatsoever. She simply cast her eyes down and said, “It is the Chief’s thinking that a harsh environment will give birth to strong warriors.”


      “And what is he planning to do with those warriors? The war is already over. There would be no use for them outside of attacking the carriages of the royal family or neighboring tribes. What a pity.”


      A loud crack, almost like that of a whip, rang out. Melty had landed a ferocious slap across Gwynn’s cheek.


      “Leave it at that,” said Melty in a somber tone. She promptly turned her back to him and wandered off.


      Gwynn watched her leave as he rubbed his cheek. There wasn’t an ounce of resentment in his stare either. “Claudia, I think it’s best we stay here for a little while.”


      “How did I know you were going to say that?” Claudia let out a sigh as if to say, Fine, let’s follow this through to the end.


      The Chief’s daughter obviously had some misgivings about the current state of things. That could very well be the key to solving the mess they were in.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 3: The Sword of Pandemonium


      There were no inns in the Sarigari village. As they didn’t make a habit of accepting outsiders into their village, perhaps that shouldn’t have been surprising. On the rare occasions that they received outside visitors, it seemed that the outsiders usually stayed at the Chief’s residence. That way, the Chief could gather information about foreign nations and keep them under close surveillance.


      However, after starting a fierce argument with the village chief just hours ago, they couldn’t very well stay at his house either, so they just went up to a relatively large house to see if they could rely on the goodwill of villagers to put them up for the night.


      They were a group consisting of a man who was known far and wide as a cowardly traitor, a former slave, and merchants from the kingdom. Even individually, each and every one of them smelled like nothing but trouble and was the subject of the villagers’ ire, but after they handed over a gold coin, the head of the house soon changed his tune. He laid out food for them and even brought over some drinks.


      As it was a kind of alcohol they had never tasted before, everyone from the kingdom cocked their head at the flavor, but Gwynn assured them, “This is some fine stuff. Usually, people would save this for a big festival or the new year.”


      The only time someone would bring out such a thing for a guest would be when they truly wanted to welcome them with open arms, meaning that the family certainly didn’t hold any ill will toward them. Reassured of that fact, Gwynn drank his glass to the very last drop. When offered a good drink, it was proper etiquette to gulp it down with vigor.


      Claudia found herself almost chuckling at how quickly the head of the house changed his treatment of them, but she soon thought better of it. What had he been thinking when he took that gold coin in his hands? He wasn’t acting out of greed. He was surely just happy that he would be able to feed his family. After all, it was a poor village where only warriors received special treatment. It seemed like the roots of the issue spread deeper than Claudia could have ever imagined.


      “My name’s Neros, by the way,” said the former slave, scratching his neck. He must have worn a collar around it for so long that it felt strange to be freed from it. “Nice to meet you all!” His voice carried his bright spirit.


      He had nothing at all to do with the current state of that village. Considering that he was kept as a slave there for so long, it wouldn’t be unreasonable for him to hope that the village collapsed completely.


      “So, Neros, where are you planning to go from here?” asked Lutz, feeling a bit tipsy already.


      “Well, I can’t say I’m too proud of it, but I don’t have anywhere to go!”


      “Usually, when people start a sentence like that, they follow it with a humble brag. This might be the first time I’ve heard someone actually not be proud of it.”


      “I mean, I have a family back in my hometown, but—”


      “In that case, why don’t you head back there for a bit?” For Lutz, who had a happy little love nest with Claudia, the answer seemed simple.


      However, Neros shook his head with a defeated smile. “Right before I was deployed, I found out that my wife had been cheating on me.”


      “Oh, that’s...”


      “Apparently, our child wasn’t really mine either...”


      “I’m sorry that I brought it up.” Lutz shot Claudia a glance.


      Claudia nodded her head deeply. While it was something they did in the heat of the moment, they couldn’t very well abandon the poor man now that they had gotten involved.


      The Sarigari tribe might have placed much importance on duels, but even so, they let go of a slave very easily. Maybe they had been finding it difficult to have another mouth to feed, so they were thinking of getting rid of him, anyway. That seemed possible.


      “Seeing as you are now a returning soldier, Neros, we’ll just have to put in a good word for you with the Princess so she can take you in.”


      “If it’s a request from Claudia, the Princess will surely accept it in a second flat, right?” said Ricardo, trying to reassure Neros that it wouldn’t be a problem.


      However, Claudia shook her head. “That’s why it’s so hard...”


      Princess Listill’s village was also struggling to stretch every copper as far as they could. Nevertheless, if Claudia asked her for something, she would do it without question, even if it meant putting a greater toll on herself. Still, when it came to finding a place that would accept a returning soldier, she couldn’t think of anyone else to rely on.


      “What do you mean by having the Princess take me in? You’re not talking about the second princess, are you? Anything but that! This time around, she’d make me into a sex slave or something!”


      Neros probably didn’t need to worry about that. While the second princess of the kingdom was famous for her horrible disposition, even she would probably be a bit more picky with who she forced into that position.


      “Not to worry. The third princess, Listill, has founded a village for returning soldiers with no place left to call home, so we were thinking about taking you over there.”


      “There’s actually a place that’d accept people like us?! That’s really something... Our country hadn’t abandoned us after all.” Neros nodded his head in satisfaction, but everyone else sat in an awkward silence, so he started to worry. “What? Did I say something weird?”


      “You didn’t say anything strange at all. It’s the elites who have things backward.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “The plan to start that village wasn’t an initiative of the kingdom, but something that Princess Listill personally strove to achieve. When she confronted the King, he agreed to supply her with some initial funding, but he didn’t have anything to do with it from that point onward.” Claudia explained everything that had happened up until then, of course, excluding the truth of the Princess’s kidnapping. She told him about the founding of the village, the financial crisis they were currently facing, and the plan to improve trade relations with the federation.


      After hearing all of this, Neros’s gleeful expression had turned somber. “I can’t believe it. Are you telling me that there was only one person in the entire kingdom who cared enough to help us, and she’s doing all of that on her own?”


      He really had been abandoned by his nation. Worse, now that he had served his purpose, he was seen as nothing but a nuisance.


      “Can you tell me why those royals and noble elites feel such a need to beat us while we’re down? Do they not remember that it was on their orders that we fought that terrible war in the first place?”


      Neros seemed to wilt further with each question, but Claudia braced herself to answer them, no matter how cruel those answers might sound. She didn’t want to say it, but it was something that he had to hear, unfortunately. “To a nation, soldiers are something that use up money just by existing. In times of peace, they have no way to use those troops either. If they just maintain the bare minimum to secure their defenses, after that, they don’t want to spend a single copper to feed anyone else.”


      It took a lot of money to feed an army. It also costs money to provide soldiers with severance pay. There was only so much land that the kingdom had to give out as well. If the state were to provide a yearly pension for those returning soldiers, the entire budget would be used up in an instant. It was all about money, cold and calculating.


      It was incredibly cruel, but Claudia couldn’t put all of the blame on those miserly nobles either. Governing a domain took a nearly inconceivable amount of money, so they tried to cut costs wherever they could. If anything, that could be considered the natural, correct course of action.


      What would happen if the kingdom were to give special treatment to its warriors alone at the expense of the livelihoods of the rest of its citizens? To answer that question, one would only have to take a look at the Sarigari village. The general economy would go into freefall, and as a result, even lower-class warriors would struggle to feed themselves, pushing them into a life of crime. It was an all-consuming vicious circle.


      “I understand why they had to send us out there to fight for our country. But at the very least, I wanted them to accept some responsibility for making us live through hell.” Neros hung his head low, his shoulders shaking. It looked like he might have been crying.


      To protect his pride, everyone just silently continued to drink.


      After a while, Neros lifted his head, turned to Claudia, and bowed deeply to her. “Please, take me to that village. I know that it may be a bother to have another mouth to feed, but I promise to work hard to make up for it.”


      “I understand. When you go to ask Princess Listill, I will be right beside you.”


      “I can’t thank you enough...”


      Neros had the potential to become a loyal retainer of Listill. Claudia truly hoped that he would.


      Seeing that the conversation had wrapped up nicely, Gwynn stood from his chair. “All right, I’m going to head out for a bit.”


      It was past seven o’clock at night. The sun had long set. Every household in the village was finishing dinner and preparing itself for bed. Why would Gwynn be heading out at such a time?


      “Going to sneak into someone’s bed and see if you can get lucky?” joked Ricardo.


      Gwynn narrowed his eyes at Ricardo for a moment, but then he shot him a playful grin. “Well, something like that.”


      ***


      It seemed that Melty was rather famous in the village. When Gwynn asked the head of the house they were staying at where he could find her, he directed him right to her house without hesitation.


      To think that someone would so readily give away the whereabouts of the Chief’s daughter to someone in the middle of the night was certainly a testament to the power of a gold coin. Or maybe it was just a sign that public approval of the Chief was fading away.


      It was rather dark outside, but not to the point where you would have trouble walking around. Gwynn walked up to a cozy little house and knocked on the door.


      “Who is it?” A woman’s voice came from inside. It was Melty.


      “It’s the guy you slapped earlier today.”


      “Come to return the favor?” From the sound of Melty’s voice, it almost seemed like she was excited by the prospect. She was overflowing with the confidence to accept any challenge or duel.


      “While that sounds fun, I’m afraid to say that I haven’t come for a fight. I just want to continue our discussion from earlier on.”


      All was silent, but after a short while, Gwynn could hear the sound of latches lifting, and the door opened.


      “Come in.” Melty hadn’t yet changed into pajamas, so she was wearing the same clothes that Gwynn had seen her in that afternoon.


      While Gwynn found that somewhat unfortunate, it also showed that she had probably, on some level, anticipated his visit.


      Melty led Gwynn into the living room and urged him to sit. “So, what is it that you want to know?” she asked, skipping over any unnecessary pleasantries. It wasn’t like she really wanted to talk about anything, but she didn’t have much choice at that point.


      Gwynn’s jovial expression turned serious. “What do you really think of this village? Not what your father thinks; I want to hear your opinion on the matter.”


      Melty didn’t show any anger, nor did she wind up her arm for a fight. She just thought for a moment with a gentle look of reflection. The profile of her face, illuminated by torchlight, was enchantingly beautiful, so much so that it sent a shiver down Gwynn’s spine.


      “I heard about what you guys were discussing with my father,” said Melty, her voice slightly hoarse. “‘What kind of pride can you hold while allowing your people to starve...’ was it? I’m afraid I can’t argue with that. Warriors fight in order to feed their families. A village chief earns the trust and respect of the villagers by protecting them. Right now, it feels like we have strayed from those obvious truths.”


      “Do you think it would be possible to convince your father to change the direction the village is heading in?”


      “That would be nearly impossible, I’m sure. My father’s greatest fear is having someone point out, or being forced to accept, that his entire way of life has been wrong. To him, a conversation is just a battle to reject another’s ideas. I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t even really listen to a single part of your proposal to open up trade.”


      “If he’s not going to be open to talk, I suppose the only thing left is to replace him with someone who is.”


      The air was tense, almost as if they were directing their swords at each other’s throats. Suggesting to overthrow the village chief wasn’t something that an outsider like Gwynn should dare to do. However, they no longer had any other choice. Melty herself had considered it time and time again, arriving at the very same conclusion every time.


      “That truly is an idea fitting of the so-called traitorous knight. Are you asking that I do the same as our dear King Arsames?”


      “Urgh...” Gwynn felt a pain in his chest at the mention of that name. He was currently serving under the man who killed his lord. However, it was all to stop the spread of chaos from reaching any further.


      The late King Kassandros was assassinated by his own son, Arsames. Officially, he made it out like his father had died of illness and held a closed-casket funeral for him before ascending to the throne.


      If Gwynn had avenged his lord by taking Arsames’s life, what would have become of the federation? The only people with a claim to the throne would be children, and there would be nobody left to lead the hundreds of tribes in their nation. To defend his country, Gwynn had no choice but to defend Arsames as well.


      There was no other way. Gwynn knew this well, but it didn’t make it any easier to accept. He often thought about just running away and starting anew.


      Rebellion, the killing of one’s leader—these were actions that threw the lives of ordinary people into chaos. Even knowing that firsthand, Gwynn advised Melty to do the same. What an awful person he was.


      If I were to die today, God surely would be puzzled as to what to do. Does there exist a circle of hell that is deep enough for me?


      Gwynn hid his conflicting emotions under an iron mask, and with a dark smile, he said, “If the circumstances necessitate something, we must do it. It’s as simple as that.”


      Melty didn’t respond. She still wasn’t sure whether the man in front of her could really be trusted. Agreeing to his proposal without careful thought could be fatal.


      On the other hand, if she were to let that opportunity escape from her, nothing in the village would ever change. It would slowly starve until nothing was left. Therefore, Melty was neither able to fully accept nor reject Gwynn’s idea.


      “Anyway, there’s no need to think so deeply about it. I’m not suggesting that you sneak up behind him and slit his throat. This village is a community of warriors, and it prides itself in that fact. If you challenged your father to a duel with the position of chief on the line, surely he would have to accept your challenge.”


      “We do have a tradition for that kind of duel.”


      “Oh, really? That certainly works in our favor.”


      “Once a year, we hold a festival. On that day, all of the Chief’s descendants are given the right to challenge him. If I were to win that duel, then the responsibility of chief would be transferred directly to me without complaint.”


      “Wait, wait, are you saying that it’s really that simple? What was all of my anxiety for, then? I feel stupid now. In that case, there’s no need for rebellion, treason, or betrayal. We can just go through the proper avenues and entrust the position of chief to the new generation. Why hasn’t anyone tried that before?”


      “Three of my older brothers have already died trying,” spat Melty, her eyes frigid.


      Gwynn’s thoughts came to a complete halt. “Wha—wait just a second... They were killed? Are you saying that they weren’t using wooden training swords or something, but real blades?”


      “Of course.”


      “Aren’t festivals supposed to be...fun?”


      “Of course they are.” Melty cocked her head.


      “And at that festival, a parent kills their own child.”


      “That’s how it’s turned out recently.”


      Gwynn didn’t get it. Was it just a cultural difference? He was once again thrown into confusion.


      “Don’t look at me like that. It’s not like I’m happy about it either. It’s just how the people of the Sarigari tribe have always done things. It doesn’t feel great to have your entire culture being criticized by outsiders just because they don’t understand some of our customs.”


      “You’re right—sorry about that. By the way, what was your father’s reaction when he had to duel your brothers?”


      “He cried tears of joy while cutting them down, saying that the shedding of blood would strengthen the tribe.”


      As Gwynn had just been told not to criticize one’s culture as an outsider, he kept his mouth shut, but the thought of a parent being elated at the chance to duel their own children to the death was still incomprehensible to him. “In short, we just have to find a way to defeat your father at this festival, a simple yet difficult task. Is your father really that strong, though?”


      “Even at his age, his swordsmanship is as sharp as it was in his prime, and he wields an enchanted, sacred sword. If we can’t figure out something to do about that, I don’t have a chance at beating him. All three of my fallen brothers were skilled warriors. In terms of sheer strength, I would say that they had well surpassed my father,” said Melty solemnly.


      However, this news brought a confident smile to Gwynn’s face. He was beginning to see a way forward. “So, you’re saying that if we can find you a weapon to match that sacred sword, then we could level the playing field?”


      “You sure make that sound easy. We’re talking about a sword that was forged by an ancient and revered blacksmith. It’s even got a four-rune enchantment on it. Ordinarily, it would be considered a national treasure. What kind of sword could put up a fair fight with that? Are you planning on trying to borrow Amaterasu or something?”


      “Not to worry. I promise to prepare a fine sword made just for you. When is the festival, by the way?”


      “It’s three months from today...”


      “Understood. I’ll return in three months’ time. Until then, just keep doing what you can to support the lives of your people.”


      There wasn’t anything to worry about. Gwynn would sort it all out. Or rather, he would ask Lutz to sort it all out.


      Gwynn sprang up from his seat and made his way to the door, but Melty called out to him from behind.


      “If we manage to open up trade, will it really help us to prosper? Can I really save this village?”


      Gwynn turned around slowly while collecting his thoughts. “Hmmm... I don’t know.”


      “You don’t know?! After all of this talk?!” yelled Melty in exasperation. She couldn’t believe the nerve of that man.


      “There’s never a surefire way to make that much money. If anyone were to tell you that there was, it would certainly be a scam.”


      “In that case, why are you pushing to open up trade, then?”


      “The most important thing is to increase our options. You can’t fight with bread and can’t fill your stomach with iron. If we open up trade, we can sell the things we have in excess to buy the things that we don’t. Of course, there’ll be times when it doesn’t work out that smoothly, though.” Leaving Melty with those words, Gwynn disappeared into the darkness of the night.


      Melty found her eyes following him, though she could no longer make out his silhouette. “Choices... My choice.”


      All of that talk about defeating her father and becoming the next village chief—it was just so sudden. She had no idea what she should do. Should she run away? Or should she go straight to the Chief’s house and tell him that the outsiders were planning to overthrow him?


      “This is a choice that I have to make.” Melty wore a gentle smile as she latched her door, went back to her room, and went to sleep.


      The nights had been hot and humid, but that night alone, she quickly drifted into a comfortable slumber.


      ***


      “Gwynn, hasn’t anyone ever told you that you shouldn’t make promises that you can’t keep?”


      “Yeah... Sorry about this...”


      A pronounced wrinkle had formed on Lutz’s forehead as he lectured Gwynn. It was a rather rare sight.


      “However, let me just say this, Lutz. This is our chance. If we want to kick out that stubborn geezer and open up trade, we don’t have any other options. If anything, if we don’t strike while the iron’s hot, this opportunity could slip through our fingers.”


      “What I’m mad about is the fact that I’m the one who’s going to be striking the iron, but you made this deal without even consulting me first. I just can’t stand it when people make deals like this and only afterward bring the actual craftsmen into the discussion, just assuming that they’re miracle workers or something!”


      Lutz felt that the problem would surely persist for hundreds of years. After all, the people who made those unreasonable promises had their own problems to deal with.


      Lutz banished the thought and pushed the conversation forward. “I don’t want people to start thinking that making a katana that can withstand a four-rune enchantment is a walk in the park for me. Every single time I get an order like this, I end up rolling around on the hard floor with my head held in my hands!”


      “But you can do it, right?”


      “Of course, I can. You’ve left me with no choice after all. However, the next time you pull something like this, I’m going to hang you out to dry, you understand?”


      “Aren’t you being a little dramati—”


      Lutz slammed his fist down on the table. “Right now, I am speaking on behalf of all of the craftsmen in this world. Don’t you dare take on a job for somebody without considering the time frame, budget, level of skill, and availability of the person actually doing the job!”


      “Ah, yes... My apologies...” While Gwynn was an experienced warrior, a hero, even he was overwhelmed by Lutz’s fiery demeanor. The craftsmen of the world must have built up a fair bit of resentment to inspire such passion.


      Lutz let out a sigh and sat back down. The creaking of his chair denoted just how heavily the topic weighed on his heart. “Anyway, the issue is that the opponent also has a sword with a four-rune enchantment.”


      “Why? You’re more than capable of forging something that can withstand that much, right?”


      “My axe, Shirayuri, your Renge, and Ricardo’s Tsubaki all have four-rune enchantments. The problem with these kinds of weapons is that you can never be sure what kind of monster you’re going to get. Just because we prepare a sword with an equal four-rune enchantment doesn’t mean it will be an easy win.”


      “So, you’re saying that it might not be a good match for the Chief’s sword, huh?”


      Lutz nodded deeply. At least Gwynn was quick to understand the matter at hand.


      “If it were just a case of preparing a four-rune enchantment for her, you could always just let her borrow your katana...”


      “Give me a break. Asking a knight to lend out their blade for a duel is like asking a husband to lend out his wife for a night.”


      “It’s a big, scary world out there. There are people who get off on that, you know?”


      “What kind of pervert would get enjoyment out of such a thing?”


      “Our Count, for example.”


      “Oh... Really? Wow...” Gwynn cast a gentle gaze on Lutz as if to say, You guys mustn’t have it easy, either, huh?


      “Let’s get back on topic, though. If we wish to guarantee a victory, it would be best to know what kind of power the Chief’s sword has. Depending on the kind of enchantment, we might be able to make something that can counter it.”


      “In that case, we’ll just have to go talk with Melty again, although I hate to have to make her relive the memory of her brothers being killed.”


      “To prevent such tragedies from happening in the future, right now, we need her help.”


      The two of them stood up, knowing there was no time to waste, and Gwynn led the way over to Melty’s house.


      Just why did Gwynn feel so strongly about wanting to protect Melty’s feelings, though? Going to ask her about it was simply the most obvious course of action, but in his heart, he still had some reservations. It really was a mystery to him.


      “You’re back already?” Melty gestured for the two men to come inside quickly.


      It would be bad enough for a single woman like her to be seen with two men outside of her house, but the fact that she was the Chief’s daughter and the men were outsiders made it even worse. She wanted to avoid any potential misunderstandings.


      “Allow me to introduce you to the blacksmith who is going to forge your weapon.”


      “I’m Lutz, the katana smith.” He bowed his head following Gwynn’s introduction.


      However, Melty looked at Lutz with clear suspicion in her eyes. “He sure is young...”


      “Not to worry. This man was holding on to a hammer before he found his own penis. He’s a thoroughbred, brought up under his father’s genius instruction. In terms of years of experience, he’s got more under his belt than most run-of-the-mill blacksmiths out there.”


      “Gwynn, I appreciate the sentiment, but could you have worded that any more crudely?”


      Melty still seemed skeptical. However, it might have been weirder if Gwynn’s deranged explanation actually convinced someone. Lutz would actually be concerned if that cleared up her suspicions.


      Gwynn’s crude attempt at a joke had fallen flat, so he gave up on convincing her through words. He removed his katana from his hip, still sheathed in its saya, and handed it over to Melty. “This is one of Lutz’s works. If you see this and still don’t believe me, then we can call all of this talk about challenging the Chief off and never speak a word of it again.”


      Compelled by the sudden seriousness in Gwynn’s voice, Melty accepted the katana and slowly drew it. She felt the shimmering blade draw in her gaze and soon found her eyes locked in place. “Ah, so this is the blade that cut through the neck of a man who was said not to have one.”


      “Yes... Knowing that Prince Weneg’s execution would be unavoidable, I at least wanted to provide him a painless death. Lutz took on my request and provided me with a blade capable of fulfilling that wish.”


      The Prince had become so obese that it was difficult to tell where his face ended and his shoulders began. If you tried to cut through a neck like that with an ordinary axe or sword, it would have stopped partway through, making his final moments unbearably torturous. It wasn’t too outlandish to think that might have even been King Arsame’s intention when he sentenced him to execution by decapitation, but it wasn’t something that Gwynn could accept.


      Weneg was the son of his lord. At the very least, he wanted to give him a peaceful death. After relaying those feelings to Lutz, he had forged Gwynn that katana. In terms of sheer skill in weapons making, there was no one that Gwynn trusted more than Lutz.


      “All right, I’ll believe you.” Melty sheathed the katana and somewhat regretfully handed it back over to Gwynn.


      “Can you tell me what kind of properties the Chief’s enchanted sword has?” asked Lutz, leaning forward excitedly. It was the first time he had set out to forge a katana to compete with another weapon directly.


      “I’m afraid I can’t provide too detailed an explanation. I just watched my father and brothers fight from a distance,” she said to temper their expectations before continuing. “A little while after the bout began, my brothers all started to swing their swords in strange directions, and they became unsteady on their feet. Seeing that they were entirely defenseless, my father simply cut them down, bringing it all to an end. All three fights went about the same way.”


      “That’s a hard one...” Lutz grumbled under his breath.


      Enchanted swords generally fell under one of two categories. First were more straightforward enchantments that would enhance the cutting edge of a blade or make whoever was on the receiving end of it burst into flames. In these cases, the effect of the blade only became relevant when the wielder actually landed a hit, meaning that no matter how powerful the enchantment was, it would be useless in the hands of an amateur.


      Then there were enchanted weapons that would compel a person to take their own life or crush them under their own weight, weapons that were effective from a distance. In these cases, some difference in skill level was almost irrelevant. With a weapon like that, you could overwhelm an opponent with no need to even think about your own defense.


      The Chief’s sword appeared to be the latter. Did it have the power to make people hallucinate? Lutz still wasn’t sure. It was too early to make assumptions like that.


      “Was there anything else that stood out to you?”


      “Hmm... There was one other thing that was a bit strange. There was this weird pattern running all along the length of the blade.”


      “A pattern?”


      “How can I explain it? It had this really bizarre shape. It looked like when you put a drop of dye into a bucket of water, or like the grain of a piece of wood,” said Melty, looking up to the ceiling in thought.


      Hearing Melty’s description, a certain possibility budded in Lutz’s mind.


      A blade bearing patterns similar to the grain of wood? A sacred sword from the time of the ancients? It was something that they would never be able to lay eyes on in the kingdom.


      Lutz did his best to hide his excitement and said, “Melty, when this fight is over, and you become the new chief, would you mind giving your father’s sword to me?”


      “What?”


      “In exchange, I’ll forge your weapon entirely free of charge. What do you say?”


      “That’s certainly a tempting deal, but what’s the catch?”


      “From your explanation, there is a chance that your father’s sword is a rather coveted piece among blacksmiths, although it wouldn’t mean much to people who aren’t in this trade.”


      “And if I refuse?”


      “Then we will set a fair price for your weapon and handle things that way. I imagine that fifty gold coins should cover the costs.”


      Melty paused to consider, or at least she pretended to. Given the current state of the Sarigari village, there was no way she could prepare that much money. There really wasn’t any choice. Even if she did have that kind of money lying around, she would want it to go to sustaining the people of the village, not her plan to usurp the role of chief.


      Is that sword even something that I particularly care about?


      No, it was the blade that tempted her father and slaughtered her brothers. It was a truly abhorrent weapon. If Lutz were to take it somewhere far away so she would never have to lay eyes on it again, if anything, that would be a great service to her.


      “Okay, I’ll let you have it. That is, if I’m still alive after this festival is over.” Melty cracked a grin.


      Lutz looked back at her with absolute confidence. “Don’t worry. I’ll see to it that you win.” He had a pretty good idea what the mysterious sword’s true identity was. Knowing that, there was no reason that he couldn’t make a weapon to go up against it.


      Also, Lutz knew of a man who, if told what they had heard from Melty that day, would immediately drop everything he was doing and work day and night to help them. Therein lay the basis of Lutz’s confidence.


      ***


      The group all returned to the Shander domain of the Wollscheid kingdom. They had always thought that they had no particular attachment to that place, just that they had been born and grown up there. However, when they finally returned from a foreign land, it somehow felt nostalgic and peaceful.


      After leaving the Sarigari village, they first stopped by Gwynn’s village by the border, then took the former slave, Neros, to Princess Listill’s village in the kingdom, imploring her to take him in.


      When that was settled, they went to update Marquis Eldenburger, who was put in charge of trade with the federation, about everything that occurred during their visit.


      While they probably could have just put it into a letter, Claudia said, “We visited Princess Listill in person to let her know. If we were to just send the Marquis a letter, it could be seen as us picking sides in this whole thing. Even if the Marquis himself doesn’t mind, those around him may end up starting some unsavory rumors, so it’s safest to just go talk to him in person.”


      “I mean, we mainly stopped at the Princess’s village because it was on the way and we had Neros with us, but we don’t really have any other reason to visit the Eldenburger domain...” groaned Lutz.


      Claudia smiled at him as if to say that she was well aware of how stupid it all was. “It really can be a pain having to put up with all of these nobles and their strange sense of pride.”


      Lutz couldn’t argue with that. Their experiences over the last year had certainly solidified that fact for him.


      After a quick meeting with the Marquis, they finally returned to the Shander domain. As soon as they got back, Lutz headed straight to Gerhard’s workshop. He wanted to let Gerhard know that they were home and talk about what they were going to do next.


      Gerhard invited Lutz in, but his expression was far from welcoming. “I know it’s going to make me sound old, but let me just say this: You guys have been acting a bit too much of your own accord.”


      Those words were coming from Gerhard, a man who was usually indifferent to the actions of others and tried to avoid getting involved with anything that smelled like trouble. Looking at his expression, it was clear that even he knew it was out of character for him. The Count had probably told him to try to tighten the reins on them a bit.


      “You just finished forging that fine piece for the Marquis and didn’t have any other jobs in your backlog. Sure, you might have had some free time on your hands. However, Lutz, you are the Count’s personal blacksmith. I’m not saying that you can’t leave the city walls, but to leave your workshop empty for months as you go off to aid the Princess, the Marquis, and even the folks in the federation—that’s a bad move.”


      Lutz couldn’t really refute any of that. He had the self-awareness to know that Gerhard was right. One thing had just kind of led to another...and then another.


      They went to see the Princess, but her financial situation was more dire than they had thought.


      They wanted to get her villagers some work, so they went to the Marquis, but he said that trade wasn’t going so well.


      They went to the federation to see why and found that domestic squabbles were cutting off supply chains.


      When they tried to make some allies in the region, they came across a village chief who was prioritizing rearing warriors over ensuring a stable life for the rest of his people.


      As they kept trying to get to the root of their problems, they ended up getting sucked deeper and deeper into that whole mess. No matter how you looked at it, it wasn’t something that Lutz or Claudia should really have been handling, anyway. They were almost certainly overstepping their authority. They should have called it quits when it was starting to get over their heads, but they just couldn’t figure out where that line was at the time.


      In hindsight, the proper thing to do was likely to report back to the Marquis the moment they realized that the issue with trade was caused by the federation’s domestic squabbles. If they gave up there, though, Listill’s village wouldn’t be any better off; it would just no longer be Claudia’s responsibility. Neither Lutz nor Claudia was willing to accept that as an outcome.


      “I’m terribly sorry to do one problematic thing after another, but if we stop now, we risk losing the trust of the Princess, the Marquis, and even the people of the federation.” Lutz bowed deeply to him.


      “Hmph,” snorted Gerhard. Even he had to admit that it would be a mistake to pull out of the issue now that they were so deeply involved. Worst-case scenario, it could even affect the Count’s standing. “Okay, I get it. But after this is all over, just stay put for a while, you hear?”


      “I really am sorry for all the trouble. By the way, though, there is one more thing that I wanted to discuss with you.”


      “Are you trying to cause even more problems for me? Didn’t anyone ever teach you not to bully your elders?”


      “No, I think you’re going to like this one, actually.” Lutz cleared his throat before continuing. “About that village chief’s sword... There’s a pretty good possibility that it’s a Damascus sword.”


      “What did you just say?” Gerhard’s expression changed from that of the Count’s advisor to a crazed craftsman in a flash.


      Damascus, sometimes known as crucible steel, was a type of steel produced by placing iron ore, charcoal, and even things like leaves into a crucible and melting them all down. However, the exact process was lost to time, so it was deemed impossible to replicate in the kingdom.


      There wasn’t a blacksmith alive who hadn’t heard of it, but not a single one of them had ever laid eyes on it. It was truly a legend among craftsmen. Of course, Lutz and Gerhard were no exception to this. The last thing they wanted to do was let a chance to see the real thing slip through their fingers.


      “The Chief’s daughter, Melty, said that it had a pattern reminiscent of the grain of a piece of wood along the blade. While she only saw it from a distance, I can’t think of anything else that she could be describing.”


      “Lutz, do you think it would be possible to produce a similar result through existing katana-forging techniques, like experimenting with the layer of clay you apply to the blade before hardening it?”


      “No, that would probably be impossible. Even if I tried that, I’m sure the end result would look muddied and unattractive. As far as I’m aware, the kind of hamon that you see with Damascus steel isn’t replicable through any other means.”


      Gerhard went deep into thought with a groan. They had started that conversation out as an elder lecturing his young protégé, but now it felt more like they were partners in crime.


      “I already made a deal with Melty that if she can win the fight against her father, then we will accept the sword as payment.”


      “That’s a fine idea. So, what is it that you want me to do?”


      “If you can just convince the Count to give us a long leash for a bit longer, that’d be great. Also, to help Melty win her duel, I’ll be forging her katana, but I would like to entrust you with the enchantment.”


      “You’ve got yourself a deal. I’ll see to it.”


      Lutz relayed all the observations Melty had made about the sword to Gerhard. From her description, Gerhard figured that it must have had an enchantment that would make its target hallucinate. That reaffirmed Lutz’s initial assessment.


      “That could be trouble...” Gerhard scratched his head. “Lutz, you’re aware that an enchantment can often depend on the innate nature of the weapon being enchanted, right?”


      “Sure. It was only because of how beautiful Tsubaki was that the charm enchantment worked as well as it did, and the Kikokuto suited a wind enchantment because of how thin and light it was. That’s the kind of thing you’re talking about, right?”


      “That’s right. In that case, what about a Damascus sword? Don’t you think that kind of enchanting, wavy pattern would be perfect for illusion magic?”


      Almost like swirling smoke, that kind of pattern could confuse the senses, making someone lose track of which way was up and which way was down, whether they were standing or lying on the floor. Just imagining a sword like that made Lutz shiver.


      If they didn’t figure out a clear plan, Melty would certainly be killed on the spot. It was a near undefeatable sword.


      “Give me around three days to think it over,” said Gerhard. “Unlike our usual workflow, I’ll decide on an enchantment and ask you to forge a katana to fit that image. Are you okay with that?”


      “I’ll leave it in your capable hands.” Lutz gave a bow and left Gerhard’s workshop behind him.


      Walking through town, Lutz passed crowds of people dragging themselves along with dull and monotonous steps, but he alone was alight with a burning passion. Until then, most of the truly fine weapons he had seen were creations of his own, in coordination with Gerhard and Patrick, of course. It might have been the first time he felt such reverence toward a creation of another.


      “This is a fight that we cannot lose. We must prove ourselves to be the greatest craftsmen in the world.”


      Lutz’s whole body was overflowing with the desire to forge a new masterpiece.


      ***


      The gentle warmth of spring had now retreated, and the intense heat of summer bared its teeth.


      On one such hot and humid night, in the dim light of their bedroom on the third floor of the workshop, Lutz could only barely see the glistening beads of sweat dripping from Claudia’s bare breasts, which moved up and down with every burdened, elated breath.


      Claudia looked up at the dark ceiling. While they had been together for a rather long time by then, she still felt too embarrassed to stare into Lutz’s eyes. “I know it’s a bit cliché to say...” said Claudia between breaths, “but there really is no place like home. I feel so at ease.”


      They had returned the wagon to its owner and picked up their donkey from Patrick’s workshop, so everything and everyone were back in place. When Lutz finished his new katana, they would have to get on the road again, but at that moment, Claudia just wanted to enjoy the simple peace of being home.


      “To be able to just relax without having to worry about prying eyes, to have a place to come home to... Coming back from a long journey really makes you appreciate how important these things are.”


      Lutz nodded in agreement. “Are you feeling tired enough to sleep now?” he asked, worried that the hot days might have taken a toll on her.


      Claudia interpreted his question differently, though. No, she knew what his intention was, but chose to interpret it a different way, regardless. “If you tire me out a little more, I think I might be able to.” She lay her naked body on top of his.


      Lutz felt her breasts press up against his chest, molding to his shape. He had thought that he had gotten used to it to some extent, but it was such a decadent sight that it made Lutz gulp. Surely, no matter how many seasons passed, he would never tire of her graceful allure.


      Clinging tightly to the man that she loved, Claudia suddenly felt a certain protrusion. She glided her delicate fingers down Lutz’s body to the source, and, when she reached it, she broke into a smug yet excited grin. “Lutzy, you really are smitten with me, aren’t you?” She brushed her fingers through her hair, tucking it behind one ear, then placed a kiss on his lips before he could even respond.


      They said that men were worse liars than women, but Claudia wondered just how much of that could be attributed to the male physiology.


      ***


      Gerhard finally showed up at Lutz’s workshop five days afterward, a bit later than he had originally promised.


      “After racking my brain all this week, I’ve decided that we should imbue the katana with a disillusion spell.”


      Lutz looked back at Gerhard, clearly confused. He had never even heard of that before.


      Gerhard nodded along as if that were exactly the reaction that he was expecting. “I’m sure you’ve never had the chance to come across such an enchantment. Though I had heard about such a spell before, even I wasn’t sure how to actually go about engraving the runes. Even after reading through all of the runological texts in the castle’s library, I still didn’t get it, so I forced myself into some of my colleagues’ workshops and read through all of their books too. It was only after raiding three enchanters’ personal libraries that I finally found what I was looking for, so it’s only natural not to have heard of it.”


      “Gerhard, are you sure that doing stuff like that won’t earn you a knife in the back one of these days?”


      “Let them try. I’ll wipe the floor with them all. In all seriousness, though, most of them just want to curry some favor with the Count, so they don’t mind putting me in their debt one bit. In fact, they probably think themselves lucky. I’ll have to eventually make good on it by sending a few good jobs their way, but it’s no skin off my nose.”


      “That’s...unexpectedly tolerant of them.”


      “When you work in an organization like the Guild, you get used to putting up with other people’s bullshit,” said Gerhard smugly. It seemed that he had forgotten it was his bullshit those enchanters had to deal with.


      “From the sound of it, I can guess that a disillusion spell can dispel the effects of an illusion spell, but then why had it fallen out of use to the extent that it almost became a lost skill?”


      “That’s simple. People just didn’t have any use for it.”


      “So it wasn’t useless, there was just no reason to use it?”


      When he heard Lutz’s question, a grin spread across Gerhard’s face. Gerhard actually rather enjoyed being in a position to teach things to the youth. Being able to demonstrate his superior knowledge to an incredibly skilled katana smith like Lutz only served to bolster the jolt of confidence that inspired.


      “In order to dispel an illusion spell, what must you have first? It may sound like a dumb answer, but you need an opponent that uses some variety of illusion magic, of course.”


      “Ah, so, you’re saying that illusion spells themselves are rare?”


      “For a weapon to be enchanted with an illusion spell with a practical effective range, the weapon serving as the base for the enchantment must first be impeccable. Then, it takes a ridiculous amount of jewels to actually engrave it. What would be the chances of just randomly bumping into an enemy with such a specific and rare enchantment? You’d have to be a paranoid maniac to carry around a sword with a disillusion enchantment on the off chance that you do run into that very circumstance.”


      “If you’re going to spend that much money on an enchanted sword, you’d certainly want something with a broader range of uses, like a sharpness or featherweight enchantment.”


      “Considering that there is at least some record of this disillusion enchantment, there must have been a few people who used it, but it was likely for a similar situation to the one that we are in now, where somebody knew ahead of time what they would be going up against,” said Gerhard, his thoughts drifting through the history of his craft.


      “Okay, I understand the idea. So, what kind of katana should I be forging to go with that disillusion enchantment?”


      “That is the question. I’m afraid my answer is going to be rather abstract, but...” Gerhard paused.


      “I don’t mind, go ahead and say it. I’ll tell you if it’s doable or not after that.”


      “I need a katana that’ll lift the wielder’s spirits—inspire some pluck.”


      “A katana that...inspires pluck?”


      Gerhard’s description was completely unrelated to its length, weight, or shape. He wasn’t lying when he said it would be abstract. However, Lutz couldn’t just throw in the towel that late in the game either.


      “To dispel the effects of an illusion enchantment, it’s not just a simple matter of enchanting a weapon with a disillusion spell. The wielder must also have a strong heart, the unbreakable will to not be misled by mere hallucinations.”


      “So, in short, we’re looking for a katana that you can hold tight to, go ‘whooosh,’ and make the illusions go ‘pop’?” The gears in Lutz’s head were grinding against each other so hard that his vocabulary suffered.


      Luckily, Gerhard was able to guess what he was trying to say and gave him a nod. At least, he was pretty sure he got the idea. “All right, I’ll leave it to you, then.”


      Even after Gerhard left, Lutz remained in his chair, crossing his arms and trying to keep his head from spinning off his shoulders.


      “Just what the hell is a plucky katana?”


      ***


      The next day, Lutz paid a visit to Patrick’s workshop. He wanted to thank him for looking after their donkey while they were away, get some advice on the new katana, and fill him in on the job that they wanted him to do.


      If Melty were to win the duel and become the next chief, the katana would surely become her daily carry. If it were going to be a symbol of her authority, they couldn’t very well go with Lutz’s usual plain black finish. They needed to be a bit more picky about the aesthetics of it too.


      “And what kind of woman is this Melty you’re talking about?” If possible, Patrick wanted to create something that matched her general image.


      “She’s a big-boobed, silver-haired, ponytailed warrior.” Immediately after finishing that sentence, Lutz had the awful realization that Patrick’s manner of speech might have been rubbing off on him.


      Perhaps because of that, though, Lutz’s description seemed to get through to Patrick, and his eyes widened in excitement. “Oh, nice! How old is she?”


      “Probably in her mid-twenties.”


      “Oh, that’s perfect!”


      “Perfect, is it?”


      “I want her to step on me!”


      “Right...”


      Lutz wasn’t sure what part of anything they were talking about had strummed his heartstrings, but it seemed that it had him overflowing with creative spirit, so Lutz couldn’t complain. That was the part of Patrick that Lutz envied most.


      “Anyway, Patrick, what kind of katana do you think would inspire strong will or pluck in someone?”


      “Oh, come on! That’s simple.”


      “Huh?” Having something he was worrying about so much be called simple was a bit of a punch to the face.


      “Just make her a quality piece. One’s weapon is like a window into the soul, a mirror that we hold to ourselves. Make her a fine enough katana to bear the weight of her desire to save her village. That’s all you’ve got to do.”


      “So, you’re saying I don’t have to fret too much about the details?”


      “Exactly.” Patrick nodded with a smile.


      There was surely no one more determined to pull it off than Melty herself, after all. In that case, she already had all of the willpower and pluck she needed. A katana wasn’t there to guide its wielder. It was a partner that would follow you down the path you had chosen, no matter where it led.


      Perhaps I had become a bit conceited. It’s not my job to solve the problem, but to give Melty the tools to do it herself. Yes, that is the role of a katana smith.


      While Lutz was kicking himself a bit for his arrogance, he also felt incredibly refreshed by the realization. “Thank you so much, Patrick. I feel like you’ve opened up my eyes. Please continue to support and guide me in the future.” After giving an overly deep bow, Lutz returned to his own battlefield.


      Patrick watched him go with a warm smile. It was a scene that reminded him how young Lutz really was.


      “If I guided you along any further, we’d definitely get lost.” Patrick’s whisper was tinted with fondness for the young blacksmith.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 4: Ginshiki, the Silver-Threaded Princess


      Three months passed. With just a few more days to go before the festival that only came once a year, Melty went to her father, the Chief, to formally challenge him to a duel.


      More than being shocked by the sudden challenge, Chief Vritra just looked as if he couldn’t believe how stupid his own daughter was. “Melty, how old are you now?”


      “I’m twenty-six. What of it?” asked Melty in frustration. She had come there to challenge him to a duel with the role of chief on the line. Just what did her age have to do with anything? If he didn’t intend to take her seriously because of her youth, that would be a terrible insult to her competence. It wasn’t something she could forgive, even coming from her own father.


      “Are you telling me that you are still single at that age? I must say, I liked your spirit when you said that you wouldn’t marry a man that wasn’t stronger than you, or couldn’t at least stand side by side with you, but looking back, perhaps I was too lenient.”


      It wasn’t like Melty didn’t understand what he was getting at, but it certainly wasn’t something you would discuss with someone that you considered an equal. Melty could feel herself boiling over with an unpleasant mixture of anger and sadness.


      For her father, dueling had become an event resulting in the one-sided slaughter of his challenger, more of a chore than a battle. He had forgotten how to show any respect for his opponent. While he always rambled about the pride and honor of a warrior, in reality, he had thrown those principles away long ago.


      The man before her wasn’t her father. He had drowned in the power of his enchanted sword and mistaken its strength for his own. He was just an empty shell of his former self, simply clinging to his authority.


      Melty no longer felt any need to speak with reverence or respect. “Father, stop trying to change the subject. Unless, that is, you’re afraid to face me,” she said, purposely picking a fight.


      “Me? Afraid of you?!”


      “Just how long do you intend on blathering for? I have challenged you to a duel. The only answer I’m interested in is whether you will accept my challenge. That is all. Have you even forgotten that?” Melty stared him down with the stern beauty that she inherited from her mother.


      To Vritra, Melty’s mother was simply one of nearly thirty concubines. While she was his favorite at the time, the day after she died, he had already forgotten her name. It almost felt as though she had come back from the grave to condemn him, a displeasing thought indeed.


      “Can you not understand that I am being merciful enough to forgive your foolishness and allow you to live?”


      “I’m saying that I don’t need your mercy.”


      “Very well. A king must occasionally slaughter a tiger in front of his people. To display my power and strengthen the unity of our village, I will see to it that you die, just as your brothers have.”


      “What you speak of is not your power, but your sword’s. In the hands of anyone else, it would be no different.” Leaving behind that final admonishment, Melty turned her back to him and left the Chief’s residence behind her.


      “Don’t think that your death will be painless...” Vritra’s face was red with fury. Just how would he butcher that witless daughter of his in front of his people? His mind was filled with that thought alone.


      ***


      When Melty returned home, she was greeted by her accomplices. Lutz, Claudia, and Ricardo had all returned to the Sarigari village, picking up Gwynn along the way.


      “How did it go?” asked Gwynn.


      Melty gave him a subdued smile. “Well, I picked a fight, and I’m pretty sure I’ve been disowned, but I managed to get him to accept my duel.” While she was doing her best to maintain a bright demeanor, it was as though a shadow had been cast over her. “I get the feeling that I said some really childish things back there... I’m sure he hates me. Right now, he’s probably cutting me to pieces in his mind, letting me drown in a puddle of my own blood. Either that or imagining me being ravaged by a pack of wild dogs after having my arms and legs lopped off...”


      “Stop right there. Don’t say things like that,” scolded Gwynn.


      “Yeah, that was going too far...” she said, knowing that Gwynn was probably right. “Anyway, I’m assuming that you guys have prepared a way for me to crush my father’s illusion magic, right? If you tell me that you couldn’t figure anything out now, then I’ll just look like a suicidal idiot.”


      “Not to worry, your katana turned out beautifully.” Lutz pulled the katana out of his bag and handed it over to Melty.


      She took it in her hands and meticulously inspected the construction. The first thing she noticed was the relief on the saya, the profile of a young woman’s face, whose long hair wrapped around the length of the saya.


      “Is this...me?” asked Melty, somewhat embarrassed. While the thought of carrying around a katana with her own face engraved in it felt far too self-centered, she couldn’t help but be satisfied with the beauty of it.


      “Yes, I described you to our country’s greatest ornamentalist, and this is the design he created in your image.”


      “In my image, huh? What did you tell him I looked like?”


      “Um... I said that you were a dignified beauty, a silver-haired warrior.” Lutz quickly looked Melty up and down to confirm that the actual description that he gave to Patrick was accurate, but the answer was obvious. While it was entirely the truth of the matter, that didn’t mean he was about to say that in front of Melty herself.


      Melty felt like Lutz was acting suspicious, but that wasn’t the most pressing thing at the moment. She slowly drew the katana from its saya, revealing the blade. “Wow...” That single word of astonishment slipped through her plump, red lips.


      Holding such an incredible katana for the first time, she was entranced by its lethal beauty. Thinking that such a wonderful thing was created for her almost made her heart skip a beat, like some maiden in love. “This is incredible. Does it have a name?”


      “We have named it Ginshiki, the silver-threaded princess.”


      “Is that also...referring to me?”


      “Indeed, it is.”


      With glossy hair that glistened like threads of silver, she was the muse that inspired that fine katana. From the design of the saya to its name, everything was dedicated entirely to her.


      “It certainly does strengthen the image that this katana is mine alone. It’s hard not to be delighted by such a gesture.”


      “I forged this katana wanting to give you a partner that you could trust with your life, no matter how treacherous a battlefield you stood on.” Lutz’s wording was careful and earnest.


      He didn’t seem like he was saying that as a joke, and Melty couldn’t sense a single ulterior motive from him. He had forged that katana solely with her victory and glory in mind.


      “All I ask is that you believe in this katana and let it uplift your spirit. I can assure you that it will cut through all illusions and guide you down the right path.”


      Lutz, Claudia, and Gwynn all gave a reassuring nod.


      Ricardo alone seemed a bit annoyed for some reason, but that was because, before they left the kingdom, they had tested Ginshiki’s power against Tsubaki’s curse. The results of their experiment showed that it could completely nullify Tsubaki’s curse for around ten seconds. After that, the bangle that Lutz was wearing to increase his mental fortitude started to make some disconcerting crackling noises, so they decided to stop it there.


      The disillusion enchantment that was engraved into Ginshiki was working perfectly. That was all well and good, but as the mere existence of that katana pushed Ricardo one step back from becoming the world’s strongest swordsman, he couldn’t exactly celebrate the achievement.


      “Thank you. I owe you all a debt of gratitude.”


      “It’s too soon to be thanking us yet. Save that for after you emerge victorious,” teased Gwynn.


      Melty lightly shook her head. “I’ll make sure to thank you a second time then. Right now, I just want to let you know how truly grateful I am.” She held the katana close to her in an embrace, a gentle smile spreading on her face, like that of a compassionate mother.


      ***


      Ordinarily, one would like to excitedly proclaim, “The Sarigari festival will now begin!” but the participants were so lacking in vigor that it would have felt out of place.


      What was once an all-you-can-eat feast now had strict limits on how much you could take per person. Most families had sold off the colorful, ceremonial garments they used to wear for such occasions, so even the young women were wrapped in dull and dreary garb.


      Far from being an event where they could momentarily forget the troubles of their daily existence, indulging in drink and singing along together, most seemed to just be worried about the work that they were currently missing.


      Seeing that nobody seemed to be enjoying themselves, even the musicians playing flutes and drums looked tired and dejected. For an entertainer, there was nothing more uncomfortable than performing to a crowd that wasn’t even listening to you, or worse, just directing cold, dead stares your way.


      Standing on a tall platform, overlooking the false festivities, the village chief made an announcement to his people. “Today, at sunset, we will commence a duel with the title of chief on the line! The challenger is none other than my daughter, Melty!”


      The crowd broke out in unsettled murmurs. Many had heard rumors that a duel might be taking place, as someone had apparently seen people making preparations for a large bonfire, but they had no idea that Melty would be the challenger.


      She was one of the most popular of the Chief’s descendants. Surely she was going to stand up to him in order to save the village, but that could only come to fruition if she had the slightest chance at winning.


      In the last few years, there had been three other duels, and Chief Vritra had won all of them using some mysterious power. There was nobody who could defeat him. The people had already given up on anyone being able to end his tyranny. Just as all had resigned themselves to that reality, the Chief announced another duel.


      Out of worry, or perhaps just pure intrigue, around a hundred villagers made their way to Melty’s house, even more following after that.


      Melty greeted them at her door with an awkward smile. It was nice to see that the villagers showed her some concern, but she didn’t quite know what to do when so many showed up at once.


      “Everyone, do not waver. We are a tribe of warriors, are we not? A duel to the death is nothing but another day for us. If I win, I will become chief. If I lose, then I will die. There is nothing more to it than that.”


      “Were you tricked into doing this by those outsiders?” asked one of the older villagers, craning his neck to peer into her house and seeing some unfamiliar faces.


      Following his lead, the other villagers stared at them with a burning hatred in their eyes. Everyone seemed convinced that those outsiders had invaded their village to manipulate Melty.


      “Perhaps you could say that. But meeting these people inspired me to dream again. No matter how this duel ends, I will have no regrets.”


      Shocked by Melty’s calm demeanor, the villagers simply stared as Melty pushed back the old man, closed the door, and latched it shut.


      They could still hear the villagers murmuring outside, but someone suggested that intruding any further would only serve to detract from her focus before the match, and all were in agreement. One by one, the villagers reluctantly left the premises.


      For a group of that many to be convinced by that single statement showed that they really were a tribe of warriors. To distract a warrior who was about to go to battle was seen as an insolent and shameful act.


      “Melty, if you were to lose, I get the feeling that those villagers might come to kill us off too,” said Gwynn, only half joking.


      “If it comes to that, I have no intention of going down without a fight,” said Ricardo. “I have a right to self-defense, after all.” He felt along Tsubaki’s saya with his fingertips, wearing a confident grin on his face.


      Knowing the nature of his katana, it didn’t seem impossible for him to take down a whole village single-handedly.


      “Dear, dear. That’s a lot of weight on my shoulders, huh?” whispered Melty to her katana, the cornerstone of their plan.


      She had only been given it a few days ago, but Ginshiki already felt like a partner she had fought alongside for over ten years.


      The sun had set, and a multitude of bonfires had been lit around a large, fenced arena. They must have drenched the logs in oil and allowed them to soak in it for quite some time, as the fires rose so high that they appeared to light the heavens, perhaps even burn them.


      Illuminated by thirty pillars of fire, an old swordsman brandished his weapon, strange patterns running along the length of the blade. Facing him was a young warrior with long silver hair, holding an illustrious katana in her hands.


      In but a few minutes’ time, one of them would be dead. The people of the village all suspected that Melty would soon be drowning in a pool of her own blood. It didn’t matter how strong a fighter she was; the Chief’s sword had already sealed her fate. They had had strong hopes for Melty’s brothers, but in the end, they were cut down unceremoniously without being able to land a single blow.


      Had they surrendered to baser, crueler instincts and bet on the outcome of the duel, the odds would lean horrifyingly in the Chief’s favor.


      The villagers’ eyes were filled with anxiety, fear, and just a drop of brutal anticipation. While they feared Chief Vritra, a demon among men, they couldn’t deny that the desire to see that beautiful warrior get cut down rested somewhere deep in their hearts.


      After all, in a poor village like theirs, executions were one of their only sources of entertainment. It was precisely because she was so beautiful, so kind to the people of her village, that many felt a twisted pleasure from the thought.


      Melty directed her gaze to the crowd around her. She soon spotted the people she was looking for, as they couldn’t help but stand out. Lutz, Claudia, and Ricardo were there. She locked eyes with Gwynn, who was standing next to them, and they gave each other a strong nod. Those four were the only people who truly believed in her.


      “All right,” said Melty, trying to psych herself up before turning back to her father. She could see his face clearly in the light of the dancing flames. It was the face of a man who had convinced himself that he was special, that his power placed him above all others, and that the power he wielded was truly his own. It was the face of an evil man.


      Her father hadn’t always been that way. The man whom Melty remembered had been strict yet kind, a proud warrior. Whether fighting a friend or foe, he would place his life on the line, facing them head-on, and he would never forget to pay his respects to his opponent, even after they had fallen.


      Everything changed when he got his hands on that accursed sword. He began to think himself superior to others, and no delusion poisoned the heart faster.


      The Sarigari tribe had never been particularly wealthy. Regardless, Vritra had purchased that sword from a shady merchant for several hundred gold coins. At the time, his advisors and concubines desperately tried to stop him, but not only did those pleas fall on deaf ears, Vritra actively cut them down. Among those poor souls was Melty’s mother. It appeared that Vritra had even forgotten that he killed her with his own hands.


      Why had things ended up like that? Melty wasn’t sure. The one thing she was certain of was that there was no going back to how things were before.


      “Father, I will now set you free.” Melty forced the words out of her throat, sorrow in her eyes.


      “Hmph, set me free, you say? What utter drivel. I gave you plenty of time to consider your final words, and that was all you could think of?!” Vritra threw his head back in laughter before giving a wave of his hand.


      “Let the duel begin!” said the adjudicator of the match.


      The loud, rhythmic striking of drums rang through the air.


      “Die, Melty!” Without even a few clashes of their swords beforehand, Vritra pointed his weapon at her and activated its potent illusion magic. The runes engraved into the blade began to glow, and the light ran along the wavy patterns of the Damascus steel.


      Melty could feel an immense burst of mana pour into her mind. She held tight to her katana as the world around her began to spin and contort. The pillars of fire twisted like snakes, and the image of her father appeared slanted or horizontal. The cries of the crowd became distant.


      She was going to throw up. She wanted to collapse to the ground and let out the entire contents of her stomach right there.


      Melty now knew why Vritra insisted they duel at night. Surrounded by those fiery pillars, the arena took on an air of mystery and phantasm, bolstering the effects of the illusion even further.


      It was said that all warfare is based on deception, a battle of tricks. Melty could accept that. But if that was the case, she wished that he would at least admit to it. He would always talk so boldly of the pride of a warrior, but all the while, he relied on such underhanded tactics. That was the thing that Melty thought to be most deplorable.


      Melty watched as her father approached with confident steps, but with her contorted vision, it appeared that his feet were touching the sky. Regardless, she could tell it was the gait of a man who was assured of his own victory.


      How dare you...


      Melty’s anger reached its peak, along with her fighting spirit. She wouldn’t allow him to look down on her like that any longer.


      Vritra lifted his executioner’s sword above his head.


      “Aaaaaaaaagh!” Melty let out a howl so intense that it shook the very air around them. The blade of her partner, Ginshiki, began to glow as if inspired by her spirit, and Melty’s twisted vision returned to normal in a mere instant.


      The pillars of fire straightened, her father’s feet were placed firmly on the ground, and the nausea in her stomach started to settle.


      Vritra brought down his sword to end his daughter’s life, but Melty parried it with her katana, then swung her blade to the side to counter.


      Caught off guard, Vritra stumbled before jumping backward. His eyes opened wide in shock as if to say, How?


      Had she just blocked it by sheer chance as she swung around in desperation? Vritra slowly, ever so carefully, approached her, but Melty’s sharp stare sent a shiver up his spine, pushing him back once more.


      It wasn’t just a coincidence. Melty had shaken off the illusion. But how? Vritra just couldn’t figure it out. A certain feeling spread through his chest, one that he had not experienced for so long. It was fear. He stared at his own daughter as if she were some strange and unusual beast.


      “Now that’s out of the way, we can have a nice, fair fight, standing on equal ground.”


      For every step forward Melty took, Vritra took a step back. It seemed he had already lost the will to fight.


      Why did he show so much fear? Without his flimsy illusions, he would just have to fight her as a normal swordsman would. Melty glared at her father, disappointment and condemnation simmering in her eyes. He had fallen so far that he could no longer even fight without first guaranteeing his own safety.


      “S-Stay back! Don’t come any closer!” Vritra flailed his sword around, not to land a clear strike on her, but simply to keep her at bay.


      Melty pressed forward, holding on to a fragment of hope that it was just a ploy to get her to let her guard down.


      Vritra once again stumbled backward, and his vision narrowed on Melty. The only thing he could think about was how to run from her. He tried to recast the illusion magic over and over, but it didn’t seem to have the slightest effect. It wasn’t something that one could use without some degree of focus, anyway.


      Step by step, Vritra retreated, not even noticing the raging bonfire behind him until he bumped into the base of it. The tower of burning logs collapsed, falling on top of him. His clothes, his hair—it all burst into flames in an instant.


      “Somebody, put out the fire! Water! Water!” Vritra let go of his sword and rolled around on the ground.


      It was such a shocking scene that his own advisors found themselves unable to move. It was an embarrassing oversight, but they had built up those absurdly large bonfires without preparing the water necessary to extinguish them.


      Engulfed in a ball of flames, Vritra tried to climb over the fence of the arena and attack the villagers in the crowd. No, he was surely just trying to seek help, but running into a crowd while on fire was an attack in its own right. Of course, the villagers by the fence all tried to flee, but they couldn’t push through the crowd behind them. There were simply too many spectators.


      Melty leaped toward him and, with one ferocious burst of speed, ran Ginshiki’s blade through her own father’s neck.


      Vritra’s head fell to the ground, and a fountain of blood spurted from where it was once attached, somewhat quelling the flames, just as he had so ardently begged for.
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      To think that he would make me cut him down from behind... He was an unpleasant man to the bitter end.


      In the light of the fire, you could clearly see the resentful anguish on Melty’s face as she looked down at her father’s smoldering corpse. Met with such an end to their duel, Melty wondered whether it would have been better not to have challenged him at all. No, that thought alone she couldn’t entertain.


      It wasn’t the battle she had wanted, but it was the path she had chosen.


      “Father, I will carry your death on my shoulders for as long as I live.” Melty’s words were laced with determination and atonement. She looked up at the soldiers. “What are you standing around for? Put out the fire, quickly!” she commanded.


      Brought back to their senses by Melty’s rebuke, the men who had served Vritra until mere moments ago moved under her command, rushing to extinguish the fire and retrieve Vritra’s corpse.


      There was no resounding cheer from the crowd to welcome in the era of their new chief. It wasn’t the kind of occasion that warranted congratulations, so the villagers simply stared on in silence.


      Melty slowly looked around at the crowd, meeting the eyes of her people before speaking to them in a voice so thunderous her throat began to go hoarse. “From today onward, I, Melty, will lead the Sarigari tribe! Surely you all must be tired, so we will end the festival here! I will address you all tomorrow regarding our direction for the future! That is all!” Leaving the crowd with those words, Melty picked up the Damascus sword and began to walk back home.


      The crowd parted to make a path for her, and as she passed, she could hear them whispering, “Chief Melty,” though not a single villager spoke to her directly.


      “Good work out there.” Gwynn was already waiting outside of Melty’s house.


      It was only when she saw him that she really allowed herself to recognize that the duel was over. Her clenched jaw slowly relaxed. “I was only able to win with the help of you all. Let’s talk tomorrow, though. I’m so very tired right now.” She gave the Damascus sword to Lutz, practically shoving it over to him, walked into her house, and locked the door.


      “Don’t you think that was a little cold considering we were the ones who were helping her out?” asked Ricardo, looking displeased.


      Gwynn shook his head. “Give her some time to rest. Her entire life is about to change from here on out. I doubt she will ever have another chance to rest— No...” Gwynn searched through his own memories, a somber expression coming to his face. “I doubt she will ever be permitted to cry in privacy again.” Saying only that, Gwynn set off back to the house they were staying at.


      Ricardo and the others exchanged glances before following Gwynn, walking through the unyielding heat of the midnight air.


      “Tonight, we’re nothing more than the supporting cast,” whispered Claudia.


      “Well, I guess there’s no use complaining, then,” said Ricardo, convincing himself to give up on the matter.


      ***


      Melty decided to move into the Chief’s residence. Personally, she quite liked the cozy space she had called home until then, but if she were to take on the role of chief, she would have to be able to host a number of people, and that required far more space than her little place could accommodate.


      The day after the duel, she questioned all of the advisors to the previous chief and managed to pry out the fact that Vritra had hidden a stash of money under the floorboards. She immediately ripped them up and stared at her findings, first in disbelief, then in contempt. In total, there were five hundred gold coins. There was also a variety of jewels and other small treasures, so if they could sell those off, it would be an even greater sum.


      “And what is the meaning of this?” The new chief glared at the advisors with murder in her eyes.


      Faced with the stare of a warrior who had just last night killed the Chief, her own father, the advisors all shivered in fear. They knew that once she committed to killing someone, their fate would be sealed.


      “The Chie—I mean Vritra... He had saved this money up in case of an emergency.”


      “An emergency, you say?”


      “If war were to break out again, we would need to purchase new weapons and food supplies. He said that if we were going to ask our men to die for the tribe, we should at least provide them with the resources they need to fight at their full potential. He considered it his duty as chief.”


      “Ah, okay. I understand. So, he was preparing for war, was he?” Melty patted the advisor on the shoulder with a smile.


      He was relieved, assured that Melty had forgiven them. Just as the tension fell from his shoulders, though, Melty punched him directly in the teeth, sending him collapsing to the ground along with a table and some chairs that became collateral damage.


      The other advisors looked on in shock, but not a single person offered the man any help. The last thing they wanted was to get caught in the cross fire.


      Even in his fear and confusion, the advisor got straight back up onto his feet. They were a tribe of warriors, after all. It seemed that the man hadn’t become an advisor to the Chief through sheer luck alone.


      “The people of this village are starving, without any hope for a better tomorrow. Even if we treat our warriors well, only a fraction of our population can benefit from that, namely you lot. People will continue to flee from our village and resort to a life of thievery and dishonor.” Melty once again gave the man’s shoulder a gentle pat.


      The man winced, thinking another strike was about to come his way, but what came was far more frightening than an iron fist.


      Melty looked deep into his eyes with a cold, disdainful glare. “If you don’t call this an emergency, then just what is, huh?”


      “It’s necessary to maintain some funds for battle.”


      “Sure, to some extent. Even if the village were to prosper, if there were no one to defend it, then we would become the target of all manner of bandits and thieves. However, there is a limit, a balance that we must maintain. If we tax our people so heavily that our talented warriors choose to flee the village, that’s putting the cart before the horse.”


      “Vritra believed that poverty would motivate the masses to develop a strong spirit, or so he said...”


      “Is that something you deem acceptable to say after you lot have been wiping your asses with gold all this time?!” Melty clutched a gold coin in her hands. “All for the sake of this...” she grumbled.


      No, it wasn’t like the money itself bore any sin. Still, she couldn’t help but think of it as a great evil that swayed the hearts of men. While she was staring at the coin, though, a thought suddenly came to her. It became hard to breathe, almost as though her lungs were being crushed by the hands of a demon.


      “I don’t even want to entertain the possibility, but was my father trying to use this to buy another sword?” Melty reluctantly looked over at the advisors’ faces.


      They all remained entirely silent. In Melty’s eyes, there was no clearer admission.


      While her father had raised taxes on the villagers, claiming it was preparation for a coming war, in reality, it was all to satisfy his own greed. He would try to justify it by saying that the stronger a village chief was, the more power and authority he had, the stronger the bonds that held their village together would be. Of course, all of his talk about preparing for war was just him talking out of his ass.


      Even if someone challenged him on the issue, he would just say, “No, I believe this to be the correct course of action,” and refuse to discuss it any further.


      Melty’s thoughts drifted deeper and deeper into the abyss of her imagination. Those images of her father didn’t represent a warrior, but a conniving politician.


      “Why didn’t you stop him?”


      “He wasn’t the kind of man to listen to reason. I’m sure you know that better than anyone.”


      “Yes, perhaps you’re right...”


      When Vritra first attempted to purchase that Damascus sword, many spoke out against him. Each and every one of them was unceremoniously cut down, Melty’s mother being no exception. After having her will battered by that massacre, Melty had given up any hope of going against him.


      For all that time, not even she could find the strength to stand up to him. She couldn’t very well put all of the blame on those advisors, saying that it was their job to admonish his actions, even at the cost of their own lives.


      “I understand. I’ll keep all of you at your current stations and have you support our efforts going forward. I trust you have no objections.”


      The advisors were both shocked and relieved. They had managed the administration of the village for many years, could read and write, and were even capable of arithmetic to some extent. They knew that Melty wouldn’t just let them go completely, but considering that they were somewhat complicit in the former chief’s actions, driving the village into poverty and dereliction, they were surprised to hear that they would face no real punishment.


      Of course, Melty had not forgiven them. She also hadn’t forgotten the pain of those who had to flee the village to escape starvation. Regardless, there was no better way to ensure the smooth administration of the village. When assigning people to the proper posts, she couldn’t allow herself to be swayed by personal grudges.


      It wasn’t like all of the blame could be placed on her father alone. However, forcing the blame onto him was the simplest way to move forward.


      I have only just become chief, but I’ve already done something rather cruel indeed.


      Would Gwynn and everyone stay behind in the village and help out for a bit? She soon shook away the thought. Relying on them anymore would only be selfish of her. They had their own objectives in mind when choosing to support her. She knew that from the start. While it pained her, she forced herself to accept that reality.


      ***


      It wasn’t until three days after the duel that Gwynn and everyone actually got to meet with Melty. Even then, she had to move a lot of things around to make time.


      “I’m sorry for making my biggest supporters in all of this wait for so long...” said Melty, obviously tired. Now that she had officially become chief, there was so much to think about, so much to learn.


      The whole ordeal had made Claudia realize just how inefficient their system of dueling for the position of chief was. It would likely be far better to name a successor and slowly impart the knowledge necessary to lead a village of that scale, but Claudia chose not to say anything. Pushing her ideals onto someone from another culture felt like it would be rude.


      “We don’t mind waiting until things have settled down a bit, but will the Sarigari village be open to participating in trade with the kingdom?” asked Claudia, just to be sure. If Melty had changed her mind over the past couple of days, then all of that work would have been for nothing.


      “Of course, I intend to keep my promise. We all want to import some food supplies, anyway, although I don’t feel great about using money that was collected in such a manner...” A shadow of disappointment and guilt came over her.


      “Go ahead and accept it,” said Gwynn to snap her out of it. “Regardless of how those funds were raised, if you put them to good use for the sake of your people, then even your father should be able to restore some of his honor.”


      “You almost say that as if it comes from experience.”


      “What can I say? I’ve lived a varied life.” Gwynn gave her a faint grin. He didn’t intend to explain any further than that.


      The time for them to part had finally come. If they hopped into their wagon then, they would probably make it back to Gwynn’s village before sundown. However, just as Gwynn slapped his knees and went to stand up from his seat, Ricardo chimed in as if he had just remembered something.


      “By the way, when you became the new chief, didn’t you get any pushback from any of your other siblings?”


      “A few of them pulled a bit of a face, but I just told them that if they had any issue with it, I would gladly accept their challenge at next year’s festival.”


      “Sounds about right...” Ricardo nodded with furrowed brows.


      The duel that happened a few days ago was a shocking thing to witness. When asked who wanted to end up as a smoldering headless corpse next, it would be hard to give an enthusiastic response.


      “There is one thing that has been brought up as a concern now that I have become chief, though, and that’s the fact that I’m still single. People have been constantly pestering me to get married as soon as possible...” Melty shook her head with a sigh.


      Carrying on her lineage was one of her greatest responsibilities as chief. If she didn’t manage to carry on that tradition, she could even lose the confidence of the villagers and cause their tribe to split into factions. It wasn’t surprising for Melty’s siblings to be concerned about it either.


      “By the way, Gwynn, you’re still single, right?” asked Lutz.


      “Huh?” Gwynn and Melty blurted out at the same time.


      “Wait, time out!” yelled Gwynn, wrapping his arm around Lutz’s neck and dragging him outside of the Chief’s residence.


      “Hey, that hurts, you know?” complained Lutz, somewhat nonchalantly.


      Gwynn managed to glare at him in rage and confusion all at once, quite an impressive feat. “Why would you ask such a question at a time like that? It almost sounded like you were suggesting that Melty and I get, you know, marr...” Gwynn’s voice trailed off a bit at the end.


      “Yeah, obviously. At least from the outside looking in, it seems like you two have pretty good chemistry, so I thought I might as well put it out as an idea.”


      “What are you, my grandmother or something?!”


      Gwynn was growing even more flustered, but Lutz’s gaze remained almost unsettlingly calm. He couldn’t tell a thing that was going through that man’s mind.


      “Gwynn, go ahead and picture having to sit through Melty’s wedding ceremony; I’m sure you’d be invited after all. Now, go ahead and picture those thick thighs wrapping around another man. If that image doesn’t inspire anything in you, then I’ll admit that it was all just a misunderstanding on my part.”


      “God, you play dirty...”


      Far from being unaffected, that image made him feel sick. If he was going to imagine her tenderly holding a child in her arms, he wanted to be right beside her in that picture. He was finally able to realize that.


      “Hey, Lutz, were you always the kind of person who liked to play matchmaker?”


      “I’m aware that it’s a bit uncharacteristic of me. But considering how dangerous a position you were in, I couldn’t just keep my mouth shut either.”


      “Dangerous?” What was Lutz talking about?


      “Melty is the kind of person to put the well-being of the village before all else. Now that people are pressuring her to get married, she might try to find a partner as soon as she can for the sake of the tribe, even if she has to make some unfortunate compromises.”


      “Hmm...” Gwynn groaned.


      It certainly wasn’t unimaginable. While Melty was strong-willed, she seemed prepared to do anything when it came to the welfare of her village, no matter the personal sacrifices she would have to make.


      “Gwynn, what you’re missing is a sense of danger,” said Lutz, his words carrying the gravity of a renowned oracle.


      Never once had Gwynn felt fear on the battlefield, but even he could feel his heart drop at Lutz’s proclamation. That was how unsettling his words were.


      “This isn’t the time to be thinking about some slow and steady ideal like ‘It’d be nice if we could have a fun little chat the next time I see her and grow a bit closer.’ If you miss your chance at this very moment, the next time you see her, she’ll be rubbing a little bump on her belly with another man wrapping his arm around her shoulders, or at least that future is more than possible. Can you feel your brain frying yet?”


      “Urgh...” Gwynn let out a painful groan.


      “Gwynn, when it comes to these kinds of relationships between a man and a woman, if you miss your chance, you won’t ever get it back.”


      “What’s gotten into you? Suddenly, your every word is as weighty as a strike to the face. Are you speaking from experience or something?”


      Lutz paused a moment in reflection. Even he thought that some of his statements might have gone a bit too far. Either way, it wouldn’t be proper to lecture Gwynn like that without opening up about his own experiences as well.


      “I’d say it was hindsight rather than experience, thinking about how things could have gone.”


      “Go on then, let me hear it. I’m not saying that I’d go and propose based on your words alone, but do your best to give me a push.”


      Lutz certainly couldn’t refuse an earnest request from a friend. He told Gwynn all about how Claudia had been abducted by corrupt knights about a year and a half ago, and how he gave up a katana that was worth over a hundred gold coins to save her. As he regaled Gwynn with the story of their marriage, he couldn’t help but feel nostalgic. On the other hand, when he thought about what would have happened if he had turned a blind eye to it all, a shiver ran up his spine.


      “There are a few things I’d like you to clarify,” said Gwynn, trying to get the story straight in his head. “At the time, you and Claudia weren’t married or in any kind of relationship, right?”


      “I had never even held her hand. She was just a regular buyer, though I can’t say that her figure didn’t stir some of my more carnal desires.”


      “And you’re saying that you weren’t the Count’s personal blacksmith, but just an unlicensed smith living outside of the city walls, as good as a beggar without a copper to your name?”


      “There’s no need to put it quite that frankly... I mean, it’s the truth, but...”


      “And the katana that you gave to those thug knights was the one that Ricardo now carries?”


      “At the time, it wasn’t enchanted, but yeah, that’s the one.”


      Gwynn stared off into space while stroking his chin. He couldn’t understand what motivated Lutz to go that far.


      “Did you never think about selling off that katana and using the money to start up a new life of luxury somewhere, maybe meeting somebody else someday? Surely those hundred gold coins must have felt far different to a poor man than they do now that you have secured a stable living for yourself.”


      “To be completely honest, I thought long and hard about it. I thought that those knights surely couldn’t do anything too bad to her, that she might end up getting released even if I didn’t do anything. While I was thinking about all of that, I suddenly realized something. I was trying to play the good guy without lifting a finger or spending a single coin to help her, trying to justify it in my head.” Lutz paused for a moment before whispering, “It was one of the most shameful moments of my life,” under his breath. “After that, though, I started to think a bit more clearly. I knew I would live to regret it if something happened to her. It wasn’t like I had any connections to nobility or the wealthy elite, either, so I wouldn’t even be able to sell off the katana, anyway, and I didn’t want to let those bastard knights get away with doing something like that to her. Finally, I’m not saying that I thought I might get lucky after saving her, but I figured she might let me feel that ass of hers a bit.”


      “That was a sudden plummet into depravity...”


      “You’re a guy; you know how our brains work.”


      “I can’t deny it. Anyway, at the end of your contemplation, you chose to rescue her. Regardless of your thought process, the result is commendable.”


      “Why, thank you.”


      Lutz didn’t intend to bring it up, but he and Claudia had once talked about what might have happened if things had gone differently. Listening to Claudia’s speculations was one of the most painful experiences of his life. The most terrifying part was that he could easily see things going exactly as she described. He was eternally thankful that he had found the courage to take action on that day.


      “I feel like I’ve just been airing out my dirty laundry, but the point is this: Life provides you with small windows of time to take a leap of faith, and if you miss your chance, you’ll be left with nothing but regret.”


      “You might be right. A woman I’m interested in just went out of her way to bring up the subject of marriage. Maybe I’d better assert myself as a potential candidate.”


      “That’s better. I like that spirit. Of course, whether she accepts your offer is another matter entirely.”


      “After all of that encouragement, why do you have to go and put it like that?!”


      The two of them broke out in hearty laughter and made their way back to the Chief’s residence.


      “If you told me a year ago that I’d be talked into proposing to a girl by a blacksmith from the kingdom, I wouldn’t believe you.”


      “More than not believing it, you probably wouldn’t even understand what could lead to such a thing.”


      “You never know where life is going to take you, I guess.” Gwynn scratched his head, a red tint coming to his cheeks. “Compared to that, me falling for a woman feels like the most obvious thing in the world.”


      ***


      “What the hell are those two doing out there?” asked Melty after watching them burst out the front door. Lutz had made a rather suggestive remark a moment before, so Melty couldn’t help but be curious.


      “I’m sure they’re just talking about how Gwynn should propose,” said Claudia nonchalantly.


      Melty herself had an inkling—a tiny hope—that it might have something to do with that, so having Claudia confirm it immediately sent her into a panic. “Are you saying that Gwynn is going to ask for my hand?!”


      “At least from my point of view, I think you two would make a fine couple, so I’m sure Lutz is also just trying to give Gwynn a little push in the right direction. But what about you? If Gwynn proposes, will you say yes?”


      “That’s, well... How should I put it? I wouldn’t mind considering it... It certainly wouldn’t make me upset...”


      Seeing a dignified silver-haired warrior fidgeting and averting her gaze, even Claudia’s heart fluttered a bit.


      God, Melty is such a cute girl. I’m starting to get it, Lutzy. This is the sort of relationship that seems worth meddling with a bit. I’ll do my best to play cupid on my end as well.


      Grinning on the inside, Claudia leaned forward a bit. Melty was the serious type, so she was surely prioritizing the well-being of the village over all else at the moment. That provided Claudia with a clear line of attack. She would have to sprinkle in that sentiment when trying to persuade her.


      Melty obviously thought fondly of Gwynn. Knowing that, what was it that Melty wanted most at that moment? That would likely be a way of convincing the rest of the tribe to accept it. There was no shortage of single men in the village, so what reason would she have to marry an outsider? She needed a clear and logical answer when pressed with a question like that. She had her own position to think about as well, so simply falling in love wouldn’t be a good enough justification.


      Claudia hated to see women who fought so bravely be met with misfortune. That was one of the major reasons that she sided with Listill to the extent that she did. It wasn’t like she could solve all the world’s woes, but she at least wanted to help the people within reach of her find happiness.


      Whenever she did hold out her hand to aid another, she felt as though she were reaching toward her past self, cowering in that underground cell and preparing herself for death or worse. She had incurred a debt to fate for bringing Lutzy and her together. It couldn’t hurt to pay it back a bit.


      “Melty!”


      “Huh? Um...yes?”


      “If you did choose to marry Gwynn, there would be a host of benefits for the Sarigari tribe as well.”


      Seeing Claudia suddenly appear so enthusiastic made Melty a bit suspicious, but at the same time, she couldn’t hide her intrigue. She had no choice but to hear her out.


      “Gwynn is the leader of a village for returning soldiers by the border. Building a strong relationship with him would mean having a force of two thousand experienced warriors as your ally. Even if the village were to be attacked by a neighboring tribe, you could easily overpower them and fend them off. No, if you were to officially form an alliance, there would be no one foolish enough to think about mounting an attack.”


      “Oh, that’s not a bad point. I like that.”


      She could no longer fantasize about the glory of dying in battle. As the Chief of the Sarigari tribe, she had a responsibility to protect her people. Having a strong ally like that was a very welcome thing indeed.


      “Gwynn is also a very connected individual, with friends spreading as far as people like us in the kingdom. He is already involved in trade, and even with the King—the King of the federation, that is—he has a deep and personal relationship with him, although I can’t be sure if he truly has King Arsames’s favor or not.”


      “That is the issue...” Melty let out a long sigh.


      From the looks of things, it seemed that her father Vritra wasn’t just an isolated case. Stubbornness must have run in the family.


      “Do you know what Gwynn is called in the federation?”


      “I’ve heard that some call him the traitorous knight.”


      “That’s right. Surely no one would go out of their way to accept someone with such a dishonorable title into their tribe. While only for a short while, I have talked with Gwynn and feel that I have come to understand his moral character to a certain extent. However, one question has always remained in my mind. Why is he serving under the man who killed King Kassandros? Knowing Gwynn now, he seems like the sort of person who would immediately go to avenge his lord, not stopping until he dangled Arames’s severed head from his hands.”


      “It was all for the sake of the federation.”


      “For our nation?”


      “After King Kassandros had fallen, if he were to kill Arsames as well, then there would no longer be any way of stopping the federation from plummeting into chaos, irreparably so. While it might not sound great coming from a citizen of the kingdom, there would have been a good chance that the kingdom would completely ignore the armistice and go on the offensive once again to claim federation land. They would likely say that it was King Kassandros with whom they had signed that peace treaty, not Arsames, therefore it was invalid, or some other pathetic excuse like that.”


      “Wouldn’t that be seen as an insult to the empire, which acted as a mediator for the deal?”


      “All they’d have to do is send out word to the empire beforehand and ask if they wanted to get in on the action too. Then the kingdom and the empire could happily trample over the federation, hand in hand. They can be a conniving bunch, after all.”


      While it wasn’t a pleasant thought, Melty nodded along, knowing that Claudia was probably right about that much. To maintain the armistice, they needed a certain degree of perceived power. If the federation were to fall into complete disorder, then that power would be lost. Gwynn had chosen to maintain some degree of order in the nation over sending it into lawless chaos.


      “So, that man is neither disloyal nor a traitor—he is a man who sacrificed even his own honor to defend his country. Is that what you’re saying?”


      “Yes. I know that many have also criticized him for participating in the execution of Prince Weneg, the son of his lord. However, even then, he only volunteered to carry out the execution so he could provide the Prince with as painless a death as possible. That was when he came to us in search of a katana that would be sharp enough to achieve that goal.”


      “If only he weren’t so easily misunderstood...”


      “So, what do you think?”


      “Not bad. I feel like I’ve fallen for him a second time,” said Melty, unintentionally allowing the words to slip. Realizing what she had just said, she flailed her arms around while rapidly shaking her head.


      Claudia never thought she would see her in such a panic.


      “No, no, no, I mean, you know... I still haven’t heard anything come from his own mouth, so it’s still too early to make any decisions... Hey, what are you grinning like that for?!”


      Before Claudia could even offer an excuse, the doors opened with a bang, and Gwynn confidently stepped inside. There was a serious look in his eyes, almost as if he were about to challenge her to a duel.


      Lutz casually followed behind him. He met eyes with Claudia, and they gave each other a knowing nod. They had done their job.


      Lutz and Claudia stared at them as if they were watching the climax of a play, wondering just what words were going to come out of Gwynn’s mouth next.


      Gwynn simply gazed into Melty’s eyes for nearly half a minute before finally opening his mouth. “I want you to bear my children.”


      Lutz cringed a bit at Gwynn’s far too straightforward approach.


      Really? That’s what you’re going with? Even for a marriage proposal, that’s a bit heavy...


      Lutz thought that it might earn him another slap across the face, but looking over at Melty, it seemed that his concerns were entirely unnecessary.


      Melty’s cheeks flushed red. With a satisfied nod, she said, “I’m sure that any child born between us would grow up to be strong.”


      With a simple “Thank you” from Gwynn, the two of them held tightly to each other’s hands.
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      Lutz and Claudia exchanged glances, wondering what the hell they were supposed to say after witnessing such a strange proposal. Claudia gestured over to the door as if to say, Let’s get out of here.


      Lutz found his gaze drifting down to Claudia’s butt as he followed her outside. The two of them walked side by side in silence for a bit before Lutz turned and whispered, “Is that just how people handle this sort of thing in the federation?”


      “It seems that way... Being able to raise a strong child is likely seen as important in a nation of warriors. On the contrary, if Gwynn were to just come up to her with a hearty laugh and say something like ‘Hey, do you want to go out with me?’ that might actually earn him a punch to the face.”


      Lutz nodded. She might have had a point there. The two of them were probably just birds of a feather in that respect, and Lutz got the feeling that they would only grow closer as time went on.


      Lutz and Claudia walked shoulder to shoulder, a warm, fuzzy feeling spreading in their chests. Without either of them having to initiate it, their hands naturally drew together and intertwined.


      ***


      After everything in the Sarigari village had finally settled down, Claudia and everyone made their way back to Listill’s village to fill her in on everything that had happened.


      “So, that’s how it went. And the two of them lived happily ever after. The end,” finished Claudia, making the whole story sound like something out of a fairy tale.


      Listill excitedly nodded along with a sparkle in her eyes. They were gathered in a small, drafty hut, far from what most would consider a suitable domicile for a princess, but compared to the suffocating atmosphere of the palace, it felt so very comfortable to her.


      More than anything, Listill was just happy that she could spend some time with Claudia, the woman whom she looked up to most in life. There was no place in the world that Listill would have rather been at that moment.


      “I really hope that they find happiness together!”


      “Yeah...me too...”


      Given their personalities, Claudia figured that they would either forge a bond of trust as strong as steel or stumble on a difference in beliefs and break up in no time flat. Those were the only two possibilities in Claudia’s mind, but she wasn’t about to trample on the romantic ideals of such a young girl, so she decided not to comment on the matter.


      “I’m afraid that we can’t say this has immediately solved all of our issues with trade, but it should slowly begin to improve.”


      “Thank you so much! I feel like I’ve just been relying entirely on you for everything, though...” Listill bowed deeply to Claudia, a strange mixture of gratitude and guilt visible on her face.


      Claudia got up from her chair, walked over to her, and wrapped her arms around Listill’s tiny shoulders. “When I think of who in this world I want most to find happiness, I think of you, Princess Listill.”


      “Thank you, Claudia...” Listill nestled her head into Claudia and closed her eyes. At times like that alone, Listill felt as though she could forget about the tremendous responsibility that she carried. She couldn’t describe how vital those little moments were to her.


      The lives of so many rested on those fragile shoulders, and there was nothing more weighty than the life of another. Claudia wanted to carry as much of that weight for her as she could. Brushing her fingers through Listill’s long black hair, Claudia reaffirmed her commitment to that goal.


      ***


      “Whoa. This is cool. It’s all swirly. It’s so cool... Haaaah, haaaah...” Patrick stared deeply into the wavy patterns along the blade with flushed cheeks and elated breath, pulled himself away and shook his head, then stared back at the sword, repeating this process many times over.


      If you didn’t know him, you’d think that he was high on some kind of controlled substance, but Patrick was entirely sane outside of a few concerning fetishes. In his hands was the Damascus sword that Lutz had brought back from the federation. The intricate patterns along the blade stimulated something deep in Patrick’s brain to the point of numbness. He was simply enjoying drifting between the realms of his conscious mind.


      Gerhard was rolling his eyes at Patrick’s demeanor, but on the inside, he thought about doing the very same thing later on.


      The three craftsmen had all gathered at Gerhard’s workshop within the Count’s castle in the Shander domain. Lutz, Claudia, and Ricardo had finally returned home after settling everything they wanted to accomplish in the federation, and, as promised, Lutz took the Damascus sword over to Gerhard’s workshop to show everyone.


      It was such a mysterious blade, appearing as if molten metal had been poured straight out of a crucible and frozen immediately into the shape of a sword. Gerhard’s eyes sparkled like those of a young boy who had just received a new toy.


      However, Patrick didn’t seem willing to give up his turn just yet, so Gerhard decided to chat with Lutz a bit to pass the time. “Good to see you guys got back safe and sound. It’s hard to think that it took all of that to just get one village to participate in trade, though.”


      “What do they say about that? Something about a big hill getting preggers and popping out a silly little mouse...” mumbled Patrick, still unable to take his eyes off the sword.


      They had dragged a marquis, a princess, and even a knight from a foreign nation into the mix and forged an entirely new katana for the purpose of a single duel. After doing all of that, they had only gained a single trading partner.


      Parturient montes nascetur ridiculus mus. A mountain can go into labor and give birth to a tiny mouse.


      Lutz couldn’t blame Patrick for thinking about it like that, but he gave him a little smile and shook his head. “While it’s a village in name, it’s quite an impressive size, about as large as a baron’s domain in the kingdom.”


      “Hmmm... Around that size, huh?” muttered Gerhard, seemingly still not quite understanding the scale of it.


      “According to Claudia, if the Sarigari village starts to prosper from the effects of trade, the surrounding villages will also jump at the opportunity to join in. In other words, we’ve only just planted the seed, but we can soon expect it to grow.”


      Speaking of planting seeds, Lutz figured that Gwynn and Melty were probably doing the same about then, but he stopped himself from saying it out loud. Gerhard and Patrick didn’t know Gwynn very well anyway. Nobody wanted to hear a dirty joke about someone they were hardly even acquainted with. Luckily, Lutz managed to avoid one of his jokes falling flat on its face.


      “So, you’re banking on the fact that if the state of trade starts to get a bit livelier, then there will be a need to construct roads and guard caravans, giving Princess Listill’s village some much-needed work, is that right? I must say, it is a pretty roundabout way of doing things, but at the same time, it seems realistic.”


      “When developing a certain area, it’s best to get neighboring areas in on it too. There’s a limit to what any one place can do on its own, after all. Not that I know anything about it, though.”


      Even after leaving the Sarigari village, Claudia had been busier than ever. First, she stopped by Gwynn’s village to let all the soldiers know that their general wouldn’t be returning for a bit because he was preoccupied with planning his wedding. They all looked at her like they had no idea what the hell she was talking about, but she couldn’t stay long enough to explain it in full.


      Next, she headed to the trading post and informed them that the Sarigari tribe would be participating in trade from then on, crossed the border and stopped by Listill’s village, and then traveled to the Eldenburger domain to explain everything to the Marquis in person.


      When she finally returned to their home base in the Shander domain, she jumped straight into their bed, where she remained at that very moment, enjoying a deep and well-earned slumber.


      “Well, it’s probably best to leave all that talk of trade to Claudia and the other bigwigs. The only thing that should matter to us craftsmen is that we got our hands on a Damascus sword,” said Patrick with a concerning laugh. “It’s good to know that the big-boobed, silver-haired, ponytailed little Melty made it out okay, though.”


      “You’re talking about a married woman now, might I remind you?”


      “Even better!” Patrick flicked his head up with a moan.


      Seeing that as his chance, Gerhard quickly snatched the sword out of Patrick’s hands.


      “Nooooo...”


      “Don’t give me that! How long do you intend on keeping it all for yourself? I want to see it too!” snorted Gerhard before taking a close look at the mysterious blade for himself. He felt as though it trapped his very consciousness in a labyrinth of steel. He understood why Patrick had been practically tripping out over it. “Ah, this really does seem to be a good match for an illusion enchantment. While it is only a four-rune enchantment, it probably holds a power on par with most five-rune enchantments, I’d say.”


      “Even with Ginshiki’s disillusion enchantment, it looked like Melty fell under its spell for a bit when the duel started. She built up the will to shake it off soon after, though.”


      Gerhard nodded his head. He wasn’t surprised. Ideally, they wanted to dispel the illusion before it could even take hold, but now that Gerhard held the Damascus sword in his hands, he realized how naive that idea was. That sword was as potent as a deadly toxin. It was a small miracle that Melty was able to win at all.


      Of course, Gerhard didn’t really care about Melty on a personal level, but it would be very displeasing if someone were to lose a duel with a weapon he had enchanted. “To think that the Chief actually managed to lose after successfully activating the illusion. He must have been a shamefully poor swordsman,” he said without a shred of restraint.


      Lutz didn’t have much good to say about Chief Vritra, either, nor did he have any obligation to defend him. “He probably grew to rely too heavily on the power of his sword.”


      “Only a third-rate swordsman licks their lips before their prey. You can pull all the smug faces you want after you’ve actually cut down your opponent. Bringing the ugly desire to see your opponent’s despair to a battle to the death only ensures your pitiful defeat.” Gerhard held the sword at the ready with a little grin, confident that he would have surely been able to use it better. “I’ll tell you, even at my age, there’s still so much to learn. I’m thinking about doing some serious research into how the nature of a blade affects the result of an enchantment.”


      Lutz and Patrick both gave him a nod. They were still far from reaching the height of their capabilities. What a wonderful thing that was.


      After that, they discussed who would hold on to the sword, settling on an agreement where Gerhard would buy the sword from Lutz, display it in his workshop, and let the other two see it whenever they wanted. They all tended to gather there anyway, so Lutz and Patrick were happy with those conditions.


      As Lutz had already inspected the sword to his heart’s content on the road back to the kingdom, he headed straight home, but Patrick showed no intention of leaving the sword’s side, staying until the sun began to set. Eventually, Gerhard gave him a kick in the ass and threw him out of the workshop.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 5: Under the Moon, Face Painted with Blood


      “God, I drank a lot back there. I don’t have the money, but I drank it all anyway... Whoopsie daisy...” The man stumbled through the town, with only moonlight to guide his uneasy steps. That man was a knight of the Shander domain. While his moral compass and sword skills perhaps told a different story, he was at least a knight in name.


      He had just finished drowning himself in booze, asking the bartender to put it all on his tab before rushing out. Even then, the man wasn’t pleased.


      I’m out here every day, protecting the peace. Would it be too much to ask for him to just give it to me for free?


      Everyone in that damn town looked at him like he was a nuisance. He had once enjoyed how people would step out of his way in fear when he walked past, but he eventually realized that they were simply looking at him as if he were unclean, like he was nothing but a pile of dog shit in the middle of the street. Anyone would avoid such a thing. Going out of your way to step in it wouldn’t be an act of courage or favor—it would just be foolish. That was how the public saw the Knights Order.


      Don’t I deserve a little reverence, a bit of goddamned respect?


      Even after leaving the bar with a tab that he never intended to pay, the man still had the nerve to think that way.


      While the Knights Order was an organisation that might have sounded honorable at first, in reality, it was no more than a dumping ground for talentless, lower-class nobles. Most didn’t even have their own horses, so they were forced to share the few that they had. Over the last couple of years, they had also lost a lot of the Count’s trust, so they were rarely called to the castle for anything but a scolding.


      The man wanted to do something about the mess they were in. However, no matter how much he thought about it, he could never arrive at an answer, so his fears and frustrations only mounted. And, of course, the only way to relieve those frustrations was to either drown himself in beer or threaten some merchants into handing over some bail money.


      Suddenly, the man felt the presence of someone in front of him and came to a stop.


      Blocking his way was a cloaked figure, a hood hiding most of his face.


      “Hey, get the hell out of my way,” said the knight in a disgruntled tone.


      However, it appeared that the cloaked man had no intention of budging. Far from it, he drew the sword that he was concealing on his hip.


      A mugger, huh?


      The knight felt frightened for a moment, but through the power of alcohol, he calmed his mind. If he could beat that guy to a pulp, maybe he could make a bit of a name for himself. Maybe the way that the people of the city and his fellow knights looked at him would change a bit for the better. No, maybe he wouldn’t have to even call those scumbags his fellow knights anymore. He could finally become a high-ranking knight.


      The knight’s lips curled up in a grin as he drew his longsword.


      “You’ve got the same look in your eyes as livestock does,” said the man, his voice filled with ridicule.


      To think that a mere trophy would have the gall to open his filthy mouth. The knight promptly raised his sword above his head. He no longer planned on bringing the man in alive.


      From the perspective of the cloaked man, the knight’s stance seemed entirely open to attack. It was so poor that it would have been ridiculous to even suspect it was a ploy to get him to drop his guard. It wasn’t just because of the alcohol either. While the knight had done nothing but complain about how unfairly the world had treated him, he hadn’t properly trained a day in his life. Yet he somehow still maintained his superiority complex all the while. What a laughable thing it was.


      The man’s blade glimmered in the moonlight before slicing through the knight’s torso.


      “Huh?” That dim-witted mumble became the knight’s final word. Blood and guts spilled from his belly, and he immediately collapsed onto the cold ground, his body twitching in the throes of death.


      The man finally removed his hood, revealing a long, deep scar on his face, going from the corner of his eye, over his cheek, and ending at the corner of his lips.


      The knight looked up at him and attempted to call out his name, but he was no longer able to speak.


      The man saw that the knight was not yet dead, but he chose to ignore it. He simply crouched down to the knight’s side and stole his tanto. He admired the blade as it shimmered in the moonlight, then lovingly rubbed it against his cheek.


      The knight couldn’t quite tell, but it looked like he was smiling.


      “While it’s far from the quality of that other katana, it really is beautiful,” the man whispered before tucking the tanto into his cloak, putting his hood up, and disappearing into a dark alleyway.


      ***


      The next day, Ricardo barged into Lutz’s workshop. “Hey, Lutz, did you hear? There was a murder last night; they say that someone just randomly got cut down in the streets!”


      “I heard. It was one of those stupid knights that got killed, right? The whole world just feels a little cleaner this morning, wouldn’t you agree? Really, it’s wonderful news,” said Lutz, seemingly disinterested, as he let Ricardo in, then went right back to sharpening an axe. At that moment, the pile of work that had built up was a far more pressing matter than the death of some random thug. In fact, he had never once thought of a knight’s life as being that important in the first place.


      “Damn, you can be pretty cold sometimes, you know?”


      “I’d say that I’m actually on the considerate side. If Claudia heard about it, I’m sure she’d be putting on a feast tonight to celebrate.”


      Claudia, the brilliant merchant and Lutz’s loving wife, regarded the Knights Order with a spine-chilling degree of hatred. Hearing that one of them had been brutally murdered would be sure to put a smile on her face.


      “This time around, it just happened to be a knight that got attacked. It could be an ordinary citizen next time, you know?”


      “That certainly isn’t a pleasant thought, but it’s not like me worrying about it is going to do any good. I believe that’s supposed to be the job of... Oh, that’s right, the Knights Order.”


      “Although I can see a future where they aren’t capable of finding the culprit and they ask one of us to sort it out, anyway.”


      After hearing those words, Lutz looked up from his work in irritation. He knew that the Knights Order was a useless collection of scumbags, but there should be no reason for him to have to clean up after their messes.


      In the past, they had somehow managed to sort out several of the problems facing the Shander domain, so the Count had likely started to think that if things went south, he could always just turn to them to sort it out. That way, he wouldn’t have to do the hard work of actually trying to reform the Knights Order.


      Lutz couldn’t think of a greater nuisance. Ricardo was the Count’s personal adventurer, so it was his job to fight, but Lutz and Gerhard were simple craftsmen. There was no good reason to keep calling on them to help out with those kinds of problems.


      “Let’s put that thought aside for a bit, anyway. I’d much rather focus on my work as a blacksmith. You’ve come to place an order, right?”


      “Oh yes, that’s right.”


      Ricardo had asked Lutz to forge him a new katana some time ago, but as their escapades in the federation had lasted a bit longer than expected, they’d had no choice but to put it off for a while. Now that they had returned to the Shander domain and life had settled into its normal rhythm, Lutz was finally able to get a start on it.


      The two of them had sparred with the eventual price of the katana on the line, but at that time, both of them came back with bruises all over their bodies, so it was difficult to determine a clear winner. If anyone could be crowned the victor, it would have to be Claudia, who had thoroughly scolded them both when they returned.


      As Ricardo had tagged along on their expedition to the federation as a guard, Lutz agreed to pay him for his efforts by forging his katana for free. However, any enchantments or ornamentation would have to come out of Ricardo’s own pockets.


      “So, do you have any specific requests for this katana?”


      “Ah, about that...” Ricardo paused to scratch his head. “You see, I still haven’t quite given up on the idea of dual wielding.”


      “You say what now?”


      Lutz thought that he had pretty thoroughly conveyed what an awful idea that was, so he couldn’t imagine why Ricardo would bring it up again.


      “I know that it requires a crazy amount of strength and skill, but that doesn’t mean that it’s impossible, right?”


      “I mean, technically not...”


      Writing something off as impossible was at times a dangerous thing to do, especially in battle. Thinking about it reasonably, it just wasn’t doable, but to be a truly great swordsman, one had to surpass reason.


      “I’m not saying that I want to master it overnight. I’m going to take it slow, training myself little by little.”


      “Hmmm...”


      “Hey, Lutz, I’ve actually been wondering about this for a while now, but...”


      “What?”


      “Why is it that you seem so knowledgeable about dual wielding, anyway?”


      With those words, Lutz’s hands came to an abrupt stop.


      Seeing a reaction like that, Ricardo felt affirmed in a certain theory he had. “You’ve tried to learn how to dual wield as well, haven’t you?” asked Ricardo with a smirk.


      Lutz shook his head in defeat, knowing that Ricardo had seen right through him. “I forgot to address the key advantages of dual wielding the last time we spoke about this. Of course, it gives you a wider variety of choices in battle, but there is one more thing...”


      “One more thing?” Ricardo leaned forward in anticipation.


      “It makes you look super cool.”


      Ricardo couldn’t have agreed more. The two big children gave each other a nod of understanding.


      ***


      After Lutz finally kicked Ricardo out of the workshop, he had a sit-down and began to mull over what kind of katana he should forge.


      In terms of Ricardo’s specifications, he just needed a normal katana. His other katana, Tsubaki, had such a powerful curse that he couldn’t even draw it without great caution. All he really needed was a bit of an upgrade from his ordinary sword. Lutz didn’t need to go any further than that.


      The only issue was that Ricardo had claimed that he was still aiming to master dual wielding someday. If his eventual plan was to wield Tsubaki in his right hand and this new katana in his left, then it was probably best to keep it as light as possible.


      On the other hand, Ricardo was an adventurer. He would at times be facing people and at times be fighting monsters. One day, he could be guarding a carriage, then delving into the labyrinth the next. The nature of his job didn’t allow for careful use, and there would likely be times when he would have to engage in consecutive battles, without the opportunity to perform any maintenance. It would certainly have to be able to take a beating.


      In short, I need to forge a light, sharp, and durable katana that can be used with two hands but can quickly switch to being used one-handed. Yeah, not going to happen. That would just be idiotic. It would end up being a solid mass of contradictions.


      Lutz felt a sudden urge to chase after Ricardo and whack him in the face. As he somewhat seriously considered barging into Ricardo’s place for once, the door opened, and Claudia stepped in.


      “I’m home,” she said in an even brighter voice than usual.


      As Lutz was being greeted by his lovely wife, he decided to push his violent ideations to the back of his mind. When Lutz turned around to see her, he noticed that she was carrying a large basket, packed with ingredients.


      “What’s with all of that?”


      “I heard some wonderful news today, so I thought we should treat ourselves to a bit of a feast.” With an extra skip in her step and a wag of her proverbial tail, she rushed over to the kitchen.


      Lutz had a good guess as to why she was so happy, but thought it best not to comment.


      ***


      Their table was adorned with succulent meat, piping hot soup, and the fluffiest bread. Apparently, Claudia had even baked them something for dessert.


      With the most alluring of smiles, Claudia poured wine into Lutz’s glass.


      “Wow, something really must have made you happy...” he said, eyes still wide in shock.


      Claudia gave him a little shrug. “I know that it’s maybe not the classiest thing to celebrate the death of another, but I just can’t help but feel a flutter in my chest, an overflowing sense of peace.”


      “Hey, I don’t have any intention of blaming you for it. It’s their fault for doing something horrible enough to earn your wrath.”


      “Right? I’m of the same mind. I almost feel like addressing a letter of appreciation to this mysterious ripper.” Claudia let out a joyous laugh and held out her glass for a cheers.


      She had gone through the trouble of making such a lovely meal, so Lutz figured that he might as well enjoy it.


      First, Lutz took a bite of the savory, garlicky chicken, then he washed it down with a luxurious gulp of wine. It was a cycle of gastronomic magnificence.


      Claudia also seemed satisfied with Lutz’s vigor, as she kept nodding along with a slightly tipsy demeanor.


      “By the way,” said Claudia, “what do you think mister murderer’s goal was? If he just wanted to rid the streets of a rotten knight, I’m all for it, but if tomorrow comes and it turns out he killed an ordinary citizen, then having celebrated like this is going to feel a bit awkward.”


      It seemed that Claudia shared the same concern as Lutz and Ricardo. It was difficult to get behind a random vigilante when you didn’t even know what their real goal was. That point was rather unsettling.


      “Do you think he was after money?”


      “Lutzy, try thinking about that from the killer’s perspective. If they were just after a bit of money, there would be no need to go out of their way to attack a knight. If they just waited outside of a bar somewhere, surely they would find no shortage of rich, jolly, old merchants, ready to hit up the pleasure district.”


      Claudia was definitely right about that much. Lutz gave her a nod and tried to really get into the head of the killer. “Could he have been looking for a strong opponent to test his mettle against?”


      “Now that really would be ridiculous. When asked to imagine someone strong, the only people in this city who would think of a member of the Knights Order would have to be a jester or a moron. Actually, that wouldn’t even make a decent joke, so any jester who would think of such a thing should consider changing professions.”


      Perhaps the wine had something to do with it, but Lutz got the feeling that the poison Claudia was spitting was about thirty percent more potent than usual. She was such a polite and graceful woman, but when it came to the Knights Order, she lost all of her filters.


      “Maybe he had no choice but to resort to thievery, so he decided to at least go after someone that wouldn’t be missed. That way, he wouldn’t need to live with much guilt.”


      “Not bad, not bad... You’re pretty smart, aren’t you, Lutzy? Let’s get married!”


      “We already are.”


      “Oh, that’s right! Well, there’s no limit to the times you can fall in love with someone!” Claudia burst out into merry laughter.


      She really must have been drunk. Lutz thought that they’d never be able to get through all of the wine, but it seemed that there was only around a fifth of it left. Lutz had drunk three glasses. The rest of it was all Claudia.


      “Right, now’s the time for the biggest joke of this whole thing! The poor, poor little knight who got killed still had his wallet on his body, or that’s what they’re saying, although it only had a few copper in it, anyway.”


      That was news to Lutz. While she had been overjoyed when she heard of the knight’s death, Claudia hadn’t forgotten to collect as much information as she could.


      “So, if the killer was just after money, then you would think that he would at least check the wallet, right? Even after seeing the disappointing contents, surely he wouldn’t go through the trouble of carefully putting it back.”


      “However, there did appear to be one thing that was stolen...”


      “Oh? What would that be?”


      “His tanto. Not a shortsword, but a tanto. Do you realize what that means?” asked Claudia, her face still flushed, but a far more sober look coming to her eyes.


      Lutz picked up on the serious atmosphere and gave her a deep nod. Back when they were still working outside the city walls without a license, they had sold several tanto to the knights of the city in order to make ends meet. It was surely one of his pieces that had been stolen.


      “The killer must have known that the knight had that tanto on him. However, those idiots probably go showing off their weapons everywhere they go, so it might be too early to say that the killer must have had some known relation to him.”


      “So, with that, has the killer completed his goal? Will he start to go after the other knights who carry tanto? Or maybe...” Lutz cut himself off there. It was possible that the killer might come after the smith who forged those tanto. While that felt like a wild speculation, Lutz couldn’t quite manage to laugh off the possibility either.


      “Keep your wits about you, Lutzy. If anything were to happen to you, I’d...” Claudia’s head started to droop down. It seemed the wine was finally inviting her to sleep.


      Lutz told her that he would handle the rest of the cleanup and went to carry her up to their bedroom.


      “Lutzy, do the thing. You know, the thing. Carry me like a princess!”


      “That might be a bit hard to do going up the stairs...”


      “Aw, don’t be stingy!”


      As soon as Lutz lay her down in bed, she seemed to fall straight into a pleasant slumber. Staring at her peaceful face, Lutz felt a smile come to his lips. He then went downstairs and made sure the doors were firmly locked. The doors were fitted with sturdy latches, and all of the windows were shut tight. They weren’t big enough for a person to fit through anyway, but you couldn’t be too safe.


      Lutz was about to go clear off the table on the second floor, but as he reached the bottom of the stairs, he just couldn’t shake off a nagging feeling in the back of his mind. He went back over to the door and checked the lock for a second time.


      It was firmly locked. Of course it was.


      ***


      Lutz put some of the leftover soup and meat together and warmed it up in the morning. It was a big bowl of garlic chicken soup; there was no way it could be bad. What a luxurious breakfast it was.


      “Mmm, this is good.” Lutz gave a satisfied nod as he bit into the wonderful chicken, then drank a big gulp of watered-down wine. It certainly wasn’t enough to get him drunk, just enough to put a little extra spring in his step for the day.


      It was the perfect breakfast. The only thing that put a damper on it was the fact that Lutz had to enjoy it by himself, but that wasn’t enough reason to force his wife, with a raging hangover, out of bed. She needed some rest too.


      “Good...morning...” Claudia came down from the third floor, supporting herself against the wall as she walked. She looked rather pale, and she had a wild case of bedhead.


      Lutz prided himself on the thought that he was the only man in the world who got to see such a side of her. “Morning, dear. Are you hungry? I just warmed up the leftovers, so I can get you a nice warm bowl of it.”


      With sleepy eyes, Claudia turned her attention to the table. “Yeah, that sounds pretty nice, actually. You go ahead and keep eating, though. Even a drunk like me can manage ladling some soup into a bowl.”


      With that, Claudia walked down to the kitchen on the first floor with uneasy steps and stumbled her way back up again. To be honest, it looked a bit dangerous, but Lutz could tell that she was at least clear of mind.


      “God, I really drank too much last night. Looking back now, it’s honestly embarrassing.”


      “Why don’t you just take the whole day to rest? It’s not like we have anything that we really have to get done, right?” Even if Claudia got a bit carried away with excitement, Lutz trusted that she would never drink that much, knowing that she had something important to do the next day.


      “There isn’t anything in particular. At most, I was just thinking about having a walk around the market.”


      “The market? Were you wanting to buy something?”


      “No, I just wanted to take a little walk, that’s all. Just thought I’d check it out and see how busy it is, what kinds of things are being sold, or if there are any new rumors going around. It can be fun to go for a stroll and just take it all in.”


      “Ah, right...” Lutz was more of a hermit himself, usually just locked up in his workshop all day. He hadn’t really ever walked around town just to take in the sights and sounds. If he hadn’t heard it from Ricardo or Claudia, he probably wouldn’t even have heard much about the knight’s murder. “Okay then, I’ll go around the market today and pick up some bread on the way back.”


      “I appreciate it, but are you okay with that? You’ve got Ricardo’s order to think about too.”


      Lutz froze for a second at the mention of it, but it wasn’t the sort of thing that he had to hide from Claudia anyway, so, with a defeated smile, he told Claudia all about his worries. “To be honest, I’m at a complete loss as to what kind of katana I should be working on. I figure a little walk could do me some good.”


      Claudia gave him a little nod. If that was the case, she didn’t have any objections. It seemed that all artists carried that same curse, no matter how skilled they were.


      Claudia had met with several masters from the Guild who seemed obsessed with simply clinging to their position. Knowing that, perhaps Lutz’s worries were just a necessary part of his process. She just regretted that there wasn’t much else she could do to help him through it.


      “Sometimes a bit of fresh air and a change of pace is all it takes. It’s not like Ricardo’s order has any set deadline anyway, and he’s in no desperate need of it right now, right?”


      The sword that Ricardo used most of the time was a reward from the Count, one that had been enchanted by none other than Gerhard. It was far more capable than most run-of-the-mill weapons. Lutz had inspected it once and concluded that it was worthy of being called a truly great sword. There were likely very few adventurers who carried such a fine weapon. Ricardo’s only real reason for wanting a katana was to have matching blades. If Lutz was being very honest, it was a flimsy reason to go through all the trouble. It was like being bothered by a book on a shelf because it was just a little taller than the rest.


      Claudia peered over at Lutz’s expression to see if she had managed to put him at ease, even if just a bit, and saw that he had a gentle smile on his face.


      “Yeah, you’re right. I’m just going to have to make him wait a bit longer, although I’ll have to make sure that I really forge him a beauty to make up for it.”


      ***


      It wasn’t like it had been particularly long since Lutz had last been to the market, but it was his first time really observing everything that was going on. Usually, he had a clear goal in mind when he came and went right home after buying whatever he went there for.


      Lutz wandered through the streets and took in the lively sounds of merchants peddling their wares. There were butchers, fruit and vegetable stands, people selling used clothes or everyday goods, and many other varieties of little shops. You really could get anything that you needed in a single trip there. Well, not quite anything. The bakeries, for example, were regulated under the Guild, so you wouldn’t find bread for sale in the market. You’d have to walk a bit out of your way.


      Nearing the end of the long street, some shops sold goods made for adventurers, such as weapons or armor. Lutz was curious as to what they might have out on display, half just wanting to assure himself that there was nothing out there better than what he could forge, so he decided to take a peek.


      “Hey, have a look around,” said the old shopkeeper in a tired, disinterested voice.


      Lutz figured that he must have really given off the impression that he had hardly come across a copper in his life.


      The old man was likely a retired adventurer, as he had the type of build that one could only achieve through a life of wielding a sword, but his eyes were filled with a distinct hopelessness and disappointment toward life.


      Lutz took a look at what he had out for sale and immediately regretted even coming over. It was all such horrible junk. The metal helmet was rusted. The leather armor was moldy and seemed to have been half-eaten by bugs. With a bit of maintenance, they could have at least looked a bit better, but it seemed that the shopkeeper couldn’t even find the motivation to do that much.


      What a waste of time... No, I’m probably just thinking about this the wrong way.


      That kind of shop was necessary for poorer adventurers. There were those far less fortunate who would have to wear that armor and fight off monsters with it. That was the reality of the world they lived in. Sometimes, there was a lot you could learn from a little change in perspective. Lutz nodded his head contemplatively.


      Meanwhile, the shopkeeper was shooting him a glare that said, “If you’re going to buy something, do it quickly. If not, get the hell out of here!”


      Just as Lutz took a step back and was about to leave, a shortsword caught his attention. It had a glossy black...saya. It wasn’t a shortsword, but a tanto.


      “Shopkeep, what’s that over there?” asked Lutz, pointing at the tanto.


      The shopkeeper’s scowl twisted into a delighted smile. “Careful there, kid, do you know how much that’s worth? I just picked up this little treasure this morning. It’s the only thing I have in this shitty little shop that I can proudly display. Don’t you touch it now—if you want to see inside, I’ll draw the blade for you.”


      “I don’t need you to show me to know what’s inside.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “I’m the one who forged that tanto, after all.”


      “Oh, is that so?” The shopkeeper’s voice was painted with suspicion. “If you really are the smith who made this thing, I’ve got a word of advice for you. You got to do a bit better with the saya and the tsuka, give it a bit of ornamentation. The blade is fantastic, but with this outer appearance, you’re dressing up a princess in filthy rags.”


      “Urgh... I can’t argue with that...”


      “I’m not saying that this world is all about appearances, but you at least need to do the bare minimum to attract some eyeballs, don’t you think?”


      He had made that tanto back when he didn’t know any ornamentalists, and even if he did, he wouldn’t have had the money to hire them. Lutz wanted to defend himself, but to be honest, it didn’t really have anything to do with the shopkeeper, so he decided to change the topic.


      “More importantly, how did you get your hands on this? Who sold it to you?”


      The shopkeeper looked at Lutz with eyes filled with condemnation and let out a long, putrid breath. “You should know that I can’t say that. Aren’t you even a bit familiar with the adventurers’ moral code?”


      “The person who sold you that tanto might be a murderer.”


      “I’ve killed a fair few in my day too. I take it that you are no different.”


      Unfortunately, Lutz couldn’t deny that. He had killed many men in his life. It had all been in self-defense, and he had never gone against his own principles, but all of that was merely how he chose to interpret it from his perspective. Surely, there were many he had killed that would disagree if given the chance.


      “Thank you for your time.”


      Lutz turned around to leave, but the old man called out to him before he could.


      “It was a knight. I don’t know what his problem was, but he looked terrified. More than wanting some money for it, it looked to me like he just wanted someone to take it off his hands.”


      “Are you sure telling me about all of this doesn’t go against that moral code you were speaking of?”


      “It’s no skin off my back. That guy wasn’t even an adventurer anyway.” The shopkeeper let out a laugh.


      Lutz gave the man a deep bow of gratitude.


      A few days later, another knight was found dead. Apparently, nothing had been stolen.


      ***


      The high-ranking knight Djoser was in quite a predicament. He had come to the knights’ station of the Shander domain to ask how they were proceeding with the investigation of the serial knight killings, but the knights all just laid down their tanto and asked Djoser to hold on to them.


      Three tanto were laid out on the table. The knights simply looked down at their feet in silence. That was far from the response that Djoser was looking for, if it could be called a response at all.


      “Sorry... Um, could you explain things chronologically and in some greater detail? What do these tanto have to do with anything?”


      “Sir Djoser, we would be very grateful if you were to look after these for a bit.”


      “And...why is that?”


      It was like he was talking to a wall. A pronounced wrinkle formed across Djoser’s forehead as his patience dwindled.


      The other knights could also sense his mood starting to sour, but not one of them moved to address it. They just continued to exchange glances.


      “Talk to me, damn it! You, just say something!” Djoser pointed at one of the knights who had offered up his tanto.


      After being pointed out specifically, the knight could no longer stay silent, so he ever so reluctantly opened his mouth to speak.


      The other knights all breathed a sigh of relief, thankful that Djoser hadn’t chosen them to explain.


      Honesty, that irritated Djoser more than anything until then.


      “It seems like the killer might be going after people carrying around these tanto...”


      “That’s excellent news. If the killer is going to save us the trouble of finding him and come straight to you, then why don’t you just catch him when he shows himself? Easy as that.”


      “That’s kind of why we figured it would be better if you held on to them for a bit, Sir Djoser...” The knight’s voice grew quieter and quieter.


      It took Djoser a little while to understand what he was saying. When he finally put together the meaning and intent behind the knight’s words, Djoser was sent into such a rage that he felt his blood might boil. He slammed his fist down on the table with a thunderous bang, sending the tanto momentarily into the air. He had originally launched his fist straight toward the knight’s face, but he’d changed its course partway through. Part of him still wished he had slugged the bastard.


      “You don’t want to fight this guy yourself, so you plan on using me as bait instead?!”


      “No, we would never think such a thing! We simply thought it would be best if the strongest among us were to carry them...”


      Surely the knight was just trying to suck up to Djoser, but he had unintentionally poured more oil on the fire.


      “You guys are knights, goddamn it! Your whole job is to fight! If you intend to shrug off that last responsibility remaining to you, then you are no longer knights at all! You’re just doorweights that do nothing but eat and shit!”


      “Even coming from you, Sir Djoser, don’t you think that is going a bit too far?”


      “Ah, so you at least had enough pride remaining in that rotten heart of yours to feel anger at my accusation, huh? That’s a good start anyway, a wonderful thing indeed. So, what are you going to do about it? Are you going to run off and go tell your daddy? Or are you going to put your honor on the line and duel me now?!”


      The knights were so intimidated by Djoser’s fiery glare that they couldn’t say anything in return. That being said, it wasn’t like they were really repenting for any of their actions either. They simply blamed fate for being so unfair to them.


      There really was no point in scolding those imbeciles. Djoser took a deep breath and tried to speak as gently as possible so as not to scare them too much. “Anyway, why would a killer go after me for carrying these tanto around in the first place?” He picked one of the tanto up from the table and drew it from its saya. While he couldn’t call it a masterpiece, it was a fine blade. Djoser had heard that Lutz forged those tanto for them some time ago.


      One of the knights spoke out after a moment of obvious hesitation. “I think the culprit is...Donaldo.”


      “Ah, right. And just who in the world is that?”


      “Do you remember that one knight who cut into his own face with a katana?”


      It would be more difficult to forget such a thing. It was the event that led to Lutz and his first meeting, the start of everything. Djoser remembered that there was a particular idiot who cut deeply into his own cheek as he rubbed it against Tsubaki’s blade, and that was before it was even enchanted. After hearing that all hell was breaking loose down at the knights’ station, Djoser paid them a visit and confiscated Tsubaki, later giving it to his master, Gerhard.


      “After his wounds had healed, he dropped by the station a few times, but after around a month, he just disappeared.”


      Djoser couldn’t help but let his dissatisfaction show on his face. That was all news to him. However, there were perhaps more pressing matters to address at the moment, so he let it slip for the time being. He tilted up his head a bit to urge the knight to continue with his explanation.


      “Just a few days ago, that guy turned up here again out of the blue. Then, he said to all of us—well, the five of us that have tanto—that we weren’t worthy of carrying them and that we should hand them over to him.”


      “That is a rather sudden development...”


      “Apparently, the entire time that guy was gone, he was doing some kind of training up in the mountains and earned his living by hunting down monsters. He had this kind of shimmer in his eyes... He couldn’t have been in his right mind.”


      Djoser wanted to say that this Donaldo seemed to be doing a whole lot more good for the world than the rest of those useless punks, but he figured it probably wouldn’t be proper to praise someone who was under suspicion of committing murder, so he held his tongue.


      “Of course, when he asked us to just give over our tanto, we turned him down. That night, we all returned home safe and sound, but after that, we’ve been being picked off one by one...”


      “So both of the victims were wielders of these tanto, huh?”


      It was hard to brush that off as a coincidence. Crossing paths with such enchanting blades could drastically change the course of one’s life, and there was no guarantee that it would change for the better. He didn’t know how being cut by Tsubaki’s blade had changed that former knight, Donaldo, but it was more than possible that the case had exceeded the capabilities of those utter idiots. Personally, Djoser wouldn’t lose a wink of sleep if all of them died in a ditch, but considering that he was still technically responsible for them as a high-ranking knight, he couldn’t just allow that to happen.


      Another thing that didn’t quite sit right with Djoser was the fact that the killer’s motives still weren’t entirely clear. Would he be finished as soon as he collected all of the tanto? Or would he perhaps just go after the next incredible blade on his list? Would he target Lutz, Gerhard, or even the Count? Knowing that was well within the realm of possibility, Djoser had no choice but to act. Also, considering that Djoser himself was a wielder of one of Lutz’s blades, he was already too deeply involved to leave it up to anyone else.


      “All right, I’ll hold on to these,” said Djoser, picking up the three tanto from the table.


      “Um, just to be clear,” started one of the knights, a fair bit of hesitation in his voice, “you’re just holding on to them for a bit, right? When all of this is over, please give them back to us.”


      Djoser didn’t know how many times that day he had felt a wave of fury come over him. They had begged him to take those tanto to save their own skins, and now that Djoser had, they were talking about it as if they were doing him a favor by letting him borrow them.


      Djoser drew one of the tanto and stabbed it into the table, opening a hole in the stained and beer-drenched wood. Djoser was rather impressed that the blade showed no signs of warping or chipping. Perhaps that was to be expected of one of Lutz’s works.


      “Choose. Are you going to give up this blade, or are you going to fight Donaldo by yourself?!”


      The knights were completely overpowered by Djoser’s thunderous voice. They kept sneaking regretful glances at the tanto sticking into the table, but no one volunteered to take it into their hands.


      Donaldo certainly has one thing right. These worms are far from being worthy masters of these blades.


      Djoser clicked his tongue and left the knights’ station behind him. He had managed to collect a good deal of information, but he was left in an awful mood. He at least wanted to praise himself for having the patience not to draw the sword on his hip. Just what would those punks think if they knew that Djoser’s beloved sword, Knight Killer, was forged with their brutal deaths in mind?


      ***


      Djoser made a somewhat rare appearance at Lutz’s workshop.


      “Oh, hey, Djoser, it’s been a little while. Are you here to get some maintenance done on your sword?”


      “Huh? Ah, yes. Would you mind?” Still reluctant to admit to the embarrassing state of the Knights Order, Djoser decided to go with that as an excuse for his visit. He pulled Knight Killer off of his hip, still sheathed, and handed it over to Lutz.


      Lutz adjusted the blinds of the window to expand some of the narrow beams of light leaking into the workshop, then carefully looked over the blade. There was no rust, no chipping, and no warping to be seen. Djoser had clearly taken very good care of it. It looked no different from the day Lutz had handed it over to him.


      “I don’t see any problems with it. Since you’re here, I’ll just go ahead and apply a fresh coat of oil.” Lutz wiped off the old oil and carefully applied a new layer.


      The whole time Lutz was doing that, Djoser was fidgeting and looking around the workshop with an unsettled expression.


      “So, has there been some kind of development on your end?” asked Lutz, handing Knight Killer back over to him. He tried his best to pass it off as normal chatter.


      Djoser looked back at him in surprise. “Why would you think that?”


      “There wasn’t anything wrong with your sword, to a suspicious extent, so I figure you aren’t here because you had to use it a bit too carelessly. You didn’t really come here for maintenance at all, but something is going on that’s a bit difficult for you to bring up. Am I right?”


      Djoser felt a bit embarrassed that Lutz was able to read his intentions like that. However, he was also a bit relieved that there was no longer any point in hiding it. “You’re exactly right. While it’s honestly a bit shameful, it’s about those punks down at the knights’ station.”


      “Good to hear. If I was off the mark there, I would just sound like some cringy guy trying to play detective.”


      “Anyway...listen to this.” Djoser filled Lutz in on everything he had heard at the knights’ station the other day, a tired look on his face.


      Donaldo, the man who had cut into his own face, had disappeared for some time, then popped back up all of a sudden. He had an argument with the knights who carried around Lutz’s tanto, then left again. A few days after that, two of those knights had already turned up dead.


      “Ah, so that’s what’s going on...”


      “Do you know something?”


      Lutz then told Djoser all about what he had heard from the old shopkeeper in the market, that a certain knight had sold off the tanto in a panic.


      “Hmmm...” After exchanging information, Djoser crossed his arms and groaned in thought. “So the guy who was killed probably didn’t even have the tanto on his person when he was attacked. That means the killer didn’t check to see if he was actually carrying it—he simply attacked him because he knew that knight to be a wielder of one of your tanto.”


      “So, the killer would have to have been an acquaintance.”


      “It really is looking like it might be this Donaldo guy...”


      “However, if that is the case, there is still one thing that I don’t get. Just what is this Mister Donaldo trying to accomplish? What is his motive?”


      Djoser gave a silent nod. Even though they had a pretty good idea of who the culprit might be, there was still an air of uncertainty around the matter. That was because they still had no idea why he would do such a thing.


      It wasn’t for the money. It didn’t seem like it was out of some kind of grudge either. Then what else would compel a man to murder? Lutz and Djoser weren’t even certain if they were potential targets or not, so they certainly couldn’t just turn a blind eye to it.


      “Djoser, when Donaldo came back to the knights’ station, what exactly did he say to the other knights? Something about them not being worthy of the tanto?”


      “As long as their minds and ears aren’t as rotten as their personalities, it seems that he said something to that effect. I can at least be confident that they wouldn’t lie about a thing like this.”


      “If Donaldo learns that you have all three of the remaining tanto on you, do you think that he’ll stop his attacks?”


      Would he really just stop so easily? It made some sense, but Djoser got the feeling that they had yet to arrive at the real truth of it all. Given the uncomfortable feeling in his chest, he was sure that one of the assumptions they were making was off somehow.


      “The way I see it, I don’t think that he’ll stop at just these five tanto. He’ll probably go after all of your works, or perhaps even all of the sacred or incredible blades in this world.”


      “I was really hoping that you would just say that it probably doesn’t have anything to do with us and we can just let someone else handle it...”


      “I think it’s fair to say that you can give up on any hope of that.” Djoser shook his head. He really did feel bad that he had to drag Lutz into an issue caused by his knights, but now that it had come to that, there was little he could do. “Either way, we have to capture that guy at all costs. Whether he continues his attacks or not, that man has committed the grave sin of killing a knight. If we’re looking for a motive, we can just hear it from the horse’s mouth when we have him in chains.”


      Djoser stood up and was about to reach for the door, but stopped himself a few inches short. “Hey, Lutz... Do you think that I am a worthy wielder of Knight Killer?”


      “Are you forgetting what you achieved during the Princess’s rescue mission? If someone could see you then and still say that you were unworthy, there would have to be something wrong with their head. You are a proven swordsman.” To Lutz, it was entirely obvious.


      Djoser cracked a faint smile.


      “What, are you telling me that you weren’t sure yourself?”


      “I had confidence. Even so, it feels good to be recognized by the creator of my weapon.” With a little wave of his hand, Djoser walked out the door.


      Lutz let out a deep breath as he stared at the door his brother-in-arms had left through. “Who is worthy, who is unworthy? Everyone seems to be thinking a bit too deeply about all of this. A sword is a tool. The sword doesn’t choose the wielder. The wielder chooses the sword.”


      Which of them was the master and which was the servant? If Lutz became unable to tell the difference, he was sure it would lead to his death as a blacksmith.


      All alone in his workshop, Lutz said one more time, under his breath, “Who is worthy, and who is unworthy?”


      After Djoser left the workshop, Lutz made his way over to the market. He wanted to warn the old shopkeeper he had spoken with before. If he were still in possession of that tanto, he could be a potential target for the killer.


      When Lutz suggested that he either hide it or get rid of it somehow, the shopkeeper showed him what would have surely been a toothy grin if his mouth wasn’t mostly devoid of teeth.


      “Oh, I like this—sounds like fun. I’ll either wipe the floor with him or die trying, and I’ll tell you what, I’m happy either way. It sure beats just rotting away like this.”


      Lutz didn’t press the issue any further. That man was a warrior. If Lutz were to deny his way of thinking, it could easily be seen as an attack on the man’s pride.


      “Sorry for the intrusion, shopkeep. It looks like I was worried about nothing.”


      “No, there’s a world of difference between being able to prepare myself and someone getting the jump on me. Thanks, kid. Did you really come all the way here just to warn me, though?”


      “You were kind enough to tell me about the guy that sold you that tanto, after all.”


      “Well, that is very courteous of you.” The shopkeeper allowed a little chuckle to leak from him.


      Lutz couldn’t help but smile at the sight. However, that sense of calm was only momentary. A few seconds later, Lutz could feel a strong presence of someone staring daggers at his back.


      The smile disappeared from the shopkeeper’s lips, and his eyes narrowed. “It looks like you’ve got someone looking for you, kid. Don’t turn around now.”


      “For some reason, I always seem to be popular with these burly men. I can’t say it makes me too happy. What does the guy look like?”


      “He’s wearing a cloak and hiding his face with the hood. I can’t tell you anything else.”


      “That’s plenty. Thanks again.”


      “No problem. If you’re still alive, drop by again sometime,” said the shopkeeper, waving his hand as if to shoo him away.


      Lutz said his goodbyes and left the little stand. From behind, he could still feel someone’s stare boring holes into him.


      Whoever it was, surely they wouldn’t be so bold as to attack him in a crowded area. Keeping his focus on everything going on behind him, Lutz walked back toward the town of craftsmen. He wanted to lure the man to the fairly large plaza that everyone used as a storage area. That was where he was planning on settling the matter.


      The presence Lutz felt behind him seemed to keep the same distance no matter how far he walked, even when he had left the more populated areas. It seemed that he wasn’t planning on suddenly attacking from behind.


      I finally understand how women must feel when men keep staring at their asses...


      After an internal apology to his wife, Lutz finally entered the town of craftsmen. Now that he was back in his own neighborhood, anyone he didn’t know would stand out like a sore thumb. Even more so if it was a shady-looking guy in a cloak.


      Even then, the man followed after him. It seemed that he was completely aware that Lutz had noticed him.


      People called that plaza a storage area, but it was more commonly used as a dumping ground. The moment Lutz set foot into it, he slowly turned around to face the man. However, the man seemed completely unfazed by this.


      “Hey, aren’t you tired of just ogling at my ass yet? Let’s cut to the chase already.” Lutz pulled his axe from his back and held it at the ready.


      However, the man did not draw his sword. Instead, he pulled back his hood to reveal his face. There was a large scar across his cheek, clearly from a blade.


      Lutz got the feeling that he had seen the man somewhere before, but he couldn’t remember clearly. It had been more than a year and a half since he had rescued Claudia from the knights’ station, so his memory of that day was starting to feel a bit hazy.


      The man reached for his sword, but to Lutz’s surprise, he removed it from his hip, sheath and all, then placed it to his side as he knelt before him.


      “Huh?”


      “I have finally been granted a chance to meet with you, my God!”


      “Huh?”


      Lutz had prepared himself for a fight to the death, but instead, it seemed that he had become a god at some point and even gained a follower. Lutz tried his best to process the situation he was in, but none of it made any sense whatsoever. He could have maybe understood it if it were a plan to get him to let his guard down, but it seemed like the man had no intention of attacking him.


      “Um, okay, let me get this straight. You’re Donaldo...right?”


      “Oh, to think that you would know the name of a lowly mortal such as me!” The man lifted his head in joy. His cheeks were flushed red, and he had a burning passion in his eyes. It was the face of a man who was either in awe or in love. Lutz rather hoped that it wasn’t the latter.


      “Oh, um, yeah... So, you are Donaldo, then? Are you sure that you aren’t mistaking me for somebody else?”


      “You are the avatar of Hephaestus, given new life in the modern world, the divine katana smith, Lutz, isn’t that right?!”


      “The only thing right about that is my name...”


      It seemed that in Donaldo’s mind, Lutz was some kind of god of fire and smithing, but Lutz had never once allowed himself to be so conceited as to think of himself as divine. At most, when he made something that he was truly proud of, he might just gloat about it being the finest blade on the continent. Even then, he knew that it was an exaggeration. Being called the avatar of Hephaestus was beyond the realm of being funny. Quite honestly, it was creepy as hell.


      The killer, who had caused so much commotion, was right in front of Lutz. However, it seemed that he didn’t intend to cause Lutz any harm, so he figured that he would at least hear Donaldo out. Of course, he wasn’t going to let go of his axe, though.


      “Um, do you mind if I ask you some questions? I’ve got a mountain of them.”


      “Please ask away. I will gladly speak with you all night, nay, all week if you desire!”


      “I only need about ten to twenty minutes. So, why do you think that I’m a god? Also, what in the world happened to you, Donaldo?”


      “I am so glad that you asked.” Donaldo bowed deeply.


      Lutz got the feeling that he was opening Pandora’s box, but it was too late for regrets.


      “It all began when you came to save that young merchant, my lord.”


      “Her name is Claudia,” said Lutz, aggravated. That knight had put Claudia through all of that suffering and still didn’t even have the courtesy to remember her name.


      Donaldo bowed his head in apology, realizing his mistake. “After you laid down that magnificent katana to save Lady Claudia, I became so infatuated with that blade that I cut into my own cheeks.”


      If he had been resentful, Lutz could have understood that, but why was Donaldo worshipping him all of a sudden instead? Lutz gave a little nod to urge him to continue.


      “So much blood gushed from my face. My consciousness was fading, but for some reason, my sense of pain alone never numbed. It was the strangest feeling, but it helped me understand something. That katana was the first true weapon that I had ever held!” Donaldo’s face was painted with ecstasy, and his passion only seemed to grow. “After I realized that, even the pain in my cheek felt like a loving caress. Compared to that katana, the flimsy swords that we wore on our waists weren’t fit to be called swords at all. They were just some pointy metal sticks! If you, my lord, the creator of such a fine katana, are not a God, then just what are you?!”


      Even before the bewitching katana, Tsubaki, was enchanted, it must have still had a similar effect on the mind, albeit diluted. Or perhaps it was only because it absorbed the blood of that pervert that it took on such an insane power. Lutz wasn’t very well-versed in such magic, so he could only speculate.


      “After my wounds healed and I returned to the knights’ station, I felt like I was seeing the world through new eyes. I finally could recognize what scumbags my fellow knights really were! Without any real skill or effort on their parts, they became knights through the influence of their parents and used their borrowed power to torture innocent civilians. It was just a community of failures, always drinking cheap booze from midday and griping about how the world didn’t recognize their true value, all the while clinging to an entirely unfounded, unshakable confidence. How could they be so horrible, so foolish?! I did my best to put up with them for a time, but knowing that the public looked at me the same as those pitiful worms, I just couldn’t take it anymore, so I ran as far as I could.”


      “So, that was why you headed to the mountains and took on monsters to train yourself up, huh?”


      Absolutely delighted that Lutz was already so informed about his circumstances, Donaldo rapidly nodded his head as if it were the wagging tail of a happy dog.


      Lutz regretted letting his tongue slip. Even though he really didn’t want to get involved with that guy, he just couldn’t break his awful habit of sticking his nose into places it didn’t belong. Surely, he would never be free of that troublesome impulse.


      “After finishing my training, I returned to this city. Surely I was only a bother to them, but I at least wanted to inform my parents that I was still alive and well. On my way there, I decided to stop by my old stomping grounds, but...” His expression suddenly changed, as if a dark shadow had been cast over him. “It really is a shameful thing...” he said under his breath before continuing. “I saw that those lice I once called my compatriots hadn’t grown at all. Then a bunch of them showed off the tanto dangling from their hips, your creations, and they had the gall to brag about them. After seeing that, blood started rushing to my head, and I told them that they weren’t fit to carry such weapons on their hips, that they weren’t worthy.”


      “So, then you decided to cut them down in cold blood and leave them lying in the streets?”


      Donaldo’s shoulders twitched a bit at Lutz’s phrasing, but he didn’t deny it either. “Yes,” he said, his voice that of a penitent.


      With that, Lutz knew Donaldo’s motive, but he was still far from understanding it. Of course, he understood that the Knights of the Count’s domain were a bunch of dipshit assholes and that those tanto were certainly wasted on them, but using that to justify murder was too great a leap for Lutz. While one might get into an argument or be put in a bad mood, most normal people had the mental brakes to stop a situation like that from progressing any further. That would be the end of it.


      “I have one more question for you. Why did you choose to follow me all this way? Surely you didn’t just want to say hi.”


      “Ah, yes. I wanted to ask you about what became of that magnificent katana. I heard that it was confiscated by a high-ranking knight, but I don’t know what happened after that.”


      “That katana was enchanted and became a terrifyingly illustrious blade. After that, it fell into the hands of a worthy master.”


      “A worthy master, you say?”


      “Yes, that much I can guarantee.”


      Donaldo wore a lonely smile. He had completely fallen in love with that katana, but he also knew somewhere in his heart that it would never be his. He at least found some comfort in the fact that it had fallen into the hands of a worthy wielder. While there was still some pain in his smile, it was the face of a man who had given his blessings.


      “It is probably for the best that I don’t ask for that man’s name. I’m not confident that I will be able to contain my jealousy if I know anything more.”


      “It’s time to let it go. A lost love is but water under the bridge.” Lutz felt a bit awkward talking that way about a katana, but it seemed to resonate with Donaldo.


      “Very well, then. I will now bid you adieu. Would it be permissible for me to speak to you again someday?”


      “As long as no one else is around.”


      Donaldo bowed deeply, picked up his sword, and turned his back to Lutz. It seemed as though there was still something that he wanted to say, but Lutz thought it best not to ask him about it.


      I beg of you to forge me a blade of my own!


      Donaldo used every last drop of his will to suppress those words. Thinking about everything that had gone on between Lutz, Claudia, and the Knights Order, it wasn’t a request he could make so easily. Donaldo made an unbreakable promise to himself that he would continue to train, grow stronger as a warrior and a human being. Only when he had become a man worthy of such a blade would he allow those words to escape. Donaldo was once a knight, but he had now rid himself of that rotten title. Reaffirming his commitment, Donaldo walked away.


      Lutz wasn’t sure how he should have felt about the encounter. Should he hate his guts or at least recognize his effort? Lutz just stared at Donaldo in a puzzled daze until he was out of sight.


      “Ah...” Lutz let out a groan. He had just let a serial killer get away. After finishing a confusing conversation with that weirdo, Lutz now had to figure out what kind of excuse he should make to Djoser.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 6: Like Cherry Blossom Petals, Dancing in the Wind


      Surely they would never meet again. Lutz had certainly hoped so, anyway. However, their reunion came much faster than he would have ever expected.


      As usual, Lutz was struggling to imagine what kind of katana would be suited to dual wielding, so that day, he decided to go back to that storage area near his workshop and swing around some katana. One in his right hand and one in his left.


      The katana being far too heavy, Lutz felt as though he couldn’t move the weapons as freely as he wanted. When he tried to swing them both at the same time, he found their length was an obstacle, and they would often clash together. In order to avoid that, he would have to make a concentrated effort to swing them one after the other. With such awkward movements, he felt like an easy target.


      Even though the heat of summer was slowly easing its grip on the day, Lutz was entirely soaked in sweat. He had practiced with them so tenaciously but had yet to have any breakthroughs. The only feasible solution that he could see was to show up at Ricardo’s place and tell him to give up on dual wielding, that it wasn’t possible.


      I can’t even joke about that. That would be like pridefully admitting to my own limitations.


      It all just felt like a poor excuse. Would giving up like that really make his beloved wife and late father proud? Was it something that he could confidently proclaim to his fellow craftsmen? No, not in the least. It would even be better to get on his hands and knees and humbly apologize to Ricardo for not being able to do it.


      Lutz again held the two katana at the ready, invigorated to give it another shot, but he suddenly felt the presence of someone’s gaze.


      “Oh, my lord, my God! I’ve been granted the chance to meet with you again!”


      “Ah, Donaldo...” Lutz knew without even having to turn around. There probably wasn’t another person in the world who would greet him that way, and Lutz wanted to keep it that way if possible.


      Lutz lowered his katana and turned around to him. Donaldo put his hood down at the same time. A huge smile spread across his scarred face.


      “Um, would you mind not calling me that? If someone else were to hear that, they’d think I’m some kind of crazy cult leader or something.”


      “If it is a bother to you, shall I call you Master Lutz?”


      “I guess that’s fine.” Honestly, even that made Lutz a bit uncomfortable, but it would have been too much work to explain why.


      “So, are you practicing to master dual wielding?”


      “Hmm? Ah, yeah, something like that.” Caught with both katana in his hands, Lutz felt a bit embarrassed, almost like a child who had been caught trying to pull off a little prank.


      At this point, maybe I’ll just ask this guy for a bit of advice.


      Lutz certainly wouldn’t value the opinion of some random thug knight, but the guy in front of him was passionate enough about swordsmanship to train in the mountains for months on end. He realized that he was probably clutching at straws, but it couldn’t hurt to ask.


      “Actually, I received an order recently for a katana that would be easy to wield alongside another weapon, you see...”


      “In that case, why not make the katana to be held in the left hand a good bit shorter?”


      Lutz let out a big sigh. He half expected him to say something along those lines. However, there was a reason that Lutz couldn’t do that.


      “The problem is that this needs to be a katana that can be used as a two-handed blade most of the time, then be able to easily switch to being used in tandem with another katana.”


      “What kind of idiot asked you for that? How dare they trouble the revered Master Lutz with such nonsense!” said Donaldo, a distinct wrinkle forming on his forehead.


      Lutz took his finger and traced it over his face to match Donaldo’s scar. “The wilder of the blade that gave you that.”


      “You’re saying he has that beautiful blade and still wants to wield another?! How greedy, how self-indulgent! But wait...”


      “It does sound pretty cool, don’t you think?”


      “My thoughts exactly.” Donaldo nodded deeply in agreement.


      Perhaps through his training in the mountains, he had learned to value the same romantic ideals as Lutz, and it seemed that dual wielding was no exception. It honestly made Lutz feel a bit of camaraderie with Donaldo, but he still didn’t want to get too deeply involved with the guy, so he kept his guard up to some extent.


      “If that’s the case...” Donaldo thought for a moment while stroking his unkempt beard. “Do you think it might be best not to even think about whether effective dual wielding would be possible at all?”


      “Huh?”


      Donaldo’s answer was to just throw everything that Lutz had been worried about out the window.


      “Why do you say that?” asked Lutz.


      “Dual wielding is not something that katana are intended for in the first place. In other words, it’s almost a blasphemous sword style. It isn’t the blacksmith’s responsibility to make such a thing possible, but the wielder. Whether he actually pulls it off or not will be completely up to his own dedication to the style.”


      “Man, you sure don’t mince words...”


      “Furthermore, going too far to meet the demands of a customer could lead to mediocre results, don’t you think?”


      “Urgh...” Lutz groaned, knowing that Donaldo had hit the nail on the head. If he just had to make a katana that was easy to handle, he could do that all day, but it would be hard to forge anything that inspired any interest.


      Seeing the blacksmith whom he admired look so down, Donaldo’s expression warped in regret. He had always had an awful habit of speaking without really taking the time to consider the feelings of those around him. Realizing that he still hadn’t fully rid himself of the influence that the Knights Order had on him, he felt a powerful wave of self-hatred come over him.


      “I’m so sorry, my lor— No, Master Lutz. I got ahead of myself and said something so insensitive. I’m not even a craftsman myself, but I kept talking like I knew everything...”


      “No, no, indeed, you aren’t a craftsman, but you share my passion for katana. Giving your opinion is neither pointless nor irresponsible. I’ll make sure to keep that in mind.”


      Donaldo didn’t expect that kind of reaction from Lutz. He had thought that craftsmen, especially ones of Lutz’s caliber, were a much more headstrong or stubborn breed. However, perhaps it was that very humility and open-mindedness that had elevated Lutz to the level of the divine.


      “In my humble opinion, I believe that it would be most important to ensure that the two katana complement each other. If the katana are highly compatible, I would even venture to think that dual wielding may come naturally as the wielder gets used to the blades, though this is only the ramblings of a layman.”


      “Compatibility, huh? In other words, you’re saying that I should be thinking about making Tsubaki a sister?”


      “A...sister?” Donaldo gave him a puzzled look.


      Lutz waved his hands around in a panic. He had almost forgotten that talking about a katana as if it were a human woman would give most people the creeps. It was a pretty hard thing to explain to someone who didn’t know everything that had happened with that katana.


      “Forget about it. Anyway, thanks to you, Donaldo, I feel like I finally have some direction. I appreciate it.”


      The first thing that popped into Lutz’s head was the relationship between Claudia and Princess Listill. If he were to forge that katana with their relationship in mind, surely nothing would be impossible, even dual wielding.


      Lutz sheathed both katana back into their respective saya and was about to sprint right back to the workshop to get started when he remembered something. “Oh, by the way, Djoser has confiscated all of those tanto you were worried about, so don’t go attacking any more knights, okay?”


      To be honest, Lutz couldn’t care less if some random knights were to be assaulted, but he didn’t want to make more work for Djoser. While Lutz had no responsibility to bring Donaldo to justice, he also felt a little guilty just shooting the shit with an admitted murderer.


      “From your perspective, Master Lutz, what kind of a person is Djoser?”


      “Hmm? You’re a former knight, so wouldn’t you know him as well as anyone?”


      “During my time at the knights’ station, I always just considered him a loud-mouthed, overbearing boss...”


      In hindsight, Djoser’s endless complaints were entirely justified. It was almost a mystery as to why he was able to resist cutting them all down on the spot. The Knights Order had really rotted to the core.


      “Djoser is a true knight.” Leaving those words alone, Lutz jogged back over to his workshop.


      Donaldo watched Lutz until he was completely out of sight and then let out a somber whisper. “A true knight, huh?”


      The real meaning behind those words was the assertion that the other knights of the Count’s domain weren’t even knights at all. Donaldo couldn’t argue with that.


      In that case, what was it that he should pursue from there on out? What kind of person should he strive to be? He just didn’t know.


      More than anything, he wanted a katana of his own, a partner to light his way and guide him along the right path.


      ***


      When Lutz returned to his workshop, he wasted no time in getting started. He needed to make something compatible with Tsubaki, the yang to her yin. With that goal in mind, Lutz first had to ask himself what Tsubaki’s true nature was. He thought about the sublime beauty of the blade, so potent in its allure that it could compel you to cut into yourself with it, even before Gerhard had a chance to engrave the enchantment. After being enchanted, it became a near-uncontrollable cursed object that would force anyone within a sixteen-foot radius to kill themselves.


      Beauty. That was a keyword that Lutz simply couldn’t take out of the equation this time around. However, he wondered whether the beauty that he desired for that katana was something that could be achieved through the simple pursuit of it.


      A katana was a tool for cutting people. A katana obtained a practical beauty through the maximization of its strength, sharpness, and ease of use. In reality, when Lutz had forged Tsubaki, he hadn’t been striving to make the blade as beautiful as possible; he simply cleared his head and allowed his subconscious to guide him.


      If Lutz considered Claudia to be the image of Tsubaki, then what kind of katana could he forge in the image of her counterpart, Princess Listill? She had an ephemeral beauty, yet an unshakable will and conviction. That was the kind of katana that Lutz wanted to forge.


      Lutz pulled the red-hot tamahagane out of the forge and swung up his hammer.


      Strong, gentle, and beautiful.


      Sparks dancing in the air around him, Lutz searched his mind for visions of feminine beauty. He thought of Claudia, of Listill... Then the visage of a young girl whom he had never even laid eyes on came to his mind.


      In the dark workshop, Lutz’s face was illuminated by the sparks of metal with each strike of his hammer, only for the light to fade again. Watching that process occur over and over was almost hypnotic. More than forging a katana, Lutz felt as though he were forming the metal into a human body, like some kind of forbidden magic.


      Was it reality or simply a dream? Unable to tell the difference between the two anymore, Lutz continued to swing his hammer in an impassioned stupor.


      He folded the steel, heated it, and then flattened it once more. Through kneading the steel, it grew strong enough to become a katana. Perhaps the souls of men were made in the very same fashion. That was the thought that persisted in the corner of Lutz’s mind.


      So does that make a blacksmith a god in their own right? No, that’s just stupid.


      Lutz rejected the idea, but he couldn’t think of the steel in front of him as a mere inanimate object. That katana clearly had a soul dwelling inside of it. Perhaps to be a craftsman, one needed a certain degree of arrogance, the hubris to take a bold step into the realm of the divine.


      A certain man who revered Lutz as a god came to mind, and a little smile spread from his lips. Surely Donaldo couldn’t proclaim to know more about the nature of smithing than Lutz, but it didn’t seem that he was entirely mistaken either.


      Donaldo, at this moment, I really do feel like I’m giving birth to new life.


      The thousands upon thousands of layers of folded steel slowly took on the shape of a katana. There was still much work to do, but Lutz was confident that he had forged a katana with a living soul.


      ***


      Lutz opened his eyes to the brilliant light of the morning sun leaking through the windows of his workshop. He appeared to have fallen asleep at some point. Seeing that the fire in the forge had gone out, it seemed that he had at least done the bare minimum to clean up his workspace, but he had no recollection of it. He must have done it all through the sheer force of habit that he had ingrained in himself over his many years as a blacksmith.


      In his hands, he was holding tight to a katana that had yet to be sharpened. Surely it would be best to get a bit of rest and eat some breakfast before starting on the finishing touches, but Lutz wanted to see his masterpiece’s finished form as soon as humanly possible.


      Lutz stuck his head in a barrel of water that he had prepared for quenching the blade. He cooled his head off with the water that smelled of coal and iron, then pulled it back out. “All right!” He brushed his wet hair back away from his face and let out a battle cry.


      Claudia peeked into the workshop, wondering what the hell was going on, but Lutz explained that he was just psyching himself up. Claudia seemed to understand the motivation, but the method still confused her greatly. Regardless, she chose to return to the second floor. The one thing that she knew for certain was that it wasn’t good to disturb a craftsman while they were off in a world of their very own.


      Droplets of water dripping from his hair and chin, Lutz sat before a whetstone. He held the katana horizontally and carefully slid it back and forth over the whetstone. All that could be heard was the subtle sound of the katana grinding against it, bringing Lutz back into the hypnotic realm of his own imagination.


      As soon as Lutz could no longer feel any resistance at all against the whetstone, he was pulled back to reality. He could hear the hustle and bustle of the town leaking in from outside, and he noticed that his hair had completely dried.


      Lutz wiped off any remaining dampness from the blade with a cloth, then held it up to inspect his work. The blade was so beautiful that it made Lutz gulp. However, it wasn’t the intense kind of beauty that Tsubaki possessed, the kind that would draw in your gaze and never let go. If Lutz had to put it into words, it was like admiring an adorable young girl, realizing that a drop of lust was building inside of you, then looking away in guilt. It was that kind of complex, ticklish feeling.


      God, that was a truly awful analogy... I blame Patrick.


      For an idea like that to come to mind, the twisted and talented ornamentalist must have been rubbing off on him more than he had thought. The more terrifying revelation was that the perverted analogy perfectly summed up how he was feeling about that blade.


      It wasn’t just beautiful. As Lutz gazed into it, he could feel an unbreakable strength underneath its outer beauty.


      The blade itself was just a bit shorter than Tsubaki’s. This wasn’t necessarily a choice that Lutz made with dual wielding in mind, but more to reinforce the image of it being Tsubaki’s younger sister.


      It wasn’t enough to be called a kyoku gatana, but it had a rather prominent curve. Making the saya would likely be an arduous task.


      I wonder, will Ricardo be happy with this? No, if he has any complaints about it, I’ll just keep this for myself. If anything, I’d prefer that.


      As Lutz was thinking about something perhaps unbecoming of a blacksmith, he heard footsteps coming down the stairs.


      “Hey, Lutzy, is the katana finished?” asked Claudia, seeing the usual mixture of exhaustion and satisfaction on Lutz’s face.


      “Come have a look.” Lutz held out the katana for her to see.


      “I’m not going to start wanting to carve up my own face with it, right?”


      “Don’t worry, this one is a bit...gentler than her big sister.”


      Claudia didn’t quite understand what Lutz was saying, but she figured he meant to say that it was safe anyway, so she took the katana in her hands.


      It looked as if she fell in love with it at first sight. Her eyes were as big and bright as stars as she stared into the blade, completely transfixed. “Wow, this one is so pretty. No, it might be a bit of a weird way of putting it, but...”


      “Go on, let me hear it.”


      “I find it absolutely adorable for some reason. Is that weird?” asked Claudia, giving him a restrained smile.


      Lutz nodded deeply in response. “Dear, would you please give this katana a name? I want to finish the engraving on the nakago and bring this whole project to a close. I don’t want to put off naming this one for as long as I have in the past...”


      “Yeah, that’s not a bad idea...”


      The two of them spoke in a murmur as they exchanged glances. They remembered how Lutz had let go of Tsubaki before he could engrave the nakago, and everything that happened before it could be named. It had only been around a year and a half since then, but it already felt as though they were reminiscing about the distant past.


      “What kind of image did you have in mind while forging this katana?”


      “Something that could be called Tsubaki’s little sister—strong, gentle, and beautiful.”


      “Okay, in that case...” Claudia handed the katana back to Lutz and stroked her well-shaped chin in thought for a few moments, then opened her mouth to speak. “How about Oka, the cherry blossom?”


      When Lutz heard the name, his mind was filled with images of the gentle pink of blossoms in full bloom. He turned his attention back to the katana in his hands.


      Oka, that’s your name. I think it’s a very pretty name myself, but do you like it? Lutz asked the katana with his soft gaze.


      The blade seemed to shimmer and glow in the narrow light slipping through the workshop windows. Would it make Lutz too much of a romanticist to take that as a sign of approval?


      Lutz laughed at himself a little, then stood up to pull the graver off a shelf.


      ***


      Before giving it over to Ricardo, Lutz headed out to the storage area by his workshop and gripped his newest creation, Oka, tightly by the tsuka, planning on swinging it a few times to test out how it felt in his hands. It was a fairly open space, and very few people ever passed through there in the day, so it was the perfect place to get some training in.


      Lutz had two katana on him, one on each hip, but this was only in case he got in the mood to practice his dual wielding as well. He wasn’t planning on using them in tandem at that moment.


      Lutz drew the katana on his left hip from its plain wooden saya and held it at the ready. He swung it and practiced various forms, swinging it downward, upward, and to the side. Swiftly moving from one form to another, Lutz was filled with such surprise that his eyes shot wide open.


      “What is this?”


      It was so easy to use. No, that didn’t even begin to describe it. When using a well-made tool, people would often say that it felt like an extension of their own limbs, but using Oka really made Lutz feel like his own arms had simply extended.


      Lutz sheathed Oka into its saya and took out his wallet. He stuck his fingers in there and pulled out a random coin. It was a silver. After a moment of contemplation, Lutz placed it back and took out a copper coin instead, then tucked away his wallet.


      With a distinctive ring, Lutz flipped the coin high into the air. When it came down just over his head, he drew Oka in a tremendous flash, then returned it to its saya.


      He heard the sound of the coin hitting the ground, but it rang out from two different places. He had cut the coin perfectly in half.


      Lutz couldn’t believe it himself, looking back and forth between Oka and the coin fragments on the ground. He didn’t think that he would actually be able to pull it off. He managed to cut the coin as easily as it would have been for him to catch it in his hands.


      It was a level of usability that defied all logic and reason, and the terrifying part was that Lutz managed to do that with a temporary tsuka. When they properly finished the grip on it, how would it perform then? What would happen when they enchanted it? Lutz could feel the hairs on his back stand up just thinking about it. Knowing that he had given birth to a truly miraculous blade, he was simultaneously assaulted with a rush of fear and glee.


      “This is incredible! Absolutely amazing!”


      Suddenly, Lutz heard applause and cheers of praise. It was coming from a man, walking slowly toward him. It was the third time that Lutz had met the man in that very spot.


      Lutz let out a deep sigh, embarrassed with himself for not being able to tell he was being watched. “Donaldo... How long were you watching?”


      “I saw you walking over here and decided to follow you, so I suppose you could say that I’ve been watching from the start.”


      “God, I know that I was maybe letting my guard down a bit, but to think that I didn’t notice for that long...”


      “What can I say? If you don’t learn to hide your presence, you don’t last very long up in the mountains.” Donaldo had a slightly embarrassed smile on his scarred face.


      He had originally served under the Count as one of the many useless knights of the domain. Until then, he was but a child, having relied entirely on his undeserved title all of his life, but he trained for months on end with nothing but his sword to support him. Surely he must have suffered one failure after another. Surely he walked the boundary between life and death more times than he could count. He might have even considered taking his life with his own two hands at some point.


      However, he survived. That was the kind of man who stood before Lutz. Just because he came from a trash heap didn’t mean his abilities could be taken lightly. Lutz decided to stay a bit more alert around him.


      “I assume that is your newest katana, am I correct?”


      “Yeah, I’m just doing a few final checks, but it turned out to be far more capable than I ever imagined it would be,” said Lutz, pride in his voice.


      Donaldo leaned forward. “Master Lutz, would you be so generous as to let me examine the blade?”


      Donaldo had once cut into his own face with Oka’s older sister, Tsubaki. However, not only did he hold no resentment in his heart, but he was so enchanted by the beauty of Tsubaki’s blade that he began to worship Lutz as a god. Truly a staunch sword pervert. It was only natural that he would want to see Lutz’s newest creation.


      Lutz glanced down at the katana on his left hip. “I’m afraid that I can’t let you hold it, but I’ll draw it for you, so take a few steps back, okay?”


      As Lutz had basically outright admitted that he didn’t trust him, Donaldo was a bit hurt, but it didn’t take long for him to shake the thought away. To Lutz, the Knights Order itself was an enemy. Just because Donaldo had cut down two of those knights didn’t necessarily make him an ally either.


      Also, Lutz was a craftsman to his core. Going around showing off his newest katana to so many people before even presenting it to his client would surely go against his principles. Lutz’s willingness to show Donaldo from a distance was the very greatest compromise he could make and a grand display of his kindness, or perhaps, naivety.


      “Thank you very much.” Donaldo knelt on the damp ground and sat on his heels in seiza.


      Lutz drew Oka and held it vertically in front of him. Donaldo’s field of vision narrowed to the point where he could perceive nothing other than the blade’s divine beauty. It was so entrancing that he even forgot to breathe. It was something different from Tsubaki’s allure, sweet as honey. Staring at Oka, Donaldo could feel a kind of resolute strength overflowing from within it, like a flower coming into full bloom.


      “Ah, aaaah...” Drifting on the edge of consciousness, Donaldo outstretched his hand. His reaction was that of a man who had endured a monthlong blizzard and survived to finally see the rising sun. He was only brought back to his senses by the subtle clink of the katana being sheathed back into its saya.


      Lutz had a grin on his face, but there wasn’t the slightest bit of contempt in his eyes. He knew plenty of people who reacted in such an eccentric manner when shown a fantastic blade. Donaldo seemed to be tripping out pretty bad, but it wasn’t like he was causing anyone any harm, so Lutz wasn’t put off by it at all.


      “Well, I have some work left to do, so I’ll be off.” Lutz started walking out of the storage area.


      Work? What kind of work could be left? Handing it over to the man who ordered it? Will I never be able to see that blade again?


      Donaldo felt as though a needle had been stabbed through his heart. “Wait just a moment, Master Lutz!”


      Lutz turned around to see Donaldo, still on the ground in seiza, but with his hands placed in front of him and his forehead rubbing into the dirt. This gesture was known as the highest display of submission and respect in the east—the dogeza.


      Just where had Donaldo learned that gesture? Or was he simply so desperate that his seiza naturally evolved into a dogeza?


      Lutz had only heard of the gesture from his father, who had trained overseas on an island to the east. He had also learned that it was considered a violation of bushi no nasake, the tenderness of a warrior, to ignore a man who prostrated himself to you in that manner. He had no choice but to at least stop and hear Donaldo out.


      “I beg of you! Please, please! Please bestow that glorious katana upon me!”


      “What...did you say?”


      Donaldo was desperate, surely more so than he had ever been in his entire life. He yelled his plea at the top of his lungs while slamming his head repeatedly into the damp ground. He had already experienced the sting of losing a katana he had fallen in love with once. His regret from that day was so great that it changed the very course of his life. He didn’t want to feel that pain a second time. He couldn’t lose something he loved again.


      Lutz understood just how desperate Donaldo was. However, Lutz could only shake his head apologetically. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that.”


      “Why?! If you need money, I promise you that I can prepare any sum! Or is it because I am a former knight?!”


      “No, it’s not about that at all. This is a matter of my pride as a smith. If I forge a katana with a customer in mind, but it turns out to be far greater than I expected, I could easily hide that katana away and give them something of lesser quality, but those would not be the actions of an honest man.”


      “Who...”


      Who cares about such a trifling thing?!


      Donaldo held his mouth closed in a panic, keeping those words from escaping. Lutz had called that his pride as a smith. Surely Donaldo would not be able to get away with calling that hideous insult a slip of his tongue. If he had finished that sentence, what little connection he had to Lutz would be severed.


      Thinking of that level of dishonesty as a trifling matter showed Donaldo that he still had not fully killed that part of himself, the rotten knight inside of him. Was a person like him worthy of a blade of that caliber? Would he be able to confidently say he was a fitting wielder of that blade? Out of his love for it, he couldn’t.


      “Urgh... Buaah!” Donaldo sobbed, digging his nails into the earth beneath him. How foolish he had been all of his life. Only after he had gained some distance from it all was he able to fully realize what a pitiful man he was. It was all a result of his own actions. “Master Lutz, please guide me along the path of the righteous! How can I atone for my sins? How can I become a man worthy of wielding a grand katana?!”


      As Donaldo continued to wail in turmoil, he suddenly felt a hand pat him on the shoulder. He lifted up his face, covered in tears and snot, and before him was Lutz’s warm smile.


      “Live a life dedicated to others.”


      “Huh?”


      “Help more people than you ever had the chance to burden. Atone for your crimes, and when you become the kind of man that you can genuinely hold pride in, I want you to come to my workshop. I will forge you your katana.” Lutz pulled off the katana on his right hip, still in its saya, and handed it over to Donaldo. “I doubt that you can reach your full potential with that scrap metal on your hip. In the meantime, I’ll lend you this.”


      The katana was far from being a masterpiece, so Lutz often used it for training purposes, but it was a blade that was forged by Lutz himself, an unnamed yet formidable weapon. It wasn’t enchanted, but if you were to take it to an enchanter, it could probably withstand a three-rune enchantment. It was an entirely different level from what those thug knights would carry.


      “Thank you... Thank you so much!” With the deepest respect in his heart, Donaldo accepted the katana with both hands. He was so overwhelmed with emotion that he could hardly speak. In place of words, the river of passionate tears dripping down to the ground conveyed his greatest gratitude.


      Without saying another word, Lutz left the storage area behind him. To be entirely honest, he regretted much of what he had just said. Lutz didn’t think himself grand enough an individual to so arrogantly tell a man how to live his life. It was a shameful thing to do, really.


      He had only reached out a hand to Donaldo because he felt bad for him, like he couldn’t just leave him be. At least, that had had a big influence on his decision.


      “Man, that really wasn’t like me...” Puzzled by his own actions, Lutz scratched the back of his head as he walked back to his workshop.


      However, that little interaction held much more weight for Donaldo.


      “Live a life...for others...”


      He had been granted a revelation from God, along with a katana. His path forward in life had been illuminated by a bright and iridescent sun. He wiped his tears and stood up straight, portraying the very image of strength and conviction.


      ***


      “All right, here I go.” Lutz picked up some scrap wood and threw it at Ricardo.


      They were back in the storage area, which had become Lutz’s usual training ground. Lutz had told his customer that his order was ready and to meet him there to pick it up.


      Five pieces of wood fell above Ricardo’s head. Lutz winced for a moment, thinking that he might have thrown too many, but it seemed his worries were misplaced.


      The blade shimmered as it flashed through the air, and chips of wood fell to Ricardo’s feet. Before Lutz could even throw the next batch of wood, Ricardo had already returned to seigan, with the tip of his blade at eye level. It wasn’t a fluke. Even if Lutz were to throw more of them his way, the result would surely be the same.


      “So, how does it feel?” asked Lutz with a grin.


      Ricardo finally dropped the tension in his shoulders and allowed himself to show his inner glee. “This is just incredible... So this is what it feels like to be able to move a katana exactly as you envision, huh?” Ricardo took one hand off the tsuka, then opened and closed it a few times before directing his attention to the chips of wood on the ground around him. It seemed like he could barely believe he had actually done that.


      “To think you were able to unleash five strikes in a moment’s time, all of them on target... It’s not just a matter of accuracy—you didn’t make any unnecessary movements either.”


      “No, four strikes.”


      “Huh?” Lutz cocked his head.


      Ricardo sheathed his katana into the plain, wooden saya before squatting down to pick up a few of the wood chips. The cuts in the wood were incredibly clean. “I cut two of them in a single stroke, so it only took four swings.”


      “Oh, right...” Lutz furrowed his brows with a little groan.


      To be honest, he couldn’t track Ricardo’s movements. While Ricardo only managed to achieve such a feat with the help of Lutz’s katana, he couldn’t help but feel a bit disappointed in himself after displaying such a large gap in their sword skill.


      “I forgot, you are the hero of this domain, aren’t you?”


      “I had always felt embarrassed to be addressed by that title, but recently, it’s started to become a point of pride for me.” Ricardo seemed to be filled with a calm confidence. “What’s wrong, Lutz? Making a face like that... Is there something getting to you?”


      “Something getting to me, huh? Hmph. Having to let go of that blade, for a start.”


      “Do you feel like a father sending his daughter off to be wed?”


      “I’m sending her off to a bigamist! How could I be happy about that?” Lutz gave him a smirk.


      Ricardo couldn’t help but laugh along.


      From the very start, Lutz had made that katana for Ricardo and called him out there to hand it over to him. Showing any reluctance now that the time had come would just be immature of him. He scratched the back of his head, even though it wasn’t itchy in the slightest, and reflected on his behavior.


      “Oka was made as a companion to Tsubaki—you could say she is Tsubaki’s little sister. You probably won’t find them too difficult to use together.”


      “Hedging your statements with words like ‘you could say’ and ‘probably’ doesn’t really project a lot of confidence, you know?”


      “I can’t help it. I kind of feel like a mother, but it’s not like I actually pulled it out of me or something.”


      Lutz crouched down and picked up one of the little pieces of wood. Seeing how clean the cut was, Lutz had no choice but to admit that Ricardo was worthy to wield Oka. “I assume that you’re going to get Oka enchanted and ornamented too, right?”


      “Actually, about that...” Ricardo pulled Oka off of his hip, still sheathed in the wooden saya, and held it out to Lutz. “Could I ask you to place the order with Patrick and Gerhard? To be honest, I’m just not too sure how to go about it.”


      Even just placing an order for that kind of thing often required a certain degree of knowledge and experience. It wasn’t unusual for a layman to have difficulty expressing their true desire to a craftsman, creating difficulties for both sides and leading to an unsatisfying result.


      “I mean, I don’t mind, but are you okay with leaving the enchantment and the design for the saya up to me? Also, I don’t know how much it will end up costing, so you’d better have the money ready.”


      “No problem. That just sounds like business as usual.”


      “I wonder what Gerhard is going to do when he gets his hands on this one... Don’t blame me if you get a second uncontrollably powerful katana.”


      “Fine by me. I’m more than used to cursed katana, anyway.” Leaving Oka in Lutz’s care, Ricardo made his way back to his lodgings in the town of adventurers.


      Lutz was also about to head home when he sensed the presence of another person and turned around. Hiding in a crack between the mounds of raw materials was a shadowy figure.


      Lutz waved his hands to shoo the man away.


      Go home already.


      “It’s so erotic!”


      That was the first thing that Patrick said when he laid eyes on Oka. Lutz didn’t show any sign of irritation at his eccentricity; on the contrary, he was moved by the comment. It was something that Patrick wouldn’t have said if he hadn’t been able to see through to the true nature of the katana, the thoughts and feelings that Lutz had poured into it.


      Patrick was clearly having a great deal of fun swinging Oka around in the backyard of his workshop. His stance was that of a total amateur, but the swings themselves were actually quite passable. This just further proved to Lutz that Oka was a katana that anyone could use exactly as they envisioned.


      “I made this one as a kind of younger sister to Tsubaki.”


      “Ah, yes... That makes sense. It’s only natural that she would be this sexy, then. However, she doesn’t give off the feeling of just an obedient little sister. I feel this overflowing power coming from inside, almost like she’s testing me, asking me if I can really bring out her true potential. In other words, she’s a little brat that wants somebody to put her in her place!” yelled the deeply suspicious, middle-aged man, eyes sparkling like diamonds.


      Lutz had believed that he was coming to understand Patrick a bit as of late, but it seemed that he was mistaken.


      “By the way, Lutz, I figure there’s no harm in asking, so could—”


      “Nope.”


      “I haven’t even said anything yet!”


      “We’ve been through this talk plenty of times before. I’m sure I’ll have to do the same when I take it over to Gerhard. Just cut me a break, okay?”


      “Ah, yes... You’re probably right...” Patrick reluctantly decided to drop the matter. Surely Lutz didn’t want to let Oka go either. Knowing that, it wouldn’t be right for Patrick to act so selfishly.


      “Anyway, Patrick, I’d like to ask you to create a new saya and tsuba for Oka and to do the ornamentation on them. Ricardo’s footing the bill for everything, so go nuts.”


      “Leave it to me. By the way, what kind of flower is a cherry blossom? I don’t think we have any that bloom in this region.”


      “The petals are a pale pink, and when spring comes, people flock from all over to see them when they are at their most beautiful, dancing through the air. It is said to bring people a sense of calm and happiness.” Lutz picked up a stick and drew five cherry blossom petals on the ground. This was a distant gift of wisdom from his father, so he was a bit surprised that he still remembered it so clearly.


      “Okay, so they’re thought to be most beautiful when they’re dancing in the wind...” Patrick showed Lutz a grin. It seemed that he had a clear image in his head of what he wanted to create.


      ***


      One week later, Lutz came back to collect Oka. Patrick had dark bags under his eyes and seemed like he hadn’t slept in ages, but he still had pride and excitement in his stare.


      Patrick handed over the ornamented katana. The saya was painted a glossy black, with cherry blossom petals scattered all over. It almost seemed as though there was a gust coming from within, creating an illusion that the petals themselves were dancing around.
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      “This is amazing—absolutely incredible work, although it might just be a bit too bold for a man to dangle from his hip.” The only thing that compelled Lutz to say that was his intense envy of Ricardo. He had already given up on making it his own, but that didn’t mean it was any easier to accept fully.


      “Being able to pull it off is what makes a man truly fashionable.”


      “Fashionable, huh? Do you think that Ricardo has what it takes?”


      “Hmmm...” After a moment of thought, Patrick just gave Lutz a reserved smile.


      Not continuing down that line of thought any further was perhaps the most compassionate thing to do. It wasn’t like Lutz or Patrick really had the kind of looks that would permit them to criticize another either.


      Lutz pulled out a bag of gold coins and dropped it onto the table. A bang rang out through the room, showing how heavy it really was.


      However, Patrick didn’t even bother to open it. He just looked at Lutz, struggling to keep his eyes open, and said, “I’ll check over it later...”


      Lutz didn’t want to intrude any longer, so he stood up and left the room. From the other side of the door, Lutz could hear the clear sound of snoring. He gave a little bow and allowed his feet to guide him out of Patrick’s workshop.


      ***


      “Lutz, I have something that I’d like to ask you, but...”


      “Nope.”


      Just as Lutz had expected. While he wore a judgmental grin, there was a corner of his heart that was kind of relieved. Oka really was a katana that anyone could take one look at and understand its spectacular nature, and Gerhard was no exception.


      Lutz had come to Gerhard’s workshop in the Count’s castle to officially ask him to do the enchantment.


      “If you want it that badly, you’ll have to take it up with Ricardo after the enchantment is finished.”


      “You really think that guy would hand it over so easily?”


      “Not at all.”


      “I figured as much...” Gerhard let out a regretful sigh and sheathed Oka back into its wonderfully ornamented saya. Whether it was sheathed or drawn, it was a beautiful katana indeed. Any craftsman who didn’t want it would have to be either a blind fool or some kind of antimaterialistic hermit. Gerhard could only hold on to the slightest hope in his heart that Ricardo would suffer some manner of brain damage and lose his memories.


      “So, I take it that you are fine with letting me choose the spell to engrave, right?”


      “Yes, go ahead and enchant it with whatever you think would be best.”


      “Hmmm...” Gerhard let out a contemplative groan before drawing Oka and giving it a few swings. Fine weapons such as that had a tendency to tell Gerhard what kind of enchantment they wanted all on their own. As the blade swished through the air, Gerhard could almost hear the voice of the katana itself.


      “A focus enchantment. That’s what it needs.”


      “Is there even a spell for that? I’ve never heard of it before.”


      “It generally just provides a momentary peace of mind, so most people would rather spend their hard-earned money on an effect that’s a bit easier to implement and understand.”


      Lutz nodded. That much was probably true. Even wealthier adventurers probably wouldn’t spend several dozen gold coins on an enchantment to calm their nerves. More than half of them would just want to enhance the sharpness or durability of their weapon.


      If that was the case, though, why was Gerhard recommending it? Lutz shot him a confused look.


      Gerhard let a smirk spread across his face. “All of that only goes for some puny three-rune enchantment, without enough mana to make much of a difference. With a blade so comfortable to use that it truly feels like your arms have grown a few feet and a five-rune enchantment, overflowing with mana, I wonder just what kind of effect it will have... Aren’t you curious?” An unsettling light dwelled in Gerhard’s eyes.


      Surely it would be the first time anyone had ever attempted an enchantment like that. Not even Gerhard knew what would happen, and there was nothing more exciting for him.


      A weapon with a three-rune enchantment was generally worthy of being a treasured heirloom for a noble family, so the fact that Gerhard called such a thing puny showed that his idea of normalcy had broken beyond repair.


      “Lutz, I’ll ask you one more time, but you’re sure you want to leave it entirely up to me, yes? There is always the possibility that this enchantment will have hardly any effect at all.”


      “If you really heard Oka’s voice, then there shouldn’t be any mistake. If anything, I’m worried that things will go the other way and we’ll end up with another monster on our hands. I feel like we’ve got a long and colorful criminal record in that respect.”


      “At least call it a precedent, instead...”


      Lutz was mostly referring to the bewitching katana Tsubaki, which could force anyone within a certain vicinity of it to brutally kill themselves. Surely there was no weapon in the entire world, past or present, as difficult to control as Tsubaki.


      “I’d assume that no matter how strong you made a focus enchantment, there shouldn’t be any way for it to harm the people in the vicinity of it. Probably.”


      “Yeah, probably. That’s about all we can say...”


      It wasn’t rare for the nature of a weapon to change greatly during the enchantment process. While it was likely around ninety-nine percent safe, it was the remaining one percent that worried Lutz.


      “Just in case...I think I’ll wear that mental fortitude bangle.”


      Lutz wasn’t sure how much of that was a joke and how much of it was real fear. All he could do was pray for the safety and sanity of his respected peer and leave him to his work.


      ***


      The next day, Ricardo, Lutz, and Gerhard gathered in the courtyard of the Count’s castle.


      “This is my...new katana. My new katana...” Ricardo drew the blade, his eyes sparkling with joy.


      The blade, the ornamentation on the saya—everything was just so beautiful. He was so moved by the thought that such a fantastic katana had been made for him that a shiver ran through his body.


      As he watched Ricardo’s reaction, an ounce of uneasiness remained in Lutz’s stare. Just what kind of effect did the enchantment have?


      Just outside of Ricardo’s line of sight, Gerhard pulled something out of his pocket and waved it around with a grin.


      “Agh...” Lutz let out a noise that was akin to a frog being trampled.


      In Gerhard’s hand was a broken bangle, the magic item that increased the wearer’s mental fortitude. Lutz had borrowed it from Gerhard before, so he immediately recognized it. For that to have broken, an insane amount of mental strain must have been placed on Gerhard while he was testing out Oka’s effects.


      Ricardo turned around, curious as to what the other two were doing, but Gerhard quickly returned the bangle to his pocket with a scowl on his face.


      “All right then, let’s give it a little test, shall we? Lutz, go ahead and throw some of that firewood at Ricardo. There’s no need to be gentle about it either. Go for the kill.”


      Lutz shot Gerhard an inquisitive glance that said, “You’re sure this is going to be okay, right?”


      Gerhard responded with a little nod that said, “Eh, it should be fine.”


      This old geezer... He’s already shrugged off any and all responsibility for this. Oh well, whatever happens, I guess.


      Lutz picked up a log and lifted it over his head.


      Ricardo held Oka at the ready and heightened his focus. At that exact moment, all the color disappeared from the world around him, and everything fell silent.


      “What is this?!”


      As far as Ricardo’s eyes could see, everything was pure white. Lutz appeared to be nothing more than an outline, but Ricardo could see that he was about to throw the log. Even after the log had left his hands, it appeared to drift toward him in slow motion.


      Wondering if he could still move, Ricardo tried to lift the katana above his head, but it was like he was drowning in a sea of lead. Just because he was seeing things in slow motion didn’t mean that he could necessarily move any faster. However, it was a big advantage to have the time to think about how best to react.


      Ricardo managed to cut straight through the center of the rapidly spinning log. Oka’s blade was exceptionally sharp, but then again, Ricardo wouldn’t have expected any less from one of Lutz’s creations.


      “Thrrroooooow aaannnooother ooonnne.” Gerhard’s booming command seemed to stretch out for ages.


      Lutz picked up more firewood and threw three logs at Ricardo in a row.


      If time had been moving at its normal pace, Ricardo wasn’t confident that he would be able to even dodge them. If they had hit something important, he could have even ended up gravely injured. However, Ricardo was able to cut each and every log cleanly down the center. Two, three, four, five logs.


      After the final log split and fell to his feet, Ricardo kicked one of the pieces back to Lutz. Lutz’s eyes widened in surprise, and the exact instant the wood landed in his hands, all the color came back to Ricardo’s vision, and his hearing returned to normal. Whatever trance had captured him came to an end.


      “Oh my God, this thing is insan—” Ricardo stopped himself partway through. He hurriedly sheathed the katana, placed his hand to his mouth, and crouched down onto his hands and knees.


      Lutz rushed over to his side. “Hey, are you okay?!”


      “Uaarrrggh...” Ricardo’s breakfast went into full reverse. Undigested chunks leaked through the gaps in his fingers as he continued to cough everything up.


      Gerhard laughed as he walked over and handed Ricardo a canteen of water. It seemed that he had a pretty good idea of what was going to happen.


      Ricardo snatched the canteen, swished the water around in his mouth, and spat it out. “What...the hell...was that?” He stared daggers at Gerhard as he tried to catch his breath.


      “Don’t worry, it’s just a bit of fatigue. You’ll live.”


      “Fatigue?”


      “This is what happens when you heighten your focus to that extent. It seems it can place a fair bit of strain on the wielder. I mean, building up your focus until everything around you seems to slow down is quite the feat, so I suppose that much should be obvious.”


      Ricardo used the remaining water to wash off his right hand and took a few deep breaths. Oka was a katana that could heighten the wielder’s focus to their very limits. No, even past their limits. The beautiful katana now appeared quite fearsome indeed, sending a shiver up Ricardo’s spine.


      “So, what are you going to do?” asked Gerhard, enjoying himself a bit too much as usual.


      “What do you mean?”


      “If you want me to take Oka off of your hands, I’d be more than happy to compensate you handsomely.”


      When he heard Gerhard’s offer, the will in Ricardo’s heart suddenly returned. He didn’t even want to hear someone joke about him letting Oka go. She was his katana. While using that power had its risks, if he could learn to control it, it would surely make him far stronger.


      Ricardo showed Gerhard a grin and tapped the tips of his fingers on Oka’s saya. “There’s a certain joy that a man can gain through taming a wild horse, you know?”


      “Hmph. Well, if you change your mind, my offer stands.” Gerhard seemingly lost interest in talking any further and turned around to head back into his workshop.


      Gerhard had probably just wanted to give Ricardo a little push to get back onto the saddle. Realizing that, Ricardo stood up and gave him a bow as he watched him leave.


      Of course, if Ricardo had asked Gerhard to buy Oka from him, he likely would have jumped at the opportunity. That was just the kind of man he was.


      ***


      Summer had completely given way, and the cool of autumn settled into the air, though Lutz’s workshop alone was still scorching.


      It had been a few days since Ricardo officially received Oka. As usual, Lutz was focused on getting through the pile of axes he had to sharpen when Ricardo limped into the workshop with a terribly exhausted look on his face.


      “Oh, hey. You’re alive, are you?”


      “As I’m sure you can see, I certainly don’t feel it.”


      Lutz invited Ricardo in, then went straight back to sharpening axes against the spinning grindstone. It seemed that Ricardo wasn’t exactly expecting much hospitality from him, as he just pulled over a wooden crate and took a seat.


      “I’ve been testing out Oka’s power, and it seems that it can be activated and deactivated at will,” said Ricardo, talking to Lutz’s back as he continued to work.


      Lutz responded without taking his eyes off the grindstone. “Well, I’m definitely glad that you haven’t come to tell me you want a third katana for everyday use. So, how many times did you throw up before you got the hang of it?”


      From Ricardo’s worn-out face and the faint stench that lingered in the air around him, Lutz figured that it must have been a fairly arduous road he had traveled down.


      “Dear God...” said Ricardo with a hoarse and weary voice.


      It seemed that Lutz had hit the nail on the head.


      “I found out that if you vomit too many times, your throat starts to hurt. I even ended up throwing up while holding on to Oka, passing out, and falling face-first into my own vomit.”


      “Come on, man. That’s just gross. You made sure to wash yourself off afterward, right?”


      “Don’t worry, I wiped it all off before coming here.” Ricardo shot Lutz a proud look.


      Lutz, however, looked at Ricardo as if he were a piece of garbage left on the street. “Take a damn bath. A real bath.”


      “But the church says that bathing in water like that can be the cause of various diseases...”


      “I bathe all the time. Claudia does almost every day, and she’s shown no signs of getting sick because of it.” Lutz’s eyes wandered to the corner of the room where they kept the tub they used as a bath.


      At that period in time, the idea of bathing wasn’t seen as being very important for one’s health. The church also viewed public baths with a great deal of criticism, as they tended to promote prostitution and sudden epidemics. Even nobles, who made a habit of heavily spraying themselves with perfume, would only bathe around once a month, if that. It wasn’t rare for a regular peasant to only bathe once a year.


      One might consider abstaining from bathing to be highly unhygienic, but in defense of the church, the water in most public bathhouses was far from pristine, and they weren’t entirely mistaken for considering them hotbeds for disease.


      The quality of water varied greatly from place to place, and other cultures had very different viewpoints on it as well. The reason Lutz and Claudia didn’t get sick from it was that they made sure to get fresh water to use every day. It was a different thing entirely from the water most miserly bath owners would use, not changing it out for months or years on end.


      “There’s a bathhouse in the town of craftsmen, so stop by there on your way home.”


      “That place still hasn’t gone under, huh?”


      “Craftsmen tend to work up a sweat, so our very existence is tied to the ability to take a bath. Washing off that sweat with some warm water is one of our few true joys in life. If that place were to go out of business, there would be riots in the streets. That’s why the church can’t do anything outside of complaining about it.”


      The bathhouses in their town were pretty decent. There were plenty of bath lovers around, so if any of the bathhouse owners tried anything shady, they’d wake up to see their establishment broken beyond repair.


      “Adventurers end up covered in sweat and blood on a daily basis, but we don’t have any bathhouses in the town of adventurers.”


      “I suppose it is a good bit faster to just jump into a river and wash it all away there.”


      A little while back, Lutz had helped Ricardo out with his work in the labyrinth, and he had done the very same at that time. He couldn’t wait until he returned to town to wash off that distinctive stench of rot that seemed to seep into every pore of his body.


      After discussing the matter that far, Lutz finally realized that their conversation had gotten way off track. “Sorry, we were talking about Oka, weren’t we?”


      “I’m planning on just using Oka as a super reliable, normal katana for the most part, then if I’m up against an exceptionally strong enemy, I’ll use that crazy, focused state for just a moment when I really need it.”


      “And if you get surrounded, you can always switch to using Tsubaki. You’ve certainly got a fair number of options available to you now. You’re straying farther and farther from your humanity with each passing day.”


      “Options...huh?” Ricardo looked down at his hip. He was wearing Tsubaki on his right and Oka on his left. “Hypothetically—and I mean hypothetically—if I held Tsubaki in my right hand and Oka in my left hand, I could possibly dual wield them as well. What do you think would happen if I used both of their abilities at once?”


      “Hmmm...”


      Both of them tilted their heads in thought. There weren’t many people who would ever get their hands on such an incredible katana. To not only possess two of them but also attempt to use them both at once was surely unprecedented. He would be the first to even have that opportunity.


      Would the two powers hardly interact with each other at all, or would the synergy between them give birth to a new effect altogether? What would that effect even be? They simply had no idea.


      “The only thing that I can say for sure is that it’s probably best for you not to try it at all.”


      “Why?” Ricardo pouted, disappointed that Lutz would rain on his parade like that.


      Lutz looked over at him with a raised brow. He really did lack a sense of danger.


      “You’ll die.”


      “What?!”


      Lutz’s proclamation of certain death just came so suddenly.


      “Whoa, whoa, let’s slow down here, Master Lutz. Of all the things to blurt out...” Ricardo tried to laugh it off, but it seemed like Lutz was entirely serious, so Ricardo found himself at a loss for words. “Wait, for real?”


      “If you get caught up in a curse that’s too strong for you to handle, I’d say there’s a pretty high chance it could be fatal.”


      “There’s no way that could...”


      Could Ricardo really finish that sentence with confidence? For the past few days, he had fried his brain and pushed himself to his limits, trying to withstand Oka’s power alone. If he stayed in that state of hyper focus for too long and cooked his brain past a certain point, there was every possibility that he could die. If he added another bewitching katana to the equation, what would happen then? There was no guarantee that the wielder would be able to walk away unharmed.


      “Well, I suppose getting the life drained out of you by two beautiful girls wouldn’t be the worst way to go. There might even be a certain romance to that,” said Lutz, clearly wiping his hands of any responsibility in the matter.


      “I’d much rather be alive to experience that romance.”


      “Yeah, I’m sure you would. By the way, if you die, we’ll all make sure to collect Oka, Tsubaki, and all the other weapons you’re having the Count look after for you and split them evenly between us all, so don’t you worry about that.”


      “Hearing that doesn’t provide me with the slightest drop of ease. Damn it, I’m going to stay alive if even just out of spite. I’ll live to a hundred.”


      “Trying to live that long as an adventurer might be a bit greedy.”


      Ricardo let out a snort through flared nostrils and stood up from the crate. “Thanks for the warning, anyway. But I still want to pull it off one day. Dual wielding as well as using both of their powers at once. First things first, though, I’ve got to get used to fighting with these girls of mine.” With a little wave, Ricardo left the workshop.


      It seemed that he didn’t have a particular reason for his visit that day; he just wanted to have a little chat. He came as he pleased, talked about whatever he pleased, then left as he pleased. It certainly wasn’t unusual for him.


      Lutz wasn’t exactly surprised by his response either. He had a feeling that he would say something like that. He was like a raw mass of curiosity and tenacity, after all. If he wasn’t, then he surely would have given up on Tsubaki as soon as he learned of her curse.


      Knowing that guy, he really might just pull it off.


      After staring at the door Ricardo had just left through for a few moments, Lutz pressed back down on the pedal, spinning his grindstone back up to speed, and returned to sharpening axes.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 7: The Mask of Glory


      “Have you heard of the Masked Samurai Meister?”


      “The...what now?”


      Over dinner, Claudia often shared all of the rumors she had heard while walking around town with Lutz. Lutz was usually holed up in his workshop all day, so he often felt somewhat disconnected from the ebb and flow of normal society. Claudia wanted to at least fill in some of those gaps for him.


      She would always explain things in such a concise and easy-to-understand manner, but this time alone, she led with such a confusing question that Lutz had no choice but to answer it with another.


      “I wasn’t aware we had such a colorful-sounding character hanging about. We are talking about a human, right?”


      Meister was a term that referred to mysterious individuals with an extremely powerful ability. This was not to be confused with a feister, which was just a fat dude. A simple misunderstanding could conjure rather different images in one’s head, so it was worth clarification.


      “Oh, he’s human. Probably. One of my merchant friends was attacked by bandits on their way back to the city, you see...”


      “God, our public safety is really in the gutter.”


      “Luckily, there’s no reason to bring God into it. My friend is alive and well. She was saved by someone who just happened to be passing by, probably an adventurer. Apparently, he cut down five bandits in the blink of an eye.”


      “Well, that’s good to hear... Wait, it’s okay for me to say that, right? You’re not going to tell me that he’s trying to extort some crazy fee out of her for protection or something?” Lutz was more than aware of how awful the general public order in their city, the Count’s domain, and the kingdom as a whole really was. Adventurers in particular tended to be on the rougher side, so Lutz couldn’t help but be cautious.


      “Strangely enough, the man didn’t ask for anything at all. He just said that he was glad nobody got hurt.”


      “Oh, great. We’ve got ourselves a self-righteous vigilante, huh?”


      “Come on, you love that kind of thing, don’t you?”


      “You bet I do.” Lutz nodded deeply.


      “It didn’t sound like the guy was exceptionally wealthy or anything, and he did go through all of the bandits’ bags, apparently. Either way, thanks to him, the bandits weren’t able to even hurt a hair on anyone’s head in the caravan. My friend asked him his name, though, half out of gratitude and half out of suspicion.”


      “And what did he say?”


      “He said to call him the Masked Samurai Meister.”


      “With a hearty laugh, I’m assuming?”


      “How’d you guess?” Claudia showed him a grin. More than being impressed with how quick Lutz was on the uptake, she was just dumbfounded by how united the male species was in their romantic ideals.


      “So, with a name like that, he must have been hiding his face, right?”


      “From what I heard, he was wearing a half-broken hannya mask, the eastern kind of mask with two horns sticking out, just covering the top portion of his face.”


      “So, he’s like a shady force for justice, huh?”


      “But you like that sort of thing, right?”


      “You bet I do.”


      They repeated the same exchange for a second time.


      No matter how sketchy he was or how messed up he was in the head, Lutz couldn’t help but support those who fought for the sake of others. There was something about the phrase “for the sake of others” that rang a bell for Lutz, but he decided to put that to the back of his mind and urged Claudia to continue her story.


      “When my friend got back to the city, they started asking around to see if anyone had heard of him, but it seemed like everyone and their mother had some kind of encounter with the guy.” Claudia started to count on her fingers. “He saved a woman from being harassed by those thug knights, he volunteered for an arduous monster subjugation that no one else wanted to do, and he even raided the hideout of a group of bandits, making sure to return everything they stole to the rightful owners.”


      “Hmmm?” Lutz noticed something strange. While Claudia was singing the praises of this masked vigilante with her words, there was a deep suspicion in her voice. Not only that, but the target of Claudia’s narrowed gaze was Lutz himself.


      “Lutzy. It appears that this Masked Samurai wields a rather particular weapon. They say that he carries a katana.”


      “Must be some kind of mistake...”


      “Right now, the hottest items for sale in this domain are katana. There’s no way that a merchant would mistake it for anything else. Unlike before, there are far more opportunities for people to lay eyes on them, after all.”


      “I suppose so. I wonder where he got his hands on one...” Usually, Lutz would never tire of gazing at the face of his beautiful wife, but at that moment, he couldn’t look her straight in the eyes.


      Claudia’s eyes narrowed even further in suspicion.


      Lutz learned for the first time just how bloodcurdlingly terrifying it was to be on that end of Claudia’s interrogation.


      “You’re hiding something from me, aren’t you?”


      “Uuuh...”


      “Lutzy, I know you better than anyone in this world, and I’m always watching. There’s no way that I wouldn’t notice.”


      Lutz felt as though he was being showered with love and threatened all at the same time. He decided it was best to give up there. There was no point in trying to hide anything from her. It wasn’t like he had done anything wrong, anyway.


      “It didn’t seem like you were cheating or anything like that, so I let it slide for a while, but I think it’s about time you tell me what’s going on.”


      “It’s a guy I’ve been meeting with, so don’t worry about cheating.”


      “So, you have a good guess as to who this masked man might be?”


      “I do. I certainly didn’t tell him to go this wild, though.” Lutz filled Claudia in on everything that had happened with the former knight, Donaldo.


      He told her that Donaldo was the one who cut into his own face with Tsubaki, how he had gone to train in the mountains afterward, and how he had only recently returned to the city. He then told her that he had been so enchanted by katana that he chose to kill those two knights, then about how he had consoled Donaldo when he declared how badly he wanted to become a man who was worthy of wielding a truly great katana of his own. Finally, he admitted to handing over one of his training katana to Donaldo.


      “I’m sorry, I thought that if I brought up having met with a former knight it might upset you.”


      Claudia had listened to the entire story with a pronounced frown. As she had been subjected to the indescribable fear of being thrown into a moldy cell by those knights, preparing herself for death, or worse, humiliation of the highest order, she hated knights more than anything in the world. There were still times when they would show up in her nightmares, and she could only rest by clinging to Lutz for comfort. It wasn’t just a thing of the past for her. She relived that experience constantly.


      “Well, I have no intention of telling my husband who he should and shouldn’t befriend. However, Lutzy, do you think the rot at a person’s core is something that can so easily be cleansed?”


      “It definitely isn’t something that can be done easily. However, the path he has walked down over this past year is far from an easy one. My advice to live a life dedicated to others was just something that popped into my mind in the moment, but thinking about it now, I think it was the right thing to say.”


      “Hmph...”


      Claudia’s head hung low, but Lutz could make out a twitch of her eyelash. He thought it best to silently await her response.


      “Oh well, guess we’ll just have to see what happens. If one of those knights is actually going to direct their energy toward helping people for once, I couldn’t ask for anything better. I won’t get in the way for the time being.”


      “Thank you, dear. I’m sure there’s a mountain of things that you’d like to say to him...”


      “Oh, there is. To those knights and to you.”


      “I’m really very very sorry...”


      “Anyway, the fact that he brutally murdered and belittled two of those knights has made it so I can get through the day with a little less alcohol, so I’ll let him off for now.” The gory images in Claudia’s mind seemed to settle her down a bit. “Still, I understand why he would want to hide his face, but what the hell made him choose that super sketchy samurai mask?”


      “I haven’t the slightest clue.”


      They looked at each other and let out a contemplative groan. Would this be the birth of a new hero, or just the emergence of another fool? At the very least, Lutz hoped that it would be the former. They didn’t need any more idiots hanging around.


      Lutz chose not to ask himself whether a man who immediately decided to become a masked vigilante after being told to live for others could be considered sane or not.


      ***


      In a dilapidated hut in the mountains, the anguished screams of several men leaked through the damp and rotted wood, followed by boisterous laughter.


      “Bwa ha ha ha ha! What’s wrong? If you’re an evildoer, at least show a level of resolve worthy of one!” yelled a man wearing a half-broken hannya mask and swinging around a bloodied katana.


      At his feet were two men, completely covered in thick blood. One of them had already given in to the cold embrace of death, but the other still maintained a shallow breath. Still, there was no hope of saving him.
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      Several feet away, three men stood with their weapons at the ready, but none of them seemed to retain the will to fight. More than being bested by sheer skill, they were simply overwhelmed by the enormous pressure coming from the man.


      The two underlings were wearing filthy leather armor, about as effective as being wrapped in worn-out cloth. They looked over at the larger man, who seemed to be their leader, without a shred of confidence in their eyes.


      The leader clicked his tongue in his mind, wondering why it was that they would only defer to him at times like that. How did it come to this? He didn’t know. Mere moments before, he had been drinking down booze, celebrating another successful attack on a carriage with his underlings. Then, they were suddenly assaulted by some pervert wearing a mask and a cape, and their banquet soon turned into a nightmarish hellscape.


      Barely able to withstand the stench of blood, so strong that it overwrote the usual smell of mold, the leader stroked his beard, which was laced with oily sweat.


      “You fool, do you not know who you have assaulted? We’re the Mad Dog Brothers!”


      That was their very best attempt at intimidation, but the mysterious man, the Masked Samurai, showed no sign of fear toward that name. On the contrary, he directed a beaming smile of ridicule at them.


      “Bwa ha! I’ll make sure to carve that cheesy name into your gravestones!”


      “This masked pervert!” Shaking out his hair, the leader lifted his axe above his head and charged forward. This wasn’t a show of bravery, but a futile attempt to alleviate the fear in his heart.


      The Masked Samurai calmly observed the motions of his enemy.


      Ah, compared to the charge of a wild boar, his movements are so dull indeed. The boars are far keener, faster, stronger, and, above all, beautiful.


      The Masked Samurai simply slid his right foot a few inches backward, and the leader’s axe split through nothing but the air before him. Slipping cleanly past the axe, the Meister’s katana cut deep into the leader’s side.


      “Ha, haaaagh!” The leader let go of his axe and put his hand to his stomach in an attempt to keep his innards from falling out, but after a few unsteady steps, he collapsed to the floor.


      The leader continued to let out pitiful wails and whimpers, but the Masked Samurai had already lost interest in him and directed his attention over to the remaining two. However, there was no longer anyone standing there.


      “They chose to run, huh?” said the Masked Samurai under his breath, his voice filled with contempt.


      The small hut was literally littered with holes. There were plenty of ways to escape besides just the doors and windows.


      Should he follow after them? The question lingered in his mind for a moment before he shooed it away. If he carelessly chased them into the mountains, it would give them every opportunity to launch a counter-attack. They could easily conceal themselves in the shadow of a large tree or pounce on him from up in the canopy.


      Besides, he had another matter he had to attend to. The Masked Samurai glanced over to the corner of the room. Piled up there was a mound of goods the bandits had stolen from helpless merchants.


      ***


      In the reception room of a certain merchant company, an elderly man stared at a pile of wares made from precious metals in disbelief.


      “Oh, you really did bring it all back for us!”


      “I at least brought back what I could carry on my own. There are still some larger items left in that mountain hut, so it would be best to hire someone to go collect them later.”


      In that room, adorned with a plethora of valuable items, the Masked Samurai seemed so terribly out of place. This wasn’t necessarily because of his appearance, but his eccentric actions and manner of speech.


      “While I understand it might be rude of me to ask, is it really okay for an adventurer to so naively—sorry, selflessly—hand all of this back over? I mean, you could have so easily slipped this ring into your pocket, for instance.”


      “You want to know why I’m giving it all back to you?”


      “Yes, please tell me.”


      “Because I am the Masked Samurai.”


      “Ah, right...” The head of the merchant company wasn’t sure if that really constituted an answer to his question, but he gave him a confused nod, anyway.


      “I’m perfectly fine with receiving the fee that we had previously agreed upon, as that is what is written in our contract. Keeping promises is important to merchants as well, is it not?”


      “Of course, that is exactly right. The trust of others is the most valuable fortune you can amass.” Tilting his head, still unsure of whether it was really right to settle the matter so easily, the old man pulled a single gold coin from the pile of valuables and set it down before the Masked Samurai with a little clink.


      “Your payment has been received.” The Masked Samurai gave him a nod and placed the coin in his pocket.


      The old man still didn’t allow himself to let his guard down, thinking that he might try to extort more out of him, but the Masked Samurai stood up and went to leave without attempting any further tricks.


      “Are you sure that you’re okay with that alone? Like, really sure?” The old man had such a deep-seated mistrust of adventurers that he couldn’t stop himself from asking such a thing, even if it was against his own interest. For someone to claim not to have any ulterior motives was often suspicious in itself. To most people, adventurers were just armed, unemployed ruffians without any stable place of residence. They were just bandits who were a bit easier to talk to.


      “If you’re saying that you had taken into account that I would likely take a large portion of the treasure for myself, then please use whatever money you were prepared to lose on the treatment of those injured in the attack.”


      “Those cowards ran and left the carriage behind,” said the old man, clearly irritated.


      He had managed to reclaim what was lost, but he still couldn’t forgive the incompetence of those servants.


      “They aren’t warriors. If they had stood their ground, they would have all been killed. Instead of blaming them for the attack, should you not be giving them your greatest gratitude for living to report it to you?”


      The old man believed that they only returned to him because they had no other place to go, but he chose not to press the issue. He couldn’t say that there wasn’t some truth to what the Masked Samurai was saying.


      Sensing that the man was rather irritated by his servants’ actions, the Masked Samurai made an effort to speak in as gentle a voice as possible and said, “As long as you keep on living, there will always come a chance for redemption.”


      While the words were directed at the old man, it also seemed as though he were talking to himself.


      “If you invite those servants back to you with open arms and reward them kindly, they will surely give you their loyalty and gratitude in return. Fealty is not something that comes implicitly. It must be carefully nurtured and earned.”


      After saying that much, the Masked Samurai realized that he had perhaps been prattling on for a bit too long and gave an embarrassed shake of his head. He was in no position to be preaching to the head of a merchant company like that.


      “My apologies. That is nothing more than my personal opinion.”


      “No, no, it was very enlightening. While I have my own thoughts on how servants should be treated, I will take this opportunity to listen to your advice. It was interesting to hear the perspective of an adventurer.”


      “I’m not an adventurer. I am the Masked Samurai!” He swung his cape and pointed his finger straight up with such vigor that you would expect some kind of sound effect to start playing. “Well then, I bid you adieu! Whenever you are in need of help, feel free to rely on the Masked Samurai Meister! Bwa ha ha ha ha ha!”


      The sound of laughter resonated through the halls as he ran out of the building.


      “What the hell was that?” The old man couldn’t do anything but stand there in a daze.


      This was but one example of the Masked Samurai’s deeds. All throughout the city, there were countless people who had been left baffled, allowing those very same words to slip from their lips.


      “What the hell was that?”


      ***


      The Masked Samurai went out on his daily walk. No, since he wasn’t wearing his mask, perhaps it would be better to say that the former knight, Donaldo, was going out for his daily walk. Other than when he was away from the city, taking on various requests, he made a point of going for a stroll around town almost every day. He would leave the slums, his base of operations, make his way to the storage area in the town of craftsmen, take a little peek, and then head right back. He repeated this same course every day that he could.


      While you usually couldn’t live within the city walls without some manner of title or status, like in any other city, there was a section of the city which people referred to as the slums. A person’s status wasn’t as permanent or God-given as many would have liked to believe. Even if someone was a wealthy merchant when they first arrived in the city, there was no guarantee that they wouldn’t fall from grace. The slums were full of people with similar stories who had drifted there and begrudgingly made it their home. There was also no better place for a former knight and murderer such as Donaldo to hide himself.


      Don’t ask a person about their past, and don’t reveal your own. That was the one and only rule in the slums.


      There was all manner of excrement lining the narrow streets, and no one even attempted to clean it. In the summer, the stench was ever-present in the humid air. There were those passed out on the ground, their eyes rolling into the back of their heads. Prostitutes, their faces thin and pale from disease, would call out to you as you walked by.


      Donaldo hadn’t been to church for some time, but if he had the chance to meet with a priest, there was a question that he would have liked to ask him.


      How could hell be any worse than this?


      To sum it up as an awful environment would hardly do it justice. Regardless, Donaldo found his life there more fulfilling than his days as a knight.


      Finally, Donaldo arrived at the storage area. It was holy ground, the place where God had gifted him with divine revelations. There was no better place to offer his prayers. There was no reason to go to a church in his rags and be stared at like a piece of filth by the priest and the other citizens of the city.


      Peering into the storage area, Donaldo’s eyes lit up with joy. Standing there was none other than his God. He was swinging his axe through the air with his upper body entirely exposed.


      “Master Lutz!” Donaldo called out, rushing over to him.


      Lutz stopped what he was doing and gave him a little wave.


      Contrary to Lutz’s casual demeanor, Donaldo quickly bent down and knelt before his lord. “It has been some time, my God.”


      “Yeah, let’s put a stop to that kind of thing, okay? If someone sees this, they’re going to think it’s some kind of kink,” said Lutz, a troubled look on his face.


      There was no shortage of perverts and eccentric individuals in Lutz’s social circle, but he never had the chance to meet with someone of Donaldo’s particular proclivity, so he didn’t know how to react half of the time.


      If he was just trying to embarrass him, Lutz could just whack him in the face and call it a day, but knowing that Donaldo’s actions were out of a deep respect for him, it just wouldn’t feel right.


      “My apologies. I was just so overwhelmed with emotion that I couldn’t help myself.” Donaldo reluctantly stood up.


      Lutz was confused for a moment, wondering why Donaldo seemed to have grown taller since he last saw him, but he soon found his answer.


      Donaldo was standing perfectly straight, holding his head up high. He was no longer the man who threatened the innocent and extorted fortunes from them. He was able to hold himself with pride, knowing that he was making a real difference in people’s lives. Ironically, it was only after he left the Knights Order that he became a man worthy of his title, a true knight who protected the people of the domain.


      “Just to make sure, Donaldo, you’re the rumored Masked Samurai, right?”


      “Yes. I have done everything in my power to live by your guidance,” said Donaldo, admitting it without hesitation.


      That’s living by my guidance? I don’t recall telling him to go that far...


      Lutz wanted to tell him that directly. He also felt a bit guilty continuing that strange relationship with Donaldo, as it had the potential to upset Claudia or Djoser. However, seeing the honest determination in Donaldo’s eyes, Lutz simply couldn’t pull the rug out from under his feet and leave him all alone.


      He had given him advice, tried to cheer him up, and even given him a katana. It was far too late to wash his hands of it. More than anything, Lutz wasn’t the kind of person who was capable of abandoning a man who had just found a reason to live. There were some things that Lutz just couldn’t allow himself to back down from, so even if he wasn’t exactly enthusiastic about it, he had no choice but to act. Such was the story of his life.


      “Um, yeah, how should I put it? You look like you’re doing well, Donaldo. I’m happy for you. The Knights Order isn’t causing you too much trouble, is it?”


      “About that...” Donaldo thought for a moment about how best to answer, but then he shrugged his shoulders and said, “I usually keep my face hidden with a hood when I walk around town, but there was one time when I met eyes with a knight who was patrolling the street. The knight quickly looked away, pretending not to notice me, then ran away as soon as he could.”


      “Wait, wait, wait... Aren’t they all on patrol to try to catch you?”


      “I’m sure he just didn’t want to get involved. I’ve already killed two of them, after all.” As the person who had taken those lives and a former knight himself, all Donaldo could do was give a somber smile.


      After hearing such a terrible thing, Lutz cocked his head and said, “I wonder if it’s okay for me to tell you this... It might be considered a pretty major information leak, but whatever. You know the high-ranking knight, Djoser? It seems that he has finally had it with those knights and told them to sort out the whole thing on their own, so it doesn’t look like he intends to lift a finger to help them.”


      “Wait, does that mean...nobody is coming after me right now?”


      “I suppose so. Of course, I still wouldn’t recommend walking around without at least trying to hide your face a bit, though.”


      “Well, this is unexpected...” More than being relieved, he was disappointed by the other knights’ lack of resolve. He once again thanked God that he’d been able to escape that rotten nest of termites. “Master Lutz, while fighting as a force for justice, I have gained a new fragment of wisdom.”


      “That sure sounds pretty grandiose.”


      “The idea that good deeds should be done quietly is mistaken. In fact, you should do the opposite. When you do good for your fellow man, you should proudly proclaim it from the rooftops.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “The Masked Samurai has been helping the needy and taking down evildoers. As word of that slowly spreads, the people of the city feel a little bit safer knowing that the Masked Samurai Meister is around, and those who would do others harm have to constantly look over their shoulders. Spreading that name far and wide acts as a sort of deterrent,” professed Donaldo, a clear vision in his mind.


      Honestly impressed, Lutz gave him an approving nod. “Wow, you’ve really put a lot of thought into this, huh? I just figured you were into playing the masked hero.”


      “Well, that’s certainly part of it,” said Donaldo, fully serious.


      Lutz rolled his eyes a bit, but he eventually let a little chuckle slip, and Donaldo laughed right alongside him. It was a sight that was hard to believe, knowing the circumstances that first brought them together.


      “Right, get on your way, then. Everyone is waiting for their hero to return to his post.”


      Donaldo nodded, pulled a mask out from his pocket, and tied it around his head. When he looked back up, there stood the Masked Samurai Meister in all of his glory.


      “Bwa ha ha ha ha! Very well, I bid you adieu!” With a swing of his cape, he promptly left. Or, at least, it seemed like he was about to, but just as he reached the edge of the storage area, he turned back. “Master Lutz. Right now, I feel like I have finally found happiness! It is all thanks to your guidance. I thank you from the bottom of my heart!” he yelled before giving Lutz a deep bow.


      In response, Lutz just shooed him away.


      Enough with that already!


      The Masked Samurai sprinted off. Surely he would give birth to another legend that day.


      Lutz still had no way of knowing what would come next. After all, true threats always crept up on their victims from behind.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 8: The Time to Assemble


      The Adventurers Guild was like a reception counter for taking on requests and a bar melded into one, so it was like a second home for many in their field. It was a great place to find party members, gather information, or just give off the illusion that you were a busy, functioning member of society.


      The door to the Guild opened with a creak, and a man stepped inside. Ordinarily, the other adventurers would just give the doorway a passing glance and soon lose interest, but that particular man held their attention captive.


      It was the adventurer who had been the talk of the town as of late—the Masked Samurai. Adventurers often showed a strong desire to stand out in the crowd, so many wore rather eccentric getups, but even from the perspective of such adventurers, he was one hell of a weirdo.


      If he were just looking to stand out a bit, that would be one thing, but the Masked Samurai had been taking on dangerous requests that nobody else wanted to even look at and completed them one after another. He refused to accept any reward for his efforts outside of what was officially agreed upon, and when taking on requests to return stolen goods, he wouldn’t even scrape a little off the top for himself. The Masked Samurai had rapidly gained the trust of the public and earned the ire of his peers.


      Some veteran adventurers claimed that it was an adventurer’s right to accept a certain percentage of stolen goods upon retrieval, but everyone who had gone to confront the Masked Samurai in their anger quickly ended up on their asses.


      He was noble, brave, and he had the strength to back it all up. He even had a katana, the object of every adventurer’s desire, proudly displayed on his hip. No one knew where he could have gotten his hands on such a thing either. He was like a hero that had popped straight out of a picture book.


      Some time before, they had all witnessed something rather mysterious.


      While at the bar, a single man stood in the way of the Masked Samurai. It was the Count’s personal adventurer, the man who held the title of hero, Ricardo. He didn’t seem to hold any ill will toward the Masked Samurai, but in a cramped place such as that, it wasn’t unusual for people to bump into each other.


      Everyone watched with anticipation, wondering whether one of them would give way to the other, or if a fight was about to break out. However, much to the surprise of the peanut gallery, the two wild dogs just gave each other a little bow.


      “Hello.”


      “Hello.”


      The two of them simultaneously turned to the side to let the other pass through, and the crowd was left feeling rather disappointed indeed.


      The day after, one of the adventurers confronted the Masked Samurai about it, asking him why he gave way to Ricardo and whether it was because he considered himself to be less of a man than the hero.


      “To give way to someone or hold your ground... Is that really the criterion on which you evaluate the value of a man? Surely a real man cannot be seen drawing their katana for as trivial a reason as that.”


      These little interactions both built up the Masked Samurai’s reputation and caused those around him to start giving him a wide berth.


      Ricardo was also asked the very same thing later, but he simply said, “Starting a fight there would just be a pain.”


      From the perspective of the other adventurers, Ricardo was just as strange. Most of them practically lived to protect their image, so they felt as though the hero and that meister were denying their very way of life with those words. It certainly wasn’t pleasant.


      The Masked Samurai walked up to the counter to see if there were any requests for him to take on, and he was greeted by one of the Guild workers, a huge smile plastered on his greasy face. All that mattered to the Guild workers was whether someone could fulfill requests or not, so they didn’t hold any negative biases toward the Masked Samurai. They didn’t care if he was a hero or a pervert as long as he got work done.


      The Masked Samurai had taken on and completed countless dead requests, jobs that were either too dangerous for people to attempt or not worth the money, so the Guild felt deeply grateful for his efforts. Thanks to him, they managed to avoid getting chewed out by the Guild Master, as they had basically every month before, and their hair stopped falling out from the sheer stress of it all.


      “Hey there, Mister Samurai! We’ve got a client who has come to see you.”


      “They asked for me by name, huh?”


      Being asked by name to take on a request was a major sign that you had earned the trust of the public, a great honor for adventurers. The Masked Samurai was very satisfied to learn that his reputation preceded him and gave the worker a little nod.


      “They’re waiting for you on the third floor, room two.”


      “Thank you.”


      The Adventurers Guild was also equipped with lodging. The second floor had some larger rooms, and the third floor had smaller rooms that were also used on occasions when clients wanted to speak with adventurers in private.


      He went up the creaky wooden staircase to the third floor and knocked on the door to room number two. “It’s the Masked Samurai.”


      He heard the sound of the door unlocking, and a middle-aged man invited him into the room. The man’s cheekbones protruded from his gaunt face, the mark of someone who had clearly been through agony. For some reason, his left eye was only half open and twitched constantly as well.


      The Masked Samurai recognized the man from somewhere, but he couldn’t quite put his finger on it.


      “I am Denis, a merchant from the domain of Baron Österreich.”


      The Masked Samurai’s eyes widened. “You came all the way from a neighboring domain?”


      While it was right next to the Shander domain, it wasn’t the sort of distance one would travel without good reason.


      “I tried putting in a request with the adventurers of my domain and even the Baron himself, but nobody would accept it. I know that I’m probably just clutching at straws, but I heard a rumor about you, the Masked Samurai—that you would take on any request, no matter how dangerous. That is why I have come before you today.”


      “I am no god or miracle worker. There are things that I am capable of and things that I am not. However, I am happy to listen to your request.”


      While he hadn’t said that he would accept it yet, a little bit of brightness returned to Denis’s face.


      More than the details of the request, the Masked Samurai was worried about the man’s condition, particularly his left eye. He seemed to have no control over it whatsoever. He was certain that he had seen the man before somewhere, but every time he tried to remember, he felt a tightness in his chest that made it hard to breathe.


      “A horde of orcs assaulted my village and took my daughter away. Please, I beg you, bring my daughter back to me!”


      “A horde... Can you be a bit more specific? About how many were there?”


      He could manage one or two orcs, but taking on an entire horde by himself would be suicide.


      Denis hung his head in silence, cloaked in an air of anxiety. Surely he knew that the Masked Samurai would turn him down as soon as he told him the details.


      “Denis, if you don’t tell me, I can’t help you.”


      “Would you give me your word that you will accept my request beforehand?”


      “I believe that I have already told you, but I am not God. If you insist on having me rush in without knowing what I’m going up against, I’m afraid I must decline.”


      “No, I would never...force you into it...”


      “Very well then, tell me. Without mutual trust, I certainly cannot place my life in another’s hands.”


      They shared a few moments of silence, except for the rocking of the man’s chair.


      “It seems that we have come to an impasse.”


      “No, please wait! I’ll tell you! I’ll tell you, so please don’t leave!”


      “I warn you, don’t lie to me. If I learn that any information you have given me is false, I will consider our contract null and void.”


      “Yes, of course...” said Denis, as if squeezing the words out of himself.


      The man explained that there were around thirty orcs, and that was just the ones that they had confirmed sightings of. There was also a gigantic orc, standing at around ten feet tall, that appeared to be their leader.


      As a species, orcs boasted physical strength that far exceeded the average human, and they were much more inclined to violence. To take on thirty of them at once, especially considering the leaders were such monstrous creatures, it was no longer right to call it an ordinary horde. He would be standing alone against an army.


      The Masked Samurai understood why the knights and adventurers of the Österreich domain had declined. It was the obvious decision. He had originally thought that they must have just been cowards, but he had no choice but to take back his initial evaluation. It was only natural.


      “That’s why I didn’t want to say anything...” Denis’s face sank in anguish.


      “Denis, how long do you intend to stay in this city?”


      “My family is surely worried about me, so I would like to return as soon as possible.”


      “And when was your village attacked?”


      “It was about a week ago now.”


      The Masked Samurai furrowed his brow in discontent, but luckily, the mask prevented his emotions from showing outwardly. It really was convenient at times like that.


      A whole week. Surely Denis had been desperately trying to find someone to help him for all that time, but from a third-party perspective, one couldn’t help but assume that his daughter was already long dead.


      You’re asking me to rush into a horde of orcs to save a dead person? What kind of joke is that?


      The Masked Samurai intended to do anything that was within his power to help the man, but that obviously exceeded his capabilities. As he searched his mind for a method of declining the offer without tarnishing the reputation of the hero he had created, Denis continued to stare at him desperately.


      There was something wrong with that left eye of his.


      “Denis, did your left eye get injured during the orc attack?”


      “Oh, this? The truth is I used to live in this city, you see...”


      The Masked Samurai—no, the former knight Donaldo’s heart nearly beat out of his chest.


      Don’t ask. Don’t pry any further. That isn’t an injury that was sustained a mere week ago. It’s an old scar. Such sirens were sounding in Donaldo’s heart, but his tongue was bound by a numb paralysis.


      “I got this eye from a bunch of thug knights who surrounded and beat me. We moved to the Baron’s domain after that, but it never fully healed.” Denis cursed his misfortune with a heavy sigh.


      The Masked Samurai’s breath grew labored, and he clutched at his chest to silence his beating heart.


      I can’t. I can’t run from this. This is one of the sins that I must face head-on. If I run now, I will never be able to find redemption. If I attempt this mission, I will likely die. But what of it? If that is my fate, so be it. No, that’s not right either. I don’t care if I die, but I must see this mission to completion. If his daughter is alive, I will bring her home. If she is no longer with us, I will exterminate every last orc and return with her remains. What should I do? I just don’t know. I feel like my head is going to explode.


      “Tell me your address. I will gather some party members and come as soon as I can. I promise.”


      “Ah, right...” Denis’s voice was laced with disappointment. He wrote down his address, but on the inside, he figured that the masked samurai had no real intention of coming.


      “Don’t do anything rash. I promise...I will come to you as soon as I can!” yelled the Masked Samurai through tears before rushing out of the room.


      Denis had grown accustomed to betrayal and defeat. However, the Masked Samurai’s voice carried the power to make him feel hope just one last time.


      “Is it really okay for me to believe him?” whispered Denis, closing his right eye. The light of day could no longer reach his left eye. It was forever in darkness.


      ***


      Donaldo stood in the middle of the usual storage area, completely in a daze. The sun was already starting to set, so it was unlikely he would be able to meet with Lutz. Regardless, he couldn’t think of anything to do besides stand there in wait.


      He wanted to go straight over to Lutz’s workshop and ask for his aid, but he couldn’t do that. Lutz’s wife, Claudia, detested the Knights Order of the Shander domain, and she was beyond justified in holding those feelings. Showing up at his doorstep would only put Lutz in a difficult situation.


      Being a fugitive, Donaldo had no one else he could go to for advice. On top of that, Lutz likely didn’t even think of him as a friend. If anything, Donaldo was just a former enemy who had begun to change his ways, so he had gained just a drop of Lutz’s support. It was Donaldo who had one-sidedly forced his admiration upon him.


      If Donaldo felt so emboldened as to show up at his place of residence, it would only cause trouble for Lutz, and if he were to cut ties with Donaldo as a result, then he really would be at a dead end. All he could do was wait for a chance encounter at that storage area.


      Donaldo had made no arrangements to meet with him. Lutz only showed up there once every few days or so. If he were busy forging a new katana, that time could even extend further. It wasn’t unusual for Lutz to confine himself to his workshop for a whole week. Still, Donaldo chose to wait there.


      The sun fully set, and he was surrounded by darkness, both mind and body. Even standing there became strenuous, as if an intense weight had been placed on his shoulders, so he sat himself on the ground. He could feel the cold and damp spread through his buttocks.


      Donaldo couldn’t move. From accepting a request that may as well have been a death sentence to his inability to seek his confidant for aid—it was all a simple matter of reaping what he had sown. The misdeeds of his past still bound him like heavy shackles.


      He could no longer tell how much time had passed. Suddenly, there was a light above his head. Was the sun already rising? That just couldn’t be. Donaldo slowly lifted his head, and a wave of emotions made his every limb tremble.


      “Wah, waaaaah...”


      “Come on now, you’re not the sort of age to be sobbing like a lost child,” the man said with a sigh.


      Illuminated by the light of the torch he was carrying, Donaldo could make out the face of the very man he had so desperately been awaiting. Why would he have come there at such a time? Donaldo didn’t understand. All he could do was offer his gratitude to God for granting him such a miracle.


      “What a miracle! What an act of fate! I have been so longing to see you, Master Lutz!”


      “I wouldn’t call it an act of fate.”


      “Huh?”


      “We heard from our neighbors that some weirdo was hanging around the storage area, so I decided to check it out. I can’t say I was exactly surprised to see you here.”


      “Oh... I apologize for the inconvenience...”


      “Eh, it’s all good. More importantly, is there something that you wanted to talk to me about?” Lutz stuck the torch into the dirt and sat on a random crate.


      He seemed somewhat irritated, but far from angry, so Donaldo could breathe a sigh of relief.


      “Master Lutz, I am but a foolish man, but please grant me your salvation! No, I don’t care what becomes of me. I simply must see this last mission to completion!”


      “Hmmm?” Lutz looked at him suspiciously.


      Donaldo proceeded to explain everything that had happened at the Guild. He told Lutz that the neighboring Baron’s domain had been attacked by a horde of orcs and that the man who placed the request was a former citizen of their city, one who had sustained grave injuries to his left eye due to the knights’ violent abuse of power.


      “And you’re saying that you’re the one who punched this Denis guy in the eye?”


      “No, it was another knight that actually punched him. However...” Donaldo learned how truly gut-wrenching it was to confess such a heavy sin. Surely words had no physical form, but it felt as though they were stuck in his throat. While it pained and tormented him, he forcibly expelled the words. “I was standing right next to him, laughing the whole time.”


      “You really were a lowlife.”


      “Ugh...”


      Lutz’s straightforward condemnation dug a hole into Donaldo’s chest.


      “What? Were you expecting me to say that it’s no big deal?”


      “No, this is a sin that I must carry with me...”


      Glad to see that Donaldo was at least not rotten to the core, Lutz gave him a little nod. Donaldo likely fell into that disgusting behavior in part due to the mob mentality that can arise in that kind of environment. He belonged to a rotten organization, and therefore, that kind of behavior was normalized. He allowed his morality to be swept away by the current. If he had come to the defense of any of those merchants, he could have become their next target.


      What the Knights Order had done wasn’t something that could be forgiven. However, surely even Donaldo had the right to walk toward his execution on his own two feet.


      Autumn was beginning to fully assert itself, and the nights had grown rather chilly.


      Lutz spoke, warming his hands with the glow of the torch. “I know someone who might be willing to form a temporary party. He’s gotten pretty used to barging into enemy territory and eliminating everyone in sight. He’d probably be a great asset on this kind of mission.”


      “Oh, Master Lutz! I am forever grateful!”


      Donaldo sat himself up straight, placed his hands on the ground in front of him, and bowed. This was the second time he had shown Lutz that dogeza.


      “Don’t get ahead of yourself just yet, Donaldo. There’s still no guarantee that he will even accept the request.”


      “The fact that you would offer a man such as me your assistance... That alone is worthy of my greatest gratitude!” Donaldo spoke through elated tears.


      “Do you know an adventurer called Ricardo?”


      “I hear that he is the number one adventurer in this city. I’m afraid I have only given him a few greetings in passing, though.”


      “That’s the one—the guy who I gave two bewitching katana to.”


      Even though Donaldo knew that it was neither the time nor the place for it, he couldn’t fully contain the jealousy that was leaking into his heart. He was a man who knew what it meant to truly love a katana. “Is he worthy of carrying two bewitching katana, two of your masterpieces?”


      “Hmmm... That’s a tough one.” Lutz tilted his head, but not out of doubt or ill will. It seemed like he was just trying to figure out how to put it into words. “I’m sure that no one in the whole world could face such a dangerous katana as Tsubaki or Oka with that level of earnestness.”


      Lutz was clearly convinced of this. In that case, there was no room for Donaldo to press the matter any further. On the contrary, he figured that he should feel reassured to have such a man as a potential ally.


      “There is one more problem, though.”


      “What would that be?”


      “Ricardo is the personal adventurer of the Count. It’s not like he isn’t allowed to leave the city walls, but if he’s going to go all the way to the Österreich domain, then he’ll at least have to notify Count Shander. In other words—”


      “Sir Djoser will hear of it.”


      Donaldo was a fugitive who had killed two knights. While the high-ranking knight, Djoser, had said that he wasn’t going to get involved directly, if Donaldo were to appear right before him, there was no way that he would allow him to go free.


      “Of course, we have no intention of giving you up as the culprit, but there is a good chance that the walls might close in on you a bit. Are you okay with that?”


      “I don’t mind. After this battle is over, I don’t care what happens to me.” Donaldo answered in an instant. There was no longer any doubt in his heart.


      “Okay, I understand. Go home and get some sleep for today. Meet me here tomorrow afternoon. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to fall in battle due to a lack of sleep now, would you?” With that, Lutz turned his back to Donaldo and walked a few steps. Then he turned around as if he had just remembered something. “Make this the last night you allow yourself to cry like that. You’re a hero that brings courage to the people of this city, after all.”


      Even after Lutz had left, Donaldo was unable to lift his head for quite some time.


      Hero... He still believes in me enough to call me that.


      ***


      “Sure, no problem.” Ricardo agreed to Lutz’s request so easily that it almost felt anticlimactic.


      They were currently at an apartment building meant for patrons who were adventurers. Lutz was lucky to have caught Ricardo before he went out for his morning training.


      “Sorry about this. The town has already been devastated by the orc attack, so I don’t think it will pay too well either.”


      “Well, let’s just say that you’ll owe me one.”


      Lutz wanted to tell him that it was a request from the Masked Samurai, so it should have been Donaldo who owed him one, but he swallowed those words back down his throat. Ricardo only agreed to accept such a request because he trusted Lutz, not the Masked Samurai. He would have to accept some responsibility as the middleman.


      Ricardo was able to put Lutz in his debt. Lutz would receive some payment from Donaldo. With all of this going on, though, Lutz would no longer be able to treat Donaldo as a total stranger. There were some connections that you just could never shake, no matter how hard you tried.


      “More importantly, there’s something else that’s bothering me...” Ricardo’s face turned serious. “I’m a bit worried about that massive, ten-foot-tall orc you were talking about.”


      “Yeah, that sounds pretty monstrous.”


      “Do you remember? The first opponent that I ever used Tsubaki’s curse against was a giant orc too.”


      “Now that you mention it, yeah.”


      “I could understand if it were just one monster variant that had suddenly evolved. I wouldn’t be happy about it, but I could understand. I mean, you can’t always expect everything to go your way, after all. Yeah...”


      Ricardo adjusted his position in his seat, letting out a pronounced creak. It was the kind of cheap furniture that would come with a cheap apartment, so it wouldn’t be unusual for it to break at any moment.


      “But now that we have sightings of a second one, it’s a different thing altogether. That’s not the sort of thing that just happens by chance. Unless a female orc’s snatch opens wide enough to fit a tree trunk up there, that is.”


      “God, do you have to say it like that? I get what you mean, though... If it’s not a coincidence that these giant orcs are showing up, then there has to be some kind of reason behind it, right?”


      “And if we don’t figure out what that reason is, there’s no guarantee that there won’t be a third, fourth, or even a whole army of giant orcs. That’s the worst-case scenario, anyway.”


      The two of them grumbled to themselves in thought for a moment. Somehow, the scale of the conversation had outgrown the Masked Samurai’s journey to atonement.


      “Right, let’s head straight to the storage area.” Lutz stood up to move things along.


      “Didn’t you tell him to meet us there in the afternoon?”


      “Knowing that guy, he probably couldn’t stand just sitting around at home. It’s pretty likely that he’ll be there already. It’s even possible that he chose to stay there all night and sleep on the ground.” With that, Lutz ran out of the room.


      Ricardo grabbed his two katana and followed directly after.


      ***


      Just as Lutz had expected, the Masked Samurai was lying face down on the ground of the storage area, so they scooped him up and went to the castle to talk to Gerhard.


      Lutz, Ricardo, the Masked Samurai, Gerhard, and most notably, the high-ranking knight, Djoser, all gathered in the conference room, as Gerhard’s workshop would be far too cramped.


      “So, anyway, that’s why we need to borrow Ricardo for a little while,” said Lutz, finishing his explanation.


      While the whole thing revolved around Donaldo, the Masked Samurai, he simply leaned his back against the wall with his arms crossed and listened the whole time. “Hmph.” He figured if he just played the part of the cool guy, mysterious and aloof, then nobody would go out of their way to speak to him directly. He was that desperate to avoid talking with Djoser.


      Djoser was looking at him suspiciously, but it seemed that he hadn’t caught on to his true identity anyway. Donaldo didn’t know whether to feel relieved that his secret was safe or sad that his former boss didn’t even recognize him. It was a confusing feeling indeed.


      “So, that guy over there is the Masked Samurai that I’ve been hearing about, huh? The people over at the Guild have been singing your praises for going out of your way to accept the most troublesome jobs,” said Gerhard.


      It seemed like the Masked Samurai’s plan wasn’t going to work out as he had hoped. He looked over to Lutz for help, but he just put his hand in front of his mouth, opening and closing it as if to say, Go on, say something already.


      Do I have to?


      The Masked Samurai had a smile on his face, but he felt like he was about to cry on the inside. The mask really was convenient at times like that.


      “I have done nothing worthy of such praise. The only reward I desire is the smiling faces of the people. In that respect, I suppose you could say there is no one more greedy than I. Bwa ha...”


      “Ah, okay...”


      It seemed that Gerhard didn’t know how to respond to that, and who could blame him? The Masked Samurai himself had no idea what he was blathering on about either.


      “Well, um, right... I understand the situation, anyway. This talk of giant orcs is somewhat troubling as well, so I’ll go and speak with the Count about approving Ricardo’s expedition.”


      “Thank you.”


      Lutz and Ricardo gave Gerhard a bow, the Masked Samurai following suit a moment after.


      “A horde led by a giant orc, huh? Honestly, it would be more reassuring to be able to send a greater show of force, but...” Gerhard glanced over at Djoser for a moment before shaking his head. “If we unilaterally deploy knights into a neighboring domain, it could be misinterpreted as a military invasion. We’ll have to work within the boundaries of an adventurer, taking on a private request.”


      “Even if the Baron’s domain is obviously unable to deal with the issue on their own?” asked Ricardo, visibly frustrated. It didn’t seem like the time to concern themselves with formalities like that.


      “Whether they can handle it or not is a decision that is up to the lord of that domain. As long as they don’t officially request our assistance, we can’t be seen sending troops into their territory.”


      “Don’t they understand that there have already been civilian casualties?”


      “This is just how politics is. Hey...don’t give me that look. I don’t like it either, but how are we supposed to prove that we have no intention of invading them at their moment of crisis? Also, if we were to go ahead with such a thing, it would set a precedent that allowed other domains to send in their troops without permission as well.”


      “Uuugh...” groaned Ricardo. He still wasn’t convinced, but he couldn’t argue with those points either, so he just pouted and kept his mouth shut.


      Lutz shot a glance at Djoser before speaking up in Ricardo’s stead. “Well, if it’s just not possible to send more troops, we’ll have to give up on it, I’m afraid. Let’s consider ourselves lucky that they’ll still let adventurers in.”


      Hearing Lutz say that they’d just have to give up on it, Djoser’s shoulder twitched a bit, but it didn’t seem like Lutz noticed.


      As there wasn’t much time to deliberate the matter further, Lutz pressed on. “More importantly, can someone arrange a carriage for us to borrow?”


      “Very well, follow me.”


      Gerhard walked out of the room, and everyone else followed behind him, except for Djoser.


      “We’ll have to give up on it... Huh?”


      While it was a different domain, innocent people were suffering because of those monster attacks. However, Djoser was bound by his title as a high-ranking knight of the Shander domain, so he couldn’t do anything to help. He would just have to give it up.


      Can I honestly say that I’m okay with that? As a person, as a knight, as a man... Can I hold my head up with pride and say that I have done the right thing? Could I explain my inaction to my sons without losing their admiration? Could I stand before the victims and explain to them that I simply had no choice in the matter? Well, could you, Djoser?


      Djoser asked himself those questions over and over. He knew that what Gerhard had said was correct. If he acted without permission, the entire Shander domain would have to answer for it. That alone he had to avoid at all costs.


      ***


      Gerhard allowed them to borrow a very impressive covered wagon, drawn by two horses. They could tell that he was trying to do the very best that he could for them without crossing any political or legal boundaries.


      The Masked Samurai sat in the driver’s seat, and they set off for the Baron’s domain.


      “Wouldn’t it be faster to just ride there on horseback?” asked the Masked Samurai.


      Lutz furrowed his brow. “Most commoners have zero equestrian experience, you know?” As he had been born to a poor blacksmith outside the city walls, he couldn’t ride a horse or even steer the reins of a carriage. Recently, he had tried getting used to riding his donkey a bit, but that was the extent of his experience.


      Ricardo also nodded in agreement. Whenever he had to travel somewhere to fight off monsters, he would either get there on foot or share a carriage that was heading in the right direction. “Wait, thinking about it the other way, why can you ride a horse? Are you a noble or something?”


      Donaldo cursed himself for letting his tongue slip, but he hid his regret behind the mask.


      Lutz scratched his head, knowing there was no point in hiding it anymore. “We’re about to put our lives in each other’s hands. You might as well let him know your identity.”


      He sure made it sound easy. However, the more Donaldo thought about it, the more it just didn’t seem right to keep secrets from someone who agreed to come on such a dangerous mission at his request. He had also prepared himself to face whatever punishment might come his way after they exterminated those orcs. Therefore, concealing his identity any longer was probably meaningless. It wouldn’t be wise to confess it to a high-ranking knight like Djoser, but an adventurer had much more room in their heart for compromise.


      “I will leave it up to you, Master Lutz.”


      “This guy’s a serial killer.”


      The Masked Samurai’s body trembled. While he had said he would leave it up to Lutz, couldn’t he have phrased it a bit more delicately? As he held firm to the reins, he could feel cold stares boring into his back. He didn’t even want to think about what kind of face Ricardo must have been making.


      “What the hell did this guy do?”


      “Remember how those two knights got killed a little while back? He’s the culprit.”


      “So he delivered divine justice to the wicked as a masked vigilante?”


      “No, he just killed those two over a personal vendetta. It was before he started doing this whole Masked Samurai thing. Either way, he just killed a couple of thug knights, so I honestly couldn’t care less.”


      “Yeah, fair enough.” Ricardo came to terms with the situation almost immediately.


      As a former knight himself, the Masked Samurai didn’t know whether to feel offended that the knights weren’t even treated as human or just be relieved that Ricardo showed him some understanding. At the end of the day, it was the actions of the Knights Order that led to such a terrible public image. He was once again reminded of what a truly deplorable organization he had affiliated himself with.


      “The Masked Samurai is actually a former knight as well. His real name is Donaldo. He wanted to atone for his life of causing trouble for others, so he’s been working as a force for justice as of late.”


      “I mean, I can kind of understand what he’s going for, but that’s pretty extreme!” Ricardo broke out in laughter.


      The Masked Samurai breathed a sigh of relief. It seemed that more than resenting him for being a former knight, Ricardo just got a kick out of his admittedly eccentric method of atonement.


      “Oh, I almost forgot. Masked Samurai, when we first engage these orcs, don’t get too close to Ricardo. To be more specific, don’t get within about a sixteen-foot radius of him. You’ll die,” explained Lutz, as casually as he would chat about the weather.


      “Why is that? I could understand if his fighting style was just so intense that it was dangerous to get in the way, but sixteen feet is a pretty wide and specific range.”


      “Yeah...” Lutz glanced over at Ricardo. He wanted to get Ricardo’s approval before getting into the details. While Lutz was Tsubaki’s creator, talking about another person’s abilities without their express permission felt like it would violate some unwritten rule among adventurers.


      Ricardo gave a little nod to say that he didn’t mind. It would be a pain to have to explain it after the battle had started, and he had just learned of the Masked Samurai’s secret, so it was only fair. Lutz might have even proceeded with the conversation in the order he had for that very reason. He was the sort of man who looked like he wasn’t thinking too deeply into stuff, but he could surprise you at times.


      “I’ll leave it up to you,” said Ricardo, echoing the Masked Samurai.


      It seemed that Lutz was expecting him to say that, as he started to speak without a moment’s pause. “I believe I told you that Ricardo became the wielder of Tsubaki, but you remember that much, right?”


      “Yes, I remember,” answered the Masked Samurai clearly. The thorn of jealousy was still firmly lodged in his heart, so there was no way that he would ever forget.


      “The problem lies within Tsubaki’s power. Even on its own, it was a katana so beautiful that it made people attempt to harm themselves with it. On top of that, a certain first-class enchanter engraved a charm enchantment into it, half out of sick curiosity, and Tsubaki turned into a bewitching katana unlike anything the world had ever seen.”


      “So, you are to say...” The Masked Samurai gulped. He wanted to throw down the reins and turn around to them, but he focused all of his energy on maintaining his self-control, managing to stop himself.


      “I’m saying that Tsubaki has the power to force anyone within a sixteen-foot radius to kill themselves.”


      “What?” While the Masked Samurai was surprised to hear this, a certain part of him immediately understood. That katana was just far too incredible. He had felt its terrifying allure firsthand when he cut deeply into his own cheek.


      “Apparently, it can make people confuse pain with pleasure. Pain is one of those things that you can build up a certain degree of tolerance to, but pleasure is another story. Everyone within that radius is affected indiscriminately, so be careful, okay?”


      “You mean it even affects allies?!”


      “What can I say? She doesn’t discriminate. What a fine woman. Ha ha ha...”


      “Surely this is no laughing matter!”


      “I’m afraid there’s nothing to do but laugh it off.”


      After being surrounded by strange katana and even stranger people for so long, Lutz’s perception of the world had strayed far from the path of normalcy. It was actually somewhat refreshing to see the Masked Samurai react like that.


      “Well, I suppose that would give us a huge advantage when going up against this horde of orcs...” The Masked Samurai tried not to think about the danger for the time being and gave them a little nod. He finally realized why Lutz had been so nonchalant about the whole thing, why he seemed assured of their victory. The Masked Samurai had fully prepared himself for death, but if they had a fighting chance, maybe it was okay for him to relax the tension in his shoulders a bit too.


      I really am a shallow creature.


      The Masked Samurai put his head back on straight.


      “It’s fully possible that we can finish this whole thing just by sending Ricardo charging into them.”


      “Hey, why don’t you try standing in my shoes for a second, huh? This can be terrifying stuff! Sometimes I run across an opponent that the curse doesn’t seem to affect too.”


      Both of them, half serious, half joking, burst out into laughter.


      Even with arguably the most formidable katana in the world, it was difficult to deal with enemies that attacked from outside Tsubaki’s effective range, like archers. It also didn’t work on enemies that weren’t strictly alive, like zombies or golems. People who were already under the influence of another curse, such as that one woman whom they fought down in the labyrinth, were also immune to Tsubaki’s effects.


      The enemy whom Ricardo personally found most frightening was the one man who figured out the principle that the curse worked on and cut off his own genitals in order to get around it. At that time, Ricardo felt overwhelmed by the sheer pressure coming from the man and had prepared himself for death.


      If the pain, blood loss, and lingering effects of the curse hadn’t slowed down the man’s movements, Ricardo would have surely been killed. That was how powerful he was in both his skill and determination. Since that day, Ricardo had made a point to remember that there was always a possibility he would encounter such irregularities.


      “You never know what’s going to happen on a battlefield, so I’ll be counting on you guys’ support.”


      Lutz and the Masked Samurai both gave him a reassuring nod.


      Thanks to the speed of the two-horse wagon, they soon entered the Baron’s territory, with renewed confidence in their hearts.


      ***


      While Lutz and everyone were on their way to the Österreich domain, the high-ranking knight Djoser was wandering around the market. It wasn’t like he had anything in mind that he wanted to buy, and he wasn’t necessarily on patrol or anything either. He just figured if he went somewhere a bit more lively, it would alleviate his worries. In reality, though, walking alone through the hustle and bustle of the city only served to make the empty feeling inside of him all the more pronounced.


      “They say that to know what is right yet choose inaction is the mark of a coward...”


      Djoser’s gentle whisper was entirely drowned out by the calls of merchants trying to attract their next customers.


      Innocent civilians were under attack by a horde of monsters. Djoser had his own position to think about, and he didn’t want to start any conflict between noble houses. There were plenty of things that restrained him, but the fact remained that he was about to ignore the pleas of people in desperate need.


      What was justice? What was chivalry? No matter how you defined them, watching such a tragedy play out as a bystander was surely in contradiction to them. However, without first addressing the issues that his master, Gerhard, had rightly brought up, charging into the Baron’s domain would only serve to burden those around him. There was no greater violence than unilaterally forcing one’s personal sense of justice onto the greater world.


      Suddenly, a certain name entered the ear of that lost lamb: The Masked Samurai. At first, Djoser thought he was worrying himself to the point of auditory hallucination, but when he turned around, he saw a stall that was selling some curious trinkets.


      Djoser’s feet suddenly stopped, and this was not lost on the keen shopkeeper.


      “Well, hello there, sir! Take a look at this! We have loads of Masked Samurai merchandise for sale—he’s been the talk of the town! We’ve also just acquired a similar mask from the east!”


      The shopkeeper hadn’t necessarily caught Djoser’s interest, but as he had nothing else to do, he walked over to the stand and had a look at his wares.


      The cloth on which he had laid out all his items was so tattered that it could hardly be called patchwork. On top of it rested countless little trinkets which served no obvious purpose, and in the middle of them all was a strange mask.


      From its unusual design, Djoser could tell that the shopkeeper wasn’t lying; it likely was a mask that had drifted in from the east. However, it was completely different from the hannya mask that the Masked Samurai wore. It bore the image of a man laughing through pouting lips. Djoser was somewhat frustrated by the expression. Was it one of glee or irritation? He wished that they would pick one and stick to it.


      “Eh heh heh...” Seeing Djoser’s reaction, the shopkeeper just gave him a little chuckle. “You see, I’ve never actually seen the Masked Samurai before,” he explained, arms flailing in panic. Who knew what kind of charges he could face if he attempted to lie to a knight? “But rest assured, I’m certain that this is an item that was imported from the east. Take a look at the design—you don’t see stuff like this in the kingdom very often.”


      “How much?”


      “Wha—”


      “I’m asking you how much it is to purchase the mask.”


      “Oh, uh, right. That would come out to...” For some reason, the shopkeeper seemingly hadn’t decided on a price until then. The prices likely fluctuated entirely based on his whims. “I’d say around ten silver.”


      That much? While Djoser’s wallet had grown a bit heavier with each troublesome case he had been dragged into as of late, it still wasn’t the kind of money that he could spend without some careful consideration. If his wife asked about it later, what kind of excuse could he make?


      “I suppose justice is never free...” said Djoser through clenched teeth before pulling out his wallet.


      The shopkeeper stared at him with a look that said, “Is this guy okay in the head?”


      ***


      On his way to the stable, Djoser bumped into Gerhard. He was the man whom Djoser respected as his master, but to be honest, he was the last person he wanted to run into at that moment.


      “What the hell is that?”


      It went without saying that Gerhard was referring to the strange mask in Djoser’s hand.


      “Ah, yes. This is just something that I procured in the market.”


      Gerhard gestured for Djoser to come closer so he could take a better look. He was a man overflowing with curiosity, after all. If Djoser were to refuse, it was clear that it would only lead to more trouble, so he handed the mask over without protest.


      “How interesting—a hyottoko mask, huh?”


      “Oh, is that what it is called?”


      “You bought it without even knowing what it was? Well, I suppose it isn’t quite as well-known as a hannya mask, so it’s only natural.” Gerhard meticulously inspected the mask, turning it over and looking at it upside down. “So, why did you choose to buy such a thing?”


      “Um... I thought that I might bring it home for my kids.”


      “I’d advise against that. They might burst into tears at the sight of it.” Gerhard returned the mask with a roll of his eyes, slipped past Djoser, and was about to leave. “Oh, I almost forgot...”


      Just as Djoser was about to breathe an internal sigh of relief, Gerhard stopped in his tracks. Djoser’s entire body became tense as he wondered what his master was going to say next.


      “Don’t let anyone find out.” Leaving those words alone, Gerhard strolled off as if nothing had happened.


      A little grin came to Djoser’s face. There really was no fooling that man.


      ***


      An ashen horse set off from the castle as fast as an arrow, and two men watched over the scene from the balcony. They were the enchanter, Gerhard, and the lord of the castle, Count Maximillion Shander.


      “Why does everybody have to act with such blatant independence?”


      “All of the responsibility rests with me, Your Grace. I will accept any punishment.” Gerhard bowed deeply. It was the job of an elder to give the younger generation a push in the right direction, and Gerhard was more than prepared to stick out his neck for that purpose.


      “I do believe that Djoser put in a request for a leave of absence,” said Maximillion playfully.


      “I don’t recall anything of the—”


      “No, I’m sure of it. I think we may have just misplaced the documentation. Gerhard, would you sort that out for him?”


      So, Maximillion had no intention of reprimanding Djoser for leaving without a word? Figuring that pressing the matter any further would only be insensitive of him, Gerhard silently bowed his head.


      “I must say, though, playing the role of a masked hero sure looks like fun. Maybe I should give it a try as well someday,” said Maximilian as he gazed up at the clouds.


      “As your advisor, I’m afraid I must discourage that.”


      “I do have my position to think about, after all. Or do you just think that I lack the strength to pull it off?”


      “I believe both to be valid reasons, Your Grace.”


      Maximillion at first felt embarrassed by Gerhard’s all-too-frank response, but he soon thought better of it. “Yeah, you’re probably right,” he said with a nod.


      If Maximillion were to go through with it, it would probably just give everyone in his immediate circle stomach ulcers out of sheer anxiety. It wasn’t like he even held that much of a grudge against the system they were in. He didn’t keep Gerhard at his side to be a simple yes-man either. His willingness to give his honest opinion was part of what made him such a valuable retainer.


      “You know, I feel like getting a bit of exercise in. Accompany me for some training.” Maximillion smiled while gently feeling the tsuka of his beloved katana, the Kikokuto.


      Maximillion straightened his back and cheerfully made his way to the courtyard, Gerhard following about three steps behind.


      “Oh, by the way...” Maximillion stopped for a moment after remembering something. “If anything happens during Djoser’s leave of absence, I’ll have you deal with it. Got it?”


      “Yes...of course.”


      It was Gerhard’s dear apprentice who was causing a ruckus. He had no choice but to clean up after him. That didn’t mean that he was happy about it, though. Gerhard was an enchanter, not a knight. Honestly, the fact that he was also serving as an adviser to the Count was strange enough.


      “Your Grace, it feels about time to increase the number of personnel at your disposal.”


      “You say that, but just as there is no point in filling a hole with air, we must be a bit selective with the people we choose to fill these positions.”


      They had filled the Knights Order with the sons of lower-class nobles, and now it was an entirely useless organization. They had plenty of manpower, but what they lacked was talent. Maximillion knew that they couldn’t keep going on like that, but without a clear solution in sight, he had just kept putting it off.


      “I might as well just officially welcome the Masked Samurai as a knight.”


      Maximillion mostly meant that as a joke, but Gerhard began to seriously consider the proposal.


      “It’s a bizarre idea, but it might not be that bad, actually. He has a strong record of working for the people, and he has earned their trust.”


      “Well, if he returns from this orc subjugation alive, I’ll have to arrange to meet this man.”


      The two of them wore satisfied smiles on their faces, unaware of how ironic that idea truly was.


      Lutz, Ricardo, and the Masked Samurai only had to camp out for one night in the wagon on the road to their destination.


      When they first saw the town, illuminated by the light of the morning sun, it certainly was in disrepair, but nowhere near as bad as would be expected after an orc attack. There were no walls around the town, but there was a moat surrounding it, although it wasn’t filled with water. Along the inside rim of the moat were wooden spikes, and watchtowers were placed at regular intervals. Their defenses were rather impressive.


      There seemed to be some kind of black smoke coming from inside the moat, so Lutz hopped out of the carriage and went to inspect it. Lutz winced as a foul odor assaulted his nostrils. He peered into the moat to see that it wasn’t smoke, but thousands—no, tens of thousands of flies. The sound of their collective wings alone was enough to drive a man mad.


      Lutz held his nose and looked deeper into the moat. Lying at the bottom were the bodies of men clad in leather armor. They were probably some kind of suicide squad. Next to them, there was a stack of green, pig-faced corpses. Orcs.


      Lutz rushed back to the wagon, shooing off the swarm of flies as he went, and told everyone about what he had seen.


      “So, you’re saying that this town wasn’t just one-sidedly ransacked, right?” Ricardo gave Lutz an understanding nod.


      They had clearly only been able to keep the damage to a minimum because they put up a formidable fight. There also seemed to have been only one person taken from the village, the daughter of Denis the merchant. Of course, for Denis and his family, there could be no greater loss, so it was hard to call that a silver lining.


      They entered the town through the town gates, or at least that was how one might describe them, and carried on down the main street. Everywhere they looked, people were busy rebuilding houses, but it was hard to call the atmosphere lively. If they were to be attacked by those orcs once again, the town would surely be destroyed. Those fears seemed to dull every strike of their hammer and hinder each step.


      If they were certain that the houses they were building back up would last another decade or two, then they might have felt a bit more motivated. People could push through any hardship if they knew their labor would lead to a brighter future. However, knowing that all of their work could be undone at any moment, it was nearly impossible to put on a brave face. As long as the threat of monster attacks loomed over them, there was no way to bring any life back into the town.


      Even with most of his face covered, you could clearly see the anxiety leaking through the Masked Samurai’s expression. “I don’t see any signs of knights having been deployed.” He observed his surroundings from the driver’s seat of the wagon, but he couldn’t see a single person who looked like they might be a knight. “Even if they were too late to send reinforcements during the initial attack, you would think that they would at least send the knights over now to reassure the people and prepare for the next attack.”


      “I’m sure that the people balancing the books look at things a fair bit differently.”


      “Knights exist to become swords for the swordless. If they don’t even deploy them in a situation like this, then the entire organization amounts to nothing more than useless window dressing!”


      “I couldn’t agree with you more. In fact, I’d like to say the same thing to the knights of our domain.” Lutz responded, reminding the Masked Samurai that it was unwise to trust the nobility in general.


      The Masked Samurai felt ashamed of himself and hung his head low. He had no right to say anything about the matter. “As soon as I stepped down from my position of responsibility, it became so much easier to run my mouth about how people should act, how things should be. It’s pathetic how hypocritical I am...”


      “Well, right now, you’re on the road to making up for it. It’s time to pay your tab,” said Lutz in his ever-casual tone.


      From an outsider’s perspective, Lutz’s attitude might have seemed cold or uncaring, but to the Masked Samurai, who had been carrying a plethora of worries lately, having the path forward illuminated in such a clear and frank way was incredibly helpful.


      After asking several passersby for directions, they finally stopped their wagon outside Denis’s store. Or perhaps it would be more accurate to call it the place that used to be his store.


      The orc attack had left a fair few holes in the walls. It didn’t seem like he could find the funds or the ambition to repair them, so he had just hung scraps of cloth over them like curtains, giving him some protection from the wind.


      “Denis, I, the Masked Samurai, have arrived as promised!” he yelled, stepping down from the wagon.


      They could hear someone moving inside the store, and before long, a middle-aged man stepped out from a partition in the curtains and stared at them as if he couldn’t believe his eyes. “You really...came to help!”


      “Ha! Did you expect me to run?”


      “Ah, no, um...” Denis seemed unsure how to respond.


      The Masked Samurai walked over to him and gave him a pat on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. I know full well that adventurers aren’t worthy of implicit trust. You are the victim in all of this. I would never blame you for being cautious. Luckily, though, there is one thing that sets me apart from other adventurers.”


      “The fact that you are the Masked Samurai, right?”


      “Precisely!” The Masked Samurai laughed, his mouth wide open. He was about to face off with a horde of orcs. Of course, he was shaking with fear on the inside. However, by showing off the confidence of a hero, he figured that he might be able to put Denis at ease, if only just a bit.


      Perhaps because of that kind gesture, a little brightness returned to Denis’s worn and tired face. Still, that moment of relief didn’t change the fact that he looked like a walking corpse.


      “Are those men your companions?” asked Denis, directing his attention to the two lackadaisical men behind the Masked Samurai.


      “Allow me to introduce them. These are my brothers-in-arms, who have heeded the call of justice: the blacksmith, Master Lutz, and the hero, Ricardo. With our combined powers, it matters not how numerous our enemies; they are but helpless scarecrows. Unburden yourself of worry and await the news of our victory.” The Masked Samurai struck a confident pose.


      However, Denis didn’t seem entirely convinced. He could understand why he would bring along a hero, but why was a blacksmith with them?


      Lutz could tell that Denis was probably thinking something along those lines from the way he was looking at him, but he figured that it’d take too long to explain, so he just put on a strong, confident smile and remained silent.


      Really, though... Why am I here again?


      He was just kind of going with the flow and somehow ended up roped into it. He probably could have left it to Ricardo and the Masked Samurai, but they weren’t very well acquainted—just a friend of a friend. If Lutz hadn’t come along, it might have been a bit awkward for them. Ricardo wasn’t the most social of people, and the Masked Samurai—or rather, Donaldo—had a rather peculiar way of relating to people as well. Ignoring the fact that it put a sizable burden on Lutz, coming along was likely for the best.


      “Um...is he also your companion?” asked Denis, his gaze fixed farther down the street.


      Lutz and the others had no idea what he could be talking about. They were a party of three, and all were present. Following Denis’s line of sight, they turned around to see a knight on horseback.


      It was a man they had seen many times before, riding a horse they had seen many times before, but wearing a mask they had no recollection of whatsoever.


      “What the hell is Djoser doing?” asked Lutz under his breath.


      Seeing Lutz’s reaction, Denis asked, “Is he a friend of yours?”


      The three of them turned around and spoke in perfect unison.


      “I’ve never seen that man in my life.”


      They wanted to create some distance between themselves and the suspicious figure, wearing a hyottoko mask while riding through the town, but as he was heading directly for them, it was hard to deny any affiliation.
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      “It looks like I made it in time.” Djoser, or perhaps the Hyottoko Man, dismounted his horse right in front of them.


      Everyone else stared at him with narrowed eyes. While Djoser himself had made it in time, his fashion sense was still lagging.


      “Djoser, what’s with that getup?” asked Lutz on behalf of everyone else.


      “I am the Masked Knight! I don’t know this Djoser of whom you speak.” He did his best to play it off.


      It was admittedly a pretty cool name, but the comical mask was a poor fit. Pressing the matter further just felt like a waste of time, though, so Lutz chose to ignore it. “While we are very grateful that you would come to help us, are you sure it’s okay? You know, given your position...”


      Djoser let out a thoughtful groan for a moment before answering. “I’m still not sure what the most correct way of going about this was. There may be no such thing as absolute justice in this world. However, answering the calls of those in need of help with excuses, saying that this is just how the world works, feels incredibly lame.”


      “So, long story short, you decided that it could lead to trouble down the road if you came here as a knight of the Shander domain, so you put a mask over your face and chased after us?”


      “If you understand my motivations, was there really a need to explain it out loud like that? I feel like I’m going to cry...”


      “Sorry, I wasn’t trying to criticise you for it. If anything, I’m incredibly moved that you’d go to such extremes to come and help us. It’s just...even though everything you’re saying and doing is super cool, I can’t help but feel that the hyottoko mask is ruining it a bit.”


      “Is it really that bad?” The Masked Knight removed his mask for a moment to show a rather discontented Djoser.


      “Yeah, it’s that bad,” Lutz answered frankly.


      Ricardo, the Masked Samurai, and even Denis nodded in agreement.


      For a bit of added context, the hyottoko mask was thought to represent a man who blew air through a bamboo pipe into a forge to bring it up to heat, coming from the word hi otoko, or fire man. Given its origins, it would likely have been a more fitting mask for Lutz, but as his knowledge of the east only came from what his father Rufus had told him, he didn’t know about the deeper cultural relevance of that kind of thing.


      “Djoser, if it’s all right with you, how about we break that mask in half so you match the Masked Samurai? If we get rid of that weird mouth, it should make it a little less comical. Although I do feel like if we get rid of it, it might lose a bit of its identity as a hyottoko mask...”


      “Did you bring along the tools you’d need to cut it?”


      “I figured that I might need to do some maintenance on our gear, so I brought along the bare minimum, anyway.”


      “Let’s go with that, then. At times like this, it really is helpful to know so many craftsmen.” Djoser passed the mask to Lutz.


      “All right then...” Now that everyone had settled down a bit, Lutz slowly looked around, meeting each of their eyes before continuing. “Let’s go slaughter those orcs.”


      He spoke in the same tone with which one might use to invite someone out to a picnic, but everyone had long gotten used to his demeanor. They all knew what they had to do and had fully prepared themselves to take action.


      “Do you know where the orcs came from?” Lutz asked Denis, who had been awkwardly standing there, unsure of what they were all talking about, for a bit. “Even just a vague direction would be helpful.”


      “Actually, I know exactly where they live. They have settled a base up in the mountains.”


      “Oh, really?”


      It was certainly helpful to know their whereabouts, but the fact that they had set up a base changed the mission from a hunt in the mountains to a kind of siege warfare.


      “I called it a base, but it’s far from a stone fortress or anything like that. It’s just a wooden construction fencing off the area, more like a campsite than an encampment.” Denis desperately tried to downplay it so they wouldn’t just pack up and head straight home. He couldn’t have them giving up on him now, of all times.


      “Still, it’s crazy to me that orcs have been able to set up an actual nest in this domain, yet nobody seems to be trying to get rid of them,” said Djoser under his breath, discontentedly. It seemed that the Knights Order was always slow to react, regardless of the domain. Perhaps they wouldn’t even see it as a threat until the city where the lord resided was attacked.


      “Even if it’s just a dilapidated campsite right now, if we leave it for too long, it could very well develop into a fortress. We need to squash this problem before it grows out of control,” said Lutz.


      Djoser nodded, a pronounced wrinkle forming on his forehead. If they were to go ahead and resolve the issue instead of leaving it to the Knights Order of Baron Österreich, it would likely only reinforce their misconception that they had no responsibility to the people. They would learn nothing from their folly. If something similar were to happen in the future, they would probably just leave it be, thinking it would resolve itself somehow. It made what they were doing feel somewhat meaningless.


      However, sacrificing an entire town of people, far from the heart of the domain, just to show those faux politicians how mistaken they were, was completely out of the question. At that moment, they just had to focus on saving the people right in front of them. They could think about everything else after that.


      “Um, would you be willing to take me along too, as a guide?”


      Their resolve must have been contagious, as Denis, a man seemingly without a means of fighting, asked them that question with a straight face.


      “Hmmm... That’s a bit...” Lutz seemed unsure of how to answer.


      “I don’t see a problem with it,” said Djoser. “Having someone familiar with the terrain with us would be quite reassuring. There would be no point in our coming if we just ended up getting lost ourselves. However, Denis, you do understand what that would entail, right? If we were to fall in battle with those orcs, the same would become of you.”


      “I have no qualms with that. I will gladly put my life on the line!” yelled Denis, putting on a strong face. It wasn’t the most convincing of performances, but it was undeniably the face of a man who had steeled himself to face the fear of death.


      Djoser couldn’t say no to a man who had dug deep within himself to pull out that kind of courage. “Understood. In that case, we will gladly accept your help. I still don’t feel great about putting a civilian in harm’s way, but—”


      “You know that I’m technically a civilian too, right?” interjected Lutz.


      Djoser shot him a glance before proceeding to completely ignore him. Lutz was the one who was always sticking his nose where it didn’t belong. Djoser didn’t want to hear any complaints. Lutz could say that he was just a simple blacksmith as many times as he wanted, but nobody would believe him.


      Denis included, they all hopped into the wagon and left the town. Djoser alone chose to ride his horse and watch their surroundings as they made their way to their destination.


      Duty, atonement, doubt, justice, prayer... Each of them holding their own thoughts and ideals in their hearts, they advanced toward the mountains, the belly of the beast.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 9: The Demon’s Arrival


      With the help of Denis, they soon arrived at the base of the mountain where the orcs resided.


      It didn’t take much convincing for them to believe it either. Looking around, many trees had been haphazardly pushed over, creating a path through the woods large enough for a group of orcs to pass through. It seemed that the orcs didn’t have the patience to worry about hiding their tracks. Or perhaps in their arrogance, they simply thought that hiding their whereabouts from puny humans was a waste of time.


      “Man, it looks to me like we’re being underestimated,” said Lutz as he stepped down from the wagon. His tone was as calm as ever, but he couldn’t prevent his anxiety from leaking onto his face.


      The trees hadn’t been cut down with an axe or anything like that. Looking at the splintered stumps left in the ground, it seemed that they had just body-slammed them until they gave way. That was how strong they were. Lutz felt as though the orcs were showing off the incredible gap in strength between man and monster right before his eyes.


      The sun had already begun to set, and the men’s faces were bathed in the red light of eventide. However, they weren’t afforded the option to wait until morning. Orcs weren’t equipped with any better night vision than humans were, so it was all the same either way.


      “Here, Djoser, you can have this back.” Lutz handed back the Hyottoko mask that he had cut in half, making sure that he had sanded down all the sharp edges first.


      The mask had lost its iconic pouting lips, but with the eyes still heavily out of alignment, it retained much of its suspicious-looking nature.


      “It’s just us and the orcs here, though. Is there even any point in wearing the mask now?”


      “I wasn’t necessarily looking for something to hide my identity—I just needed to be able to make the excuse that I at least made the effort.”


      There wasn’t much reason for the people of the Baron’s domain to make a big deal out of Djoser’s presence. If he was willing to take on their monster problem for free, nothing would make them happier. He just had to be able to assert that he wasn’t there in any official capacity as a knight of the Shander domain.


      Djoser put on the mask, looked left and right, then gave Lutz a satisfied nod. “I feel like the field of vision has improved. Did you make the eye holes wider too?”


      “Yeah, I also smoothed out the inside of the mask so it should feel a bit more comfortable and make it easier to wear for longer periods of time.”


      “It’s perfect, Mister Lutz!” said Djoser, complimenting his fine work and giving Knight Killer a swing. It seemed that his movements wouldn’t be impeded.


      “All right, then, let’s get going. Denis, you just wait here for a bit.”


      “Um, if it’s okay with you, I’d rather come along...” said Denis in a reserved tone. He wanted to go too. His own daughter had been taken from him, and there was still a chance that she was alive. However, he feared that if he were to put it into words, all hope of seeing her again would disappear somehow.


      Seemingly catching on to how Denis must have been feeling, Lutz answered him as gently as he could. “If anything happens, we’ll make sure to let you know immediately. Stay on standby and protect the wagon, okay?”


      If Denis were to go along, he would be dead weight. If they had to fight while defending him, it would only help those despicable orcs.


      “I understand. I’ll stay here,” he said as if he were throwing up blood with every word.


      As Ricardo was the most experienced at fighting monsters, he took the vanguard, and the other three followed close behind up the mountain. The Orcs had very kindly created a large path heading straight to them, so there was no concern that they might get lost.


      “Do you guys know anything about an orc’s nose?”


      “What do you mean?” Ricardo answered Lutz’s question with another.


      “I mean, they’ve got faces like pigs, right? If they have pig noses, too, I thought that they might catch onto us from our scent.”


      Ricardo groaned for a moment in thought while he continued to press forward. He had worked as an adventurer for many years, but he had never taken the time to think about it. Thinking back, when he had taken on orcs before, he hadn’t really ever been able to get the drop on them. “Either way, we’re downwind right now. Our scent shouldn’t give us away, and even if it did, that wouldn’t be a problem for us, right?”


      “Why do you say that?”


      “We’re here to slaughter each and every one of them anyway,” said Ricardo, neither fear nor bravado in his voice. It was simply an obvious truth to him.


      Honestly, that was the scariest part. There was no question in his mind that they would cut those orcs to ribbons. Was Ricardo always that kind of person? Or had the Tsubuki bred that courage inside of him? Either way, having him on their side was very reassuring indeed.


      Ricardo put up his right hand, signaling for everyone to stop. Up ahead, there was something akin to wooden fencing, obviously an artificial construction. Upon closer inspection, they saw that the wooden poles had been sharpened to a point. They were seemingly in the middle of constructing a primitive palisade. They must have seen the wooden stakes around the town when they attacked and learned that they could reinforce their defenses with something similar. If they were allowed to build up their defenses any further, it really could become an impenetrable fortress.


      “It was closer than I expected,” said Djoser, a bit of relief in his voice.


      They had walked for about thirty minutes since leaving the wagon behind. If they had taken any more time to reach their destination, then they would have had to fight in pitch-black darkness. Also, while Djoser was confident in his stamina, he wasn’t used to mountaineering.


      “If they set up camp at the summit, it would surely be rather inconvenient for them as well.” Lutz pulled his axe off his back.


      Djoser and the Masked Samurai took up their weapons too. Their vanguard, Ricardo, was the only one who left his weapons sheathed.


      “Okay, how should we attack?”


      “Might as well go through the front door. You know, knock on the door and give them a nice little greeting present.” Ricardo’s lips twisted into a grin. He proceeded toward the encampment, his steps even and calm, as though it were nothing more than a leisurely stroll. After climbing over the palisade, he was immediately sighted by some orcs, seemingly hard at work, but he just gave them a little wave and said, “Hey,” before continuing to approach them.


      The orcs were completely taken aback by his casual disposition, but after a few moments, they came back to their senses. “We’re under attack!”


      Eight orcs picked up their weapons and rushed to surround Ricardo. Many other orcs gathered and watched from a short distance. While they were all convinced that a human slaughter show was about to begin, the human in question seemed strangely composed, a smile on his face.


      The orc in front of him seemed irritated by his attitude and said, “You bastard, who do you think you are?”


      “I’m just a pest control specialist.” Ricardo drew Tsubaki, and a sweet aroma spread through the air.


      Suddenly, a certain passion came to the eyes of the orcs surrounding him, but it wasn’t fighting spirit.


      “Come on, get him!”


      As if pushed forward by the screams of the crowd, one of the orcs charged at Ricardo, spear in hand. However, the swift tip of the spear slipped right past Ricardo and stuck into the belly of one of his fellow orcs. The spear tip ripped through the orc’s skin and fat, sending a fountain of fresh blood spurting outward.


      The other orc displayed no signs of pain, fear, or anger toward being stabbed in the stomach by his brother-in-arms. Instead, he let out an elated moan as the green skin of his face began to flush red. “Oh, oooh, ooh, ooooooh!” His poorly fashioned grass skirt began to lift in the front. He wrapped his hands around the shaft of the spear, not to pull it out, but to push it deeper inside of him. Letting out fervent roars, he drowned in ecstasy and died.


      The orc who had stabbed the spear into him was attacked from behind by another orc, an axe driving into his head and splitting his skull. Splashing fresh blood and all manner of bodily fluids all over the place, he soon lost consciousness.


      It wasn’t just them either. All eight of the orcs who had surrounded Ricardo bathed in each other’s blood with a rush of ecstasy.


      The last orc standing looked at the hellish scene around him and, realizing that there was no one left to kill him, picked up a sword and quickly thrust it into his own mouth. “Licky, licky, licky...” Even though the tip of the sword was sticking out of the back of his head, he continued to passionately lick the blade like it was candy. After a moment, he collapsed with a look of unbridled pleasure on his face.


      Ricardo was encircled by eight mutilated corpses. The orcs who had been watching the nightmarish scene had pure fear in their eyes. The sweet scent in the air mixed with a foul and displeasing stench. It seemed that several of them had defecated out of sheer terror, but not one of them had the composure to say anything about it.


      “Heh, heh heh...” The mysterious man who stood in the middle of the mutilated bodies let out a twisted laugh.


      When he’d first wielded Tsubaki, he had looked on at the terrible power of her curse with guilt and horror in his heart, but now, those hellish scenes had become commonplace.


      “All right, who’s next?” Ricardo stepped forward with a cruel smile.


      For every step he took toward the orcs, they took one step back. The ring of orcs around Ricardo stretched wider and wider.


      There was nothing that reaffirmed a man of his power like the look of fear in the eyes of his enemies. A tyrannical sense of fortune spread through Ricardo’s chest.


      If this turns into a game of tag, it’ll never end. It seems like they think that they’ll be safe if they keep their distance, so I’ll just have to show them how wrong they are.


      Ricardo spotted an orc in front of him, desperately trying to hide, clutching tightly to his axe. He directed Tsubaki directly at the orc and focused his mind.


      The fear melted from the orc’s face, revealing a pleased grin. The other orcs around him panicked at the sight and moved away from the orc as if he were contagious.


      Completely under Tsubaki’s spell, the orc took his axe, pointed the blade toward him, and drove it directly into his head, moaning in pleasure as a fountain of blood spurted from him. His body twitched and contorted in rapture before he finally fell face down.


      The other orcs didn’t know what to make of what they had just seen, but they understood that gaining distance didn’t necessarily mean they were safe. Still, not a single one of them turned their backs and ran. That was an impressive thing indeed.


      “Throw your weapons, all of us at once!” yelled one brave orc. If they were to do that, there would be no need to get close to that illustrious demon, and they could make use of their numerical advantage.


      The orcs around him quickly understood what he was getting at, and a bit of confidence returned to their gazes.


      They had yelled out their plan so loudly that Ricardo could clearly hear it, but that wasn’t an issue. Even if he knew what they were trying to do, surely there was no way to stop it.


      The orcs again surrounded Ricardo and threw everything they could at him. It was the simplest, most ancient, and arguably most effective of military tactics.


      Faced with the deadly encirclement of orcs, reinvigorated by the brave orc’s wit, not only did Ricardo show no sign of fear, but he mumbled, “These idiots,” under his breath.


      The orc who had yelled the order lifted his axe over his head.


      Ricardo stuck Tsubaki into the ground and drew his second katana, the newly forged bewitching blade, Oka.


      The orc, his arms thick as tree trunks, threw his axe directly at Ricardo. Then came a spear, a sword—all manner of weapons came at him from every direction. There was a good chance that they would accidentally hit another orc, but the alternative was complete annihilation, so they could accept a few casualties.


      Ricardo held tight to Oka’s tsuka and focused his mind. All the sound and color disappeared from his world. The axe, the first weapon that was thrown at him, appeared to be moving so incredibly slowly.


      Now that he had entered that hyperfocused state, everything appeared to move in slow motion. In that world, surrounded by an invisible, liquid lead, Ricardo managed to dodge the axe by just tilting his head to the side. He then knocked the spear to the ground with Oka’s blade.


      While time appeared to have slowed down, in reality, the many projectiles heading his way were moving at ferocious speeds. If he allowed anyone to hit him, it would cost him dearly. It could even mean instant death.


      He dodged the weapons he could and knocked the rest to the ground. In this way, he managed to defend against the nearly twenty weapons hurled his way. Finally, he caught the last weapon still in the air, a hatchet, and threw it right back at the orcs before undoing the focus spell. With that, all of the sound and color returned to Ricardo’s senses.


      “Aaaaagh!” The brave orc who had suggested the plan now had a hatchet sticking into his forehead. He let out a scream so powerful it felt like it might tear apart the very air it traveled through, and a stream of his blood spurted up to the heavens.


      Ricardo was suddenly assaulted by the aftereffects of Oka’s power. He was overcome by severe fatigue, and sweat dripped from his every pore, but the orcs didn’t notice. After witnessing such a feat, they were even more frightened and confused than they were when they first saw the effects of Tsubaki’s curse.


      How was he able to withstand that attack? Without knowing Oka’s peculiar power, they stared at Ricardo as if he were a being who had surpassed human knowledge, the Grim Reaper himself.


      That’s more like it. Go on, fear me more. Now all I have to do is use Tsubaki to slash and curse all of you into extinction.


      A savage smile formed on Ricardo’s weary face. He sheathed Oka back into her saya, then pulled Tsubaki out of the ground and held her at the ready.


      Surely nothing more would come out of those orcs’ mouths other than terrified squeals. At least, that was what Ricardo had thought.


      The orcs all suddenly turned around, and a look of hope returned to their faces.


      “Ah, that’s right. You were supposed to be here too.”


      The orcs weren’t squealing in fear; they were cheering. A ten-foot-tall giant orc approached them with the calm patience of a powerful foe. He held an enormous axe in his hands, so large that it seemed to have been made especially for him.


      The giant orc quickly looked to either side, taking in the situation. “It seems like you’ve made quite a mess of the place,” he said with fury in his voice.


      “Sorry about that. Everyone was just so weak, I ended up breaking them.” Ricardo let out a hearty laugh, but his eyes alone remained trained on his enemy, fully alert. The orc didn’t seem like the type to fall for his provocations and charge him head-on.


      The giant orc also seemed to be observing Ricardo as he continued the conversation. “Have you come here to interrupt our sacrificial rite?”


      Ricardo wasn’t expecting to hear such strange words come up out of the blue. He didn’t know what the orc was referring to but decided to give a vague nod, anyway. Sacrifices, rites... Did it have something to do with the existence of the giant orcs?


      “You got me—that’s why I’m here.”


      “You’re lying. It appears that you know nothing.” In that case, the giant orc had no need for him. He readied his axe and continued to walk toward him.


      “Wait, wait, you really are an impatient one, aren’t you? It’s not every day humans and orcs get the chance to chat—let’s talk some more. What kind of woman is your type? If you’re an ass guy, I could introduce you to someone.”


      “Hmph. You are an interesting human, I’ll give you that. I like you.”


      “In that case, let’s—”


      “I think I’ll hang your skull up in my room.”


      “These cultural differences are really hard to navigate!”


      The giant orc raised his axe above his head and charged at Ricardo.


      Ricardo wanted to get a bit more information out of him, but it looked like that wasn’t going to be possible. He pointed Tsubaki’s tip at the giant orc and concentrated. “I like sexy older women with silky black hair! Now die, you bastard!”


      The sweet scent once again permeated the air, thick as honey. The giant orc came to a perfect stop, the axe still held above his head. He would surely direct that fierce axe at himself and drive it into his skull. Ricardo was convinced of this.


      “Uuuuoooooooh!” The giant orc let out a roar that made the very earth beneath them tremble. The giant orc lifted the axe high into the air, and the sweet scent of death dissipated.


      “Wha—” Ricardo was lost for words. Did that mean that the giant orc had nullified Tsubaki’s curse?


      He remembered the woman they had seen in the labyrinth. When someone was already under a curse, it was impossible to place another one on them. He didn’t know how it worked exactly, but it seemed to be a kind of rule of enchanted weapons.


      In other words, Ricardo was now stuck alone in the middle of a horde of orcs without any countermeasure.


      “Looks like you’re all out of tricks.” The giant orc wore a confident smile.


      In response, Ricardo just said, “Catch you later, piggies!” and promptly turned to run away.


      The change in Ricardo’s attitude was so sudden that the giant orc was left stunned for a moment, delaying his attack. “Go, go after him! Don’t let him escape!”


      The orcs were brought back to their senses by their leader’s thunderous commands. They all randomly picked up the weapons scattered on the ground and swiftly followed, but Ricardo had already slipped away out of sight.


      ***


      Ricardo made it back to where his comrades were waiting, right outside the entrance to the encampment. The anxiety of being surrounded by so many enemies and the aftereffect of using Oka’s power left him looking pale and fatigued, sweat pouring from him. He looked like a man who had just run a marathon with a hangover.


      Lutz and everyone had been watching the fight through the gaps in the trees, so they already had some idea of what had gone down.


      “Leave the rest to us.” Those warm words of support left the lips of their blacksmith, the man who had forged countless enchanted weapons.


      Ricardo gave him a nod in return. “Thanks. I’ll join the fray after I rest for a bit.”


      “Don’t blame us if we can’t leave any swine for you to slaughter.”


      They shared a laugh, and then Ricardo patted the Masked Samurai on the shoulder. “That girl they kidnapped—I think she might be alive.”


      “What do you mean?” Even through the mask, you could see his eyes light up.


      “That giant orc asked me if I had come to interrupt their sacrificial rite. You can’t sacrifice someone who’s already dead.”


      “And if they said something about interrupting it, that means that they still haven’t finished the ritual.”


      “Feeling motivated yet?”


      “Absolutely. I might just be able to give Denis some good news.” The Masked Samurai’s voice carried a bit more hope.


      While it wouldn’t necessarily be their fault, if the only thing that they could bring back to him was a handful of bones, it would be an incredibly difficult thing to report to a father.


      “Feeling a bit hopeful is all well and good, but remember that we still have to win this battle.”


      “I’m not going to lose this one. I can’t.”


      Loud footsteps and roars of anger began to approach them. The orcs were getting close.


      “Let’s go.” Djoser touched the hyottoko mask on his face to make sure it wouldn’t slide around before drawing his beloved sword, Knight Killer, and charging toward the sound of the horde.


      Lutz also readied his enchanted axe, Shirayuri, and followed after.


      Seeing how they so readily threw themselves into the chaos of battle, the Masked Samurai was profoundly moved. If he’d still been the man he was but a few years ago, what would he have done? He might not have done something so dishonorable as running away, but he likely would have just stood near the battle on standby, doing everything he could to avoid getting caught up in it.


      No longer. It was a real man who could put on a grin and proclaim that he wasn’t going to let everyone else steal the limelight. He psyched himself up, holding tight to the tsuka of his nameless, divine katana, and quickly followed after them.


      The army of orcs advanced. They appeared somewhat surprised that Ricardo had vanished and three new enemies stood in his stead, but they maintained their momentum. Their job hadn’t changed. All they had to do was crush the puny skulls of those humans.


      Djoser dodged the tip of an incoming spear, grabbed onto the pole, and pulled the orc toward him. The orc stumbled, shifting him off-balance, and a moment later, Knight Killer slashed into the orc’s head with great force.


      Not allowing the death of his comrade to make him falter, another orc rushed at Djoser from behind, seeing it as his chance. However, that orc was stabbed in the back by the Masked Samurai.


      “Aargh!” The orc let out a barbaric wail.


      The Masked Samurai sent him collapsing to the ground with a kick, then pulled his katana from the orc’s back.


      “Thanks. You saved me there.”


      “O-Of course!” The Masked Samurai, or rather Donaldo, could never have anticipated that he would end up fighting alongside his former boss like that, so that was the most natural reply he could muster.


      Suddenly, their surroundings became brighter. Was it already dawn? No, that couldn’t be. When they turned to the source of the light, they saw an orc rolling around on the ground, consumed by a brilliant ball of fire.


      It was the effect of Lutz’s enchanted axe, Shirayuri. Fire produced by magic couldn’t be extinguished by just rolling around in the dirt.


      The orc let out an inhuman shriek, pleading for help, but the other orcs had no idea what to do, so they just stared at the scene from a distance.


      Cursing his apathetic comrades even more than Lutz, the burning orc curled up into a ball and was reduced to a scorched corpse. The magical flames extinguished at the moment the last bit of light left the orc’s eyes.


      Once again, they were surrounded by darkness. The orc warriors could feel the residual heat in the air burning their skin.


      Lutz had hoped that their fighting spirit might wither after witnessing that, but the look in the other orcs’ eyes wasn’t one of fear.


      “I want it...” said one orc.


      “Yeah...” agreed another.


      It didn’t matter which of them had said it. They were all clearly thinking the very same thing.


      Lutz finally understood what that look in their eyes meant. Their fear had been entirely overwritten by envy.


      The ten-foot-tall giant orc lifted his weapon into the air and yelled at the top of his lungs, signaling that he was about to give an order to his troops. “Kill that man! I will permit whoever kills him to wield that axe!”


      In other words, he swore on his honor that he wouldn’t use his authority as leader to take it for himself.


      His troops erupted in cheers. They were supposed to have lost the will to fight, but somehow, they had turned that terror into motivation.


      “You sure seem popular, Master Lutz,” said the Masked Samurai with a little grin.


      “Unfortunately. What am I going to do if orcs start placing orders with me?”


      Suddenly, Lutz had become the main target of their hunt. Djoser and the Masked Samurai gave each other an understanding nod and stood on either side of him. It was an entirely improvised formation, but it proved rather effective. The orcs tried many times to attack in unison, but they were able to fend the orcs off each time. They all wanted Lutz’s axe, but they didn’t want to burn to death in the process. Every time Lutz swung the axe, the wave of orcs receded.


      Seemingly tired of watching his subordinates being picked off one by one, the giant orc finally stepped into the ring. “It looks like I’ll have to finish them off after all.”


      “Are you sure you want to do that? If the general dies, it’s all over, you know?”


      The giant orc snorted at Lutz’s provocation but paid it no heed. He appeared to have a kind of calm composure that was only afforded to the strong. He wasn’t going to lose his temper with a few cheap jabs like that.


      It was generally thought that orcs were mere berserkers, with frightfully large bodies and tiny brains, but it seemed that Lutz would have to drop those preconceived notions.


      Lutz stared up at the giant orc. The look on the orc’s face wasn’t one of anger, but one of joy.


      “All right, let’s find out who is worthy of being called the greatest axe wielder!”


      “I’m a blacksmith. I don’t need a title like that!”


      The giant orc ignored Lutz’s complaint and swung his axe. The blade ate into the earth with a thud, and the land rumbled. If Lutz were to take a strike like that head-on, he would be cut in half at best—maybe even be ground into minced meat.


      While the giant orc was still recovering from his first strike, Lutz tried to get up close to him, but the orc moved far faster than he had expected, pulling the blade from the ground and swinging it to the side.


      Lutz instinctively blocked the axe with Shirayuri. The impact of the blades clashing together was enough to momentarily send Lutz’s body into the air.


      This isn’t good. My arms are going to go numb...


      If he had to keep blocking those attacks, he would lose a battle of attrition. Lutz showed panic on his face for the first time since setting out on that mission.


      On the other hand, the giant orc was yelling with glee. “Come on, come on, come on, don’t give up now! Ever since I attained this body, I haven’t been able to go all out on anybody! Let’s have some fun!”


      “Yeah, I’d rather not. My father always told me to choose my friends carefully, you see!”


      The giant orc had incredible reach, and on top of that, he was lightning fast. Unable to find an opportunity to mount a counterattack, all Lutz could do was stay on the defensive.


      Djoser, the Masked Samurai, and even the other orcs all wanted to join the fray, but they knew that they would likely only get in the way, so they simply watched over the battle with bated breath.


      Lutz reflected on another strange thing the giant orc had said. He mentioned that he had attained his current body, meaning that he must have suddenly ended up that way. If he had just eaten a bunch and slowly grown to that size, he likely wouldn’t have put it that way. Lutz had thought himself lucky that the giant orc’s axe at least didn’t seem to hold any strange powers, but perhaps he had been mistaken. What if it were the axe’s power that had grown him to that size?


      Sacrifices, rituals, cursed weapons—everything was starting to add up. Perhaps the giant orc whom Ricardo had encountered before also used that axe in some kind of ritual to grow that size before entrusting it to another orc. If that were the case, a lot of things would start to make sense.


      A maelstrom of attacks interrupted Lutz’s thoughts. The axe that the giant orc swung with fervor was as sharp as it was ferocious. He swung the blade straight through the dilapidated huts of his underlings and didn’t even hesitate to trample over the corpses of his fallen soldiers.


      “What’s wrong, what’s wrong?! You won’t be able to beat me by just running around!”


      “Why don’t you try actually hitting me?”


      The giant orc brought down his axe once more. The blade cut straight through one of the bodies that were scattered all over the ground. Lutz had only barely been able to dodge it, so he was hit by flying pieces of orc meat. It wasn’t a very pleasant experience, but he didn’t have the time to worry about that.


      Sure, there were exceptions and tactics to counter it, but it was a basic fact of warfare that the big guys were strong. If you were huge and fast, then you would be completely in a league of your own.


      Lutz gave up on closing the distance between them, deciding that it would just be suicidal.


      Then what is this axe-wielding katana smith, this poor little Lutz, to do? Get on my hands and knees and beg? I can’t imagine that working. I’d either be giving up my head or my ass.


      Lutz knew what he had to do. There was only one part of the orc’s body that was realistically within range. Namely, his arms.


      Lutz widened his stance and dug his heels into the dirt. “All right, bring it,” he said, beckoning the orc to attack.
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      The giant orc was amused by Lutz’s taunt, opening his mouth so wide you would think his face had split in two and letting out a deafening laugh.


      The orc could obviously put much more force into a downward swing than a swing to the side. Lutz had been observing the giant orc’s patterns and preferences during their battle. The giant orc also seemed like he was starting to get irritated by the fact that he couldn’t seem to finish Lutz off, no matter how fervently he attacked. Taking the orc’s habits into account, Lutz was pretty sure that he would go for a downward strike.


      If the axe came at him from the side or diagonally, Lutz would just have to block it somehow and move on to his next wager. However, that little assurance he kept in the back of his mind turned out to be unnecessary.


      The orc lifted his axe so high that it seemed to scrape the heavens and brought it down with every intention to split the ground beneath them, putting every ounce of his power into the swing.


      Lutz held his axe diagonally, parrying the blade and redirecting the course of his opponent’s attack. Illuminated by the hundreds of sparks dancing through the air, Lutz could see the giant orc’s face begin to tense.


      The axe dug deep into the ground, and at that exact moment, Lutz brought down Shirayuri in a brilliant arc. The blade cut directly through the giant orc’s wrists.


      To a warrior species like the orcs, this was far from a fatal wound. Given a little time, they could easily reattach lost limbs. So, did that make Lutz’s attack meaningless? No, it did not. With the enchanted axe Shirayuri, it was more than enough.


      “Aaaaagh!”


      The anguished scream reverberated through the air. A ferocious blaze started from the giant orc’s open wound. Surely the fire would soon spread up his arm and consume his entire body. Now all Lutz would have to do was wait until he was fully cooked.


      However, Lutz had once again underestimated his opponent’s strength. It was no regular orc he was up against, and that wasn’t just because of his gigantic form.


      The orc held his axe close to the blade with his left hand and cut off his right arm below the elbow.


      “Wha—”


      It wasn’t just Lutz. Everyone who witnessed the scene looked on in complete shock. From the giant orc’s perspective, losing an arm was certainly preferable to dying, but being able to do such a thing without a moment of doubt was a different beast altogether.


      Lutz had heard from Ricardo about how one man cut off his own manhood in order to fend off Tsubaki’s curse and how Ricardo had almost been overwhelmed by the sheer power of will that was demonstrated. Having an opponent display that level of resolve right in front of Lutz’s eyes, he could understand what Ricardo had meant.


      Ignoring the frozen onlookers, the giant orc crouched down and stared at his own severed arm, burning on the ground, then placed his open wound into the fire to cauterize it. His face twisted in pain, and sweat began to pour from his body. Still, he fought through the entire ordeal with a haunting smile.


      “Sorry to make you wait. Well then, let’s get back to our deathmatch!” The giant orc lifted his axe over his head with his left hand.


      However, Lutz had already broken free from his stupor and was intently observing his enemy.


      It’s over.


      Lutz easily deflected the giant orc’s axe. Even the sharp sound of metal clashing seemed duller than it had before.


      “You bastard!” the orc swung his axe in desperation. He thrust it, swung it to the side and diagonally, but not a single one of those strikes showed any refinement. It was a two-handed weapon, and the orc had suddenly been forced to wield it with his left hand alone. Furthermore, as he was missing his right arm, his body’s center of balance had noticeably skewed. Lutz wasn’t a weak enough foe to take on in that hindered state.


      In the midst of battle, their eyes met. Lutz could sense sorrow in the orc’s stare. Surely he knew better than anyone that he could no longer win.


      Lutz felt ashamed of himself for not picking up on the will of that warrior sooner. He clearly wished to die in the glory of battle.


      Lutz gracefully dodged a strike so powerful you wouldn’t believe it was possible with only one arm, then brought his axe down onto the orc’s shoulder, digging deep into the muscle, bone, and all the way to the orc’s beating heart. He could smell the orc’s flesh begin to burn. This time for sure, the orc would be consumed by flames.


      “Was I...strong?” Certain of his own death, the orc spoke in a shockingly calm voice.


      “Yeah, I couldn’t imagine a more ferocious night than this.”


      The giant orc wore a satisfied smile. Even at such a moment, that human said such amusing things.


      “The human girl you are looking for is being held in the largest hut in our encampment, right in the middle of it. Go ahead and take her.”


      A pillar of flames burst from the orc’s shoulder. Lutz pried Shirayuri from the orc’s body and quickly chopped off his head to give him a swift and painless death. The all-consuming flames reached up to the sky, but the peaceful smile on the orc’s face remained unchanged.


      Surely there was no need to put the orc through the agonizing experience of immolation. He was a detestable foe who had assaulted a whole village of innocents, but in his final moments, he fought fairly with courage in his heart.


      “It’s over! These guys are monsters!” yelled one of the surviving orcs. One by one, they all threw down their weapons and fled in horror.


      Lutz and everyone were originally planning to slaughter every last one of them, but honestly, Lutz no longer had the energy to chase them down. He was rather proud of himself for not falling back onto his ass right there and then.


      “Well, I’m sure that Denis won’t be disappointed with this outcome, anyway.”


      Lutz released the tension that had built up in his shoulders and directed his attention to the large hut in the middle of the encampment. Then he froze.


      “Huh?”


      The hut was on fire. The red light of the flames illuminated the hellish landscape, bodies scattered everywhere.


      Lutz didn’t understand. Why was the hut burning? Their leader had calmly admitted defeat, had he not? Lutz just didn’t get it.


      “Why...” Lutz asked the severed head at his feet. Of course, no answer came. The head simply smiled back at him.


      Lutz could see a figure emerging from behind the hut, an orc holding a torch.


      As soon as the orc met eyes with them, he pointed and laughed at the top of his lungs. “Wah ha ha ha! That’s good, I like that dumb face of yours! You can’t expect everything to go your way in life. In fact, I’ll make sure that it doesn’t!”


      The arsonist orc threw his torch into the hut for good measure and promptly tried to run away.


      There were two flashes of light, like platinum comets streaking through the night. The source was none other than Djoser’s shortsword, which had severed the tendons in the back of the orc’s legs.


      “It hurts! Goddamn it, it hurts!” the orc writhed on the ground with tears in their eyes.


      The Masked Samurai ignored his cries and shot into a sprint. His face twisted in pure dread, but he pressed forward without a shred of restraint, rushing straight into the burning hut.


      “Why? Why would he go that far?” While Djoser commended the Masked Samurai’s bravery, he couldn’t help but question how he could go to such lengths.


      Lutz understood it well, but he couldn’t say anything. This was Donaldo’s path to atonement, the resolve to face the misdeeds of his past.


      “What’s done is done. We need to think about how to help when the Masked Samurai returns. Lutz, try to find some water.”


      “Water?” Lutz looked up at the blaze that consumed the entire structure.


      They were only calling it a hut because of its rustic appearance, but it was large enough for a ten-foot-tall orc to call home. It was like a two-story house that had the floor ripped out from the middle. Pouring a little bit of water over it wasn’t going to do a damned thing.


      Djoser must have picked up on Lutz’s confusion and explained, “We need water to pour over the Masked Samurai.”


      Of course. Lutz gave Djoser a nod, finally realizing what he meant. Even if he managed to return from the burning hut, his hair and clothes could still be on fire. At the very least, he would likely be suffering some burns.


      Preparing some water for him was the obvious course of action, but it was often difficult to do the obvious thing in the middle of such a disaster.


      “There were dozens of orcs living in this encampment—surely they at least had some drinking water lying around.”


      “Understood. I’ll see if I can find any pots of water or something. What are you going to do?”


      “I’m going to tie that thing up.” Djoser gestured toward the orc on the ground, desperately trying to crawl away. There were plenty of questions that Djoser wanted answers to, especially regarding the orcs’ sacrificial rite.


      Knowing what they had to do, the two of them sprinted off in opposite directions.


      The orcs fled for their lives, all bunched up in a huddled mass. It might have been far better for them to flee in different directions, but nobody wanted to be the one to split off and end up all on their own.


      Including their leader, they used to number thirty, but now there were a mere ten of them left, leaving them with less than half their force. There was one more survivor, but he had said something about teaching those monster humans a lesson in reality and stayed behind. They didn’t know what the hell he intended to do, but it was unlikely that a bright future would be awaiting him.


      “Hey, you do have an idea of where we’re going, right? I don’t want to hear you say that we’re just running aimlessly in the dark!” said one of the orcs to his comrade running beside him.


      The other orc, who considered himself the most intelligent among them, looked at him as if to say, I’m glad you asked. “How do you think those guys got here in the first place? They probably rode in some kind of carriage or wagon. All we have to do is steal it and ride it away ourselves!”


      Everyone around him nodded, seemingly convinced. Having his comrades affirm him bolstered the intellectual orc’s ego.


      The path they had made by pushing down trees was easy to follow, even in the dark. The moonlight was more than enough to show the way.


      It wasn’t over. Not yet. They still had the seed of hope that they could start anew. The intellectual orc’s steps became lighter, and he forgot all about his tremendous fatigue. But then, all of that vigor began to leave him, and he slowed to a crawl. He walked a few steps forward and then collapsed. A knife had been driven deep into his neck, and an impassioned smile spread across his face.


      Orcs were a hardy breed, and they could heal most minor wounds almost instantly. However, a knife to the carotid artery was no minor wound. Blood was pouring from the orc’s neck far faster than his body could heal.


      The orcs who had been running alongside him stared at the bloody knife in a fiery, trance-like state. They hadn’t betrayed him; they just wanted to share that tremendous pleasure with their friend. They had done it out of kindness and camaraderie.


      The orc clung to the hilt of the knife in his neck and continued to rip apart his own throat. Bathed in a fountain of bodily fluids, the orc’s vision slowly darkened, and the last thing he saw was the image of a demon lazily wielding a katana. The path to the wagon had already been cut off.


      There was one more person with that demon—a woman with black hair, who only showed herself to those on the brink of death. She was naked, exposing every inch of her well-proportioned body. She licked her lips with her red tongue, almost like a serpent, and streaks of blood poured down her body.


      Seeing her divine visage set the orc’s passion ablaze, making him want to experience more of that pleasure, but unfortunately, his consciousness was slipping away due to the blood loss. Before that beautiful woman, surrounded by her sweet scent, consumed by a pleasure that defied all reason, the orc finally allowed death to take hold of him.


      The remaining orcs all killed themselves one by one and piled up on the ground. With that, the orcs who had attacked the town were completely wiped out.


      ***


      The Masked Samurai searched through the burning hut in a frenzy. As it had been constructed from wood and dried leaves, the fire spread at a terrifying rate.


      Didn’t they have any consideration for fire safety when they built this?!


      It wasn’t the time to think about it, but the orc’s utter complacency irritated him, regardless.


      Amid the fire’s intense crackling, he felt as though he could hear the cries of a girl. Maybe it was just his mind playing tricks on him. If he went any deeper into the structure, he might not be able to make it out.


      “Damn it, I don’t care!” he yelled to psych himself up before proceeding down the path of flames.


      In the next room, he found a wooden cage, and inside it was a young girl, who appeared to be about five. Thinking about how those orcs were planning on sacrificing such a young girl made the Masked Samurai’s blood boil.


      “It’s so hot! Save me—get me out of here!” the girl screamed through tears and fits of coughing.


      The Masked Samurai drew his katana and slashed at the cage. He couldn’t cut through in a single stroke, but he was clearly doing some damage. After he beat his katana into the thick wood a second and third time, though, the katana started to bend.


      I’m so sorry, Master Lutz...


      Deep inside his heart, the Masked Samurai apologized to his master. He had damaged the katana that had been so graciously granted to him, but on the other hand, he couldn’t help but feel that it was what that katana had been forged to do.


      The cuts formed deeper and deeper into the wood, and the fire itself seemed to weaken some parts of the cage.


      “Uuuaaaah!” The Masked Samurai slammed his body against the cage and managed to break a hole just big enough for a person to slip through. The leftover momentum sent him falling onto the ground inside the cage, but he somehow managed to land on his feet after a quick somersault, concluding his most dynamic of entrances.


      He totally meant to do that. At least, that was the story he was going with.


      “Let’s go! I’ve come to rescue you!”


      “Are you a...stranger?”


      The masked man had arrived out of nowhere, practically jumping through a ring of fire. He said that he was there to help her, but if anything, he looked like one of those untrustworthy adults her parents had told her about. She couldn’t help but show some fear and suspicion.


      “I’m a force for justice, and I’ve come to rescue you at the behest of your father!”


      “Daddy?!” The girl’s face lit up with joy.


      The Masked Samurai took off his cape, placed it over the young girl, and picked her up in his arms.


      The fire had spread even further and become fiercer than when he had first entered, blocking the way from which he had come. He desperately yet carefully searched for any other way out.


      The Masked Samurai’s arms and legs were littered with burns, and the flame spread to his pant legs, opening holes.


      “Don’t worry, we’re almost out of here!”


      “Okay!”


      The Masked Samurai was trying to reassure the girl, but he was also speaking to himself.


      The thick smoke stung his eyes, blurring his vision. Still, he didn’t stop his advance, continuing to place one foot after the other. Eventually, he could feel a cool gust of wind. He could see the exit.


      “He’s here! Quickly!”


      The Masked Samurai could hear someone’s voice. Was it Lutz? Or maybe Djoser? As he could no longer open his eyes more than halfway, he was just grateful to have a voice to follow.


      He decided to run toward the sound of that voice with every remaining ounce of his strength. Just as he put his power into his legs, readying to take off in a sprint, a burning pillar fell directly in front of them. It fell in the worst possible position, at the worst possible time.


      God, are you to say that this is my punishment? I know that I am undeserving of a noble death, but is there any need to bring this young child into it as well? That alone, I refuse to accept.


      In that decisive moment, the Masked Samurai threw the girl, who had been wrapped tightly in his arms, toward the exit. The very next second, a sharp pain rushed through his head, and his consciousness was ripped away from him.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter 10: A Masked Confession


      When he finally came to, he was looking up at a starry sky. It was a tranquil night. So much so that it was hard to believe he had just been in battle and had rushed into a burning building.


      Something felt wrong. Where was his mask? In its place, the right half of his face had been wrapped tightly in bandages. He wasn’t the Masked Samurai, a hero who fought for justice. He was just the former thug knight, Donaldo.
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      So now they’ll all know...


      Would Djoser cut him down? Would Denis spit on his corpse? He didn’t want anyone to know that the man behind the mask was such a pitiful human. Honestly, it would have been far cooler if he’d been given the chance to die in a ball of flames as a nameless hero.


      No, I shouldn’t be thinking that way. I need to face up to my past, atone without hiding behind a facade, and accept any punishment that might come my way. To think that I could put on a cool act in my final moments and clear my debts would be far too convenient for a man like me.


      Whenever he tried to move his body, it felt like he was being hit on the head with a hammer.


      “Hey, hey, don’t try to get up just yet.”


      A man’s face peered over the top of him, passing through the starry sky. It was Lutz. Looking more closely, the ends of his hair were scorched. Lutz must have run into the hut to save him.


      Am I really worth going to that extent to save?


      He wanted to ask Lutz, but if he were to put it into words, he would only look more pitiful than he already did.


      “I am terribly sorry. I left the katana that you entrusted to my care behind in the fire.”


      In order to break through the cage that the girl had been confined to, he had cut into the wood time and time again, warping the blade. As it could no longer fit into its saya, he was forced to leave it behind.


      If he had been able to keep the blade perfectly perpendicular to the wood, surely he could have cut straight through it. It was Donaldo’s own inexperience that led to the loss of that katana.


      Lutz didn’t show the slightest sign of anger. On the contrary, he gave him a little smile as if to say, Were you really worried about a little thing like that?


      “Man, you really are a strange one, you know that? I’ll forge you a new one, so just hold on for a bit, okay?”


      “What? Are you saying—”


      “Don’t make me spell it out. At times like this, it’s best to just let me be mysterious and show me a nice big grin.”


      “Is that how it works?”


      “That’s how it works.”


      Lutz would forge a katana just for him. Donaldo was so happy that he wanted to jump up on the spot and celebrate, but far more importantly, it meant that Lutz had recognized him as a changed man. That meant more than anything.


      However, he only allowed himself to be absorbed in that joy for a moment. He still had people whom he had to face up to. Everything else would have to wait.


      “Master Lutz, would you be so kind as to help me sit up?”


      “What are you talking about? Rest up for a bit longer, you suicidal maniac.”


      “Please. I can’t run from this any longer.”


      Lutz let out a sigh and helped Donaldo sit upright, placing some random things behind him to support him.


      Donaldo’s head was splitting, but he couldn’t allow himself to complain. He looked to the left and the right, only moving his eyes, and saw Djoser and Denis staring at him with stern faces. In the light of the crackling fire, Donaldo could see that Djoser’s hair had also been singed.


      The young girl was sleeping soundly on her father’s lap.


      Thank God.


      Donaldo was overcome with relief, pure joy that her life would go on. If he had been able to save that young girl, maybe there really had been some meaning to his existence. At least, he wanted to believe that.


      Denis and Djoser exchanged silent glances for a moment, but the first one to break that silence was Donaldo.


      “Denis, my real name is Donaldo.”


      “I see.”


      “I have now abandoned the Order, but I was a knight of the Shander domain.”


      Denis’s left eye, incapable of sight, seemed to pierce through Donaldo.


      “When you were ruthlessly beaten by knights and sustained that injury to your eye, I was among the knights who watched and laughed as it happened. I can never apologize enough for my foolishness.”


      Denis’s gaze drifted down to the sleeping princess on his lap, then back up at Donaldo. “Masked Samurai... No, Donaldo. Did you accept this dangerous request to atone for your sins?”


      “That was my intention. Of course, I understand that it isn’t for me to decide when I have actually atoned for my misguided past. Whether my eye is gouged out or I am put to death, I will not resist. The blame for my crimes lies with me alone.”


      Denis slowly shook his head. “I accept your earnest confession. If I think of it as my daughter’s life having been saved with the sacrifice of this eye alone, I consider that a pretty good deal. Shall we leave it at that?”


      “Are you saying that you would forgive a man like me?”


      “To my family and me, you are nothing other than a brave hero, the Masked Samurai.”


      “I am forever grateful...” Impassioned tears dripped from Donaldo’s face. His voice was so shaky that it could barely be understood. However, he couldn’t give in to his emotions just yet. He looked over at Djoser. “Sir Djoser, I have finally done what I must. Take me to the Shander domain so I may stand on trial.”


      Djoser responded to Donaldo’s sincere plea by turning his head away in exasperation. Then, in an uncharacteristically flippant tone, he said, “I am the Masked Knight. I don’t know who this Djoser fellow is, and we have only just met. Whatever you’re talking about doesn’t concern me.”


      “No, but—”


      “I don’t know what you did in the Shander domain, but this is the domain of Baron Österreich. Therefore, it surely doesn’t matter.”


      Prosecutorial jurisdiction rarely extended outside of the domain in which the crime was committed. Even if he had committed a murder in the Shander domain, once he ran into the Österreich domain, there was nothing they could do on paper.


      Of course, the two domains were neighbors, and good ones at that. Count Shander also held far more influence than Baron Österreich. It would be more than feasible for the Count to demand that a criminal be handed over to their jurisdiction, and Djoser held similar authority as a high-ranking knight of his domain.


      “Are...you sure?”


      “How many times do you want me to say it? It’s not a case of being sure or unsure, anyway. I hear this Djoser guy is looking for someone with a scar on his cheek, not burns like yours,” said Djoser, his stern expression unchanging.


      Donaldo quietly bowed to him in return. No matter the reasoning, a high-ranking knight was about to allow a criminal to go free. Djoser had bent his ethos to show Donaldo mercy.


      “Donaldo, I think it might be best for you not to return to the Shander domain. There are still problems that it could pose for you and others. Why not become an adventurer in the Österreich domain?” suggested Lutz.


      Denis nodded deeply. “If you are going to stick around for a bit, why not come live with us? This little one was worried sick about you before she finally went to sleep, you know? She wanted to know that the Masked Samurai was going to be okay.”


      A little smile came to Donaldo’s face. “Are you in need of a guard?”


      “Well, it can be a rather rough area, after all.”


      Donaldo’s smile spread from cheek to cheek. Seeing this, Lutz knew that they would be okay.


      “All right, then.” Djoser slapped his lap and stood up. “Donaldo, you just rest up here for a bit. I doubt that you’ll be able to move until morning, anyway. Ricardo, I’ll leave Denis and his daughter in your care.”


      “Mm-hmm,” muttered Ricardo while chewing on a hard piece of bread. It was the same when they had all gone to the federation, but he really seemed to avoid joining conversations when there were too many people around.


      “Lutz, you come along with me. We’ve got one more passenger to pick up before we hit the road.”


      “Oh, yeah, I almost forgot.” Lutz stood up and brushed the dirt off his pants.


      The kindness and warmth with which they’d observed Donaldo’s redemption dissipated in an instant.


      ***


      “So, Lutz, how long have you known about this?” asked Djoser in an austere tone. He had phrased it more casually, but his goal was clear. He needed to ascertain what kind of relationship Lutz had with Donaldo, a serial murderer.


      In the torchlight, Djoser’s half-broken hyottoko mask went past being comical and straight to seeming ominous somehow. It wasn’t something Lutz wanted to see in the middle of the night like that.


      “How long, huh? I suppose right around the time he started wearing that crazy mask...”


      “That’s basically from the very beginning! I don’t even want to ask, but you didn’t have a hand in those knight killings, right?” Djoser sent him a sharp glare through the holes in his mask.


      Lutz and Claudia held a deep hatred for the Knights Order, giving them plenty of motive. It wasn’t unusual for Djoser to question them.


      Lutz waved his hands in a panic, realizing how easily it all could be misunderstood. “No, no, no, I’d never do anything like that. I just kind of got dropped into the middle of all of this. Hear me out, okay?”


      Lutz explained everything that had happened since he met Donaldo in the storage area. Djoser quietly listened to his story, then let out a deep sigh. His look of anger and suspicion had completely turned into one of exhaustion.


      “I hope that this goes without explaining, but while you don’t necessarily have any law enforcement duties, you have been given an honorary knighthood by Count Shander and are deeply affiliated with those who must uphold the law. It is extremely unwise to defend a known criminal.”


      “You are absolutely right. I apologize for all the trouble I’ve caused. I just kind of got swept along by his passion and general weirdness. Before I knew it, I was supporting him.”


      “I don’t have any intention to go back on my word and arrest you guys, but...the next time something like this happens, you’d better tell me right away,” said Djoser, not forgetting to give Lutz a firm warning.


      With all of the apologies and words of forgiveness, it certainly was an eventful day.


      The two of them arrived back at the orc encampment. The hut in the center and several domiciles around it had been reduced to ash and rubble.


      The fire had spread at terrifying speeds. Just thinking about what would have happened if Donaldo hadn’t rushed into that hut when he did sent chills down Lutz’s spine. The fact that it didn’t spread into a full-blown wildfire was a silver lining, anyway.


      The bound orc’s gaze grew increasingly grim when his eyes finally chanced upon them.


      “Oh, what’s this? Did your buddies not come back to rescue you?”


      Of course, the other orcs had all been slaughtered by Ricardo, but Lutz decided to throw in that little taunt anyway.


      The orc looked back at him with a lonely, somber glare, but there was nothing else he could do.


      “We’ve got a few things that we’d like to ask you. For a start, why don’t you tell us all about this sacrificial rite?”


      The orc snorted, flaring his nostrils and giving them a condescending stare. “Is that how you ask somebody for a favor? How about this: you beg by sucking my cock, and I’ll think about answering.”


      Just as the orc’s spiel seemed like it might be nearing its end, Lutz pulled out a hammer, crouched, and slammed it into one of the orc’s toes. Orcs were built sturdily, but having your toe repeatedly crushed wasn’t a pleasant experience for anyone.


      “Uuuaaarrgh!” A scream so tortured it sounded as though his lungs were being squeezed empty rang through the night air.


      “You want to try that again?” Lutz’s tone was playful, but his eyes were dead serious. If necessary, he would resort to any means available. Lutz couldn’t care less what happened to that orc.


      “I-I am a proud orc! I would never give in to your cowardly threats...” Tears welled in the orc’s eyes, and sweat poured from his face. He was clearly barely holding on.


      “You want to talk about pride? After you ran from a battle and tried to burn a young girl to death as you fled?”


      “And how many of my comrades did you burn alive, huh?!”


      “I think that there is a world of difference between killing someone in battle and harming innocent civilians.”


      “It’s all the same to the poor bastards being killed!” The orc’s screams turned into tortured wails partway through as Lutz emotionlessly began to hammer a second toe, crushing the bones.


      “That is quite the difference in opinion. Oh well, it’s not like we’re having this little chat to bond or anything. I really don’t care what you think.” Lutz stood up and rubbed his bloodied hammer against the orc’s cheeks.


      The orc remained silent. However, there was an evident fear in his eyes.


      Lutz swung his hammer three times, mercilessly crushing the middle toe of the orc’s right foot.


      Saliva dribbled from the orc’s mouth, almost like foam. “Vir... Virgin...”


      At first, Lutz was sure the orc was just trying to throw more insults their way, but the orc’s tone seemed different somehow, so he stopped to listen.


      “On the night of a full moon...you must sacrifice a virgin by...cutting off her head with the axe of blessings...” The orc spoke through panicked breaths.


      Lutz was still malevolently rubbing the orc’s mangled toes with the tip of his finger, so the orc knew that he wouldn’t be permitted to stop partway through. If he closed his mouth for just a moment too long, a fourth toe would certainly be hammered to pulp as well.


      “If an orc drinks all of the blood from the severed head...they will attain great power...”


      “Well, Djoser, it looks like that axe has a name. The axe of blessings, huh?”


      “It sounds more like a distasteful joke,” said Djoser, as if spitting.


      The orc continued. “The orc who attains that power will become the next leader... The previous leader sets off on a journey with the axe in hand and builds a new colony in a different land. We were going to spread our power far and wide. That was how it was supposed to happen...” Seemingly finished speaking, the orc hung limp from the tree.


      Perhaps the giant orc Ricardo had faced off against before was one of those former leaders who had gone off to start a new colony. That would make sense.


      However, there were still several things that Lutz didn’t understand. He looked up at the night sky and saw a clear shadow encroaching on the edge of the moon. “Didn’t the night of the full moon already pass?”


      “Three days ago...on the night of the ritual, it was raining.”


      So, the sky needed to be clear for the ritual to work. Rain, of course, but even cloudy conditions had the potential to disrupt it.


      Every time the ritual was performed, they would have to capture a human girl. There was no guarantee that any random woman would meet the criteria, so they captured a five-year-old. The reason that damage in the town was kept to a minimum, and the orcs retreated with only one person’s capture, wasn’t just the town’s sturdy defenses, but also that the orcs had already achieved their goal.


      “Where did you orcs get that axe from?”


      “I don’t know. It has been with us since the time of our last leader and the one before him, and the one before him, and going back many before even him. It’s been with us since before I even grew pubic hair.”


      “So, there’s a good chance that there are still giant orcs scattered around the whole country, huh?” said Djoser in a foreboding tone.


      “Well, let’s just be glad that they won’t be making any more of them.”


      “You’re right; we can’t be too greedy now, can we?”


      Just as it seemed that Lutz and Djoser’s conversation was finished, the orc spoke up in a defeated voice. “I’ve told you everything that I know... Will you let me go now?” He had closed the door on the future of his species and betrayed his comrades. The only thing he had left was his life.


      Lutz thought it over for a moment. If he were to release that orc, what would he do after that? He’d probably attack some travelers for weapons and food. Letting him go, knowing that it would only put innocent people in harm’s way, wasn’t the course of action an ordinary, peace-loving citizen should take. However, it also didn’t feel very just to deceive and then murder a prisoner who had been cooperative with their demands.


      Lutz wrapped around the tree and cut the rope with a knife.


      “Lutz?!” yelled Djoser.


      He had a right to be confused. However, Lutz didn’t answer. He just picked up a spear off the ground and threw it over to the orc. “Fight me. If you win, I’ll let you go.”


      “What did you just say?!”


      Djoser and the orc spoke up at the same time.


      Lutz, who had proposed the idea in the first place, looked conflicted for some reason. “Orc guy, you understand where I’m coming from, don’t you? I can’t just let you go free. But killing a defenseless prisoner who has answered all of our questions just—I don’t know—that doesn’t feel right either.”


      “That’s pretty selfish. You’re trying to push your rules onto me and pretend that it’s any fairer, playing the good guy, huh? Makes me want to puke.”


      “There may be some truth to that. In that case, shall we gang up on you two-on-one and finish this off quickly?” Lutz shot the orc a cold stare, holding his enchanted axe, Shirayuri, at the ready.


      The orc waved his hands in a fit of panic. “No, no, no, wait, wait, wait! Where did that idea come from?! Why not just let me go?!”


      “If I let you get away, it’ll probably lead to ordinary citizens getting harmed, so...” The idea of merchants being attacked on the road was something that was very close to home for Lutz.


      “I won’t do that! I won’t hurt a human ever again. I promise! I’ll go back into the country and work the fields while taking care of my aging mother! You could allow that, right?!”


      “I don’t believe that we’ve built up enough mutual trust to just accept a verbal promise like that. It’s not like we’re friends or anything.”


      “Why not start now? What do I have to do? You want me to kiss you or something?!”


      “I’m happily married, so I’m afraid I’ll have to decline...” Lutz felt like he was talking to a brick wall. No matter what he said, the orc just didn’t seem to get it. They were going to fight. Lutz had already decided on that matter.


      “Come on now, Mister Orc. Given my position, I’m doing the very best that I can for you here. Even if you don’t like it...” Lutz pointed the blade of his axe at the orc. “If you want to get past me, you’ll have to step over my corpse to do it.”


      The orc took the spear up in his clammy hands, then scanned the area around him. He wasn’t being surrounded, and there were several possible escape routes he could see. He knew the area better than those humans. He could even wander around the mountain with his eyes closed to some extent. The dark of night sided with him.


      The only problem was his foot. Several of the toes on his right foot had been crushed. The wound he sustained to his leg from Djoser hadn’t fully healed either. He wasn’t sure how much he could trust his own legs.


      Escape was looking nearly impossible. Just like the idiot in front of him was saying, there wasn’t any other option. He would have to fight. “All right, bring it on. I’m going to kill you. Then, while I’m at it, I’ll find this wife of yours and plant my seed in her!” The orc readied the spear and spat obscenities at Lutz to psych himself up.


      Whether intended as a taunt or just some heated banter, the words themselves seemed to carry little importance to the orc. However, he had unknowingly treaded onto a sleeping viper.


      “Hmm?” Lutz’s voice was devoid of all emotion.


      The orc noticed that Djoser was suddenly looking at him with pity for some reason. Lutz and the orc held their weapons at the ready and faced each other.


      The orc planted one foot firmly behind him. “Take this!” He thrust the spear out as far as he could. This was less about wanting to take advantage of the spear’s reach and more about just trying to keep Lutz as far away as possible out of fear.


      Of course, an attack from such an unstable stance would never land. Lutz slid one of his feet back and turned his body to minimize the area of vulnerability, managing to dodge each thrust without even having to parry the spear.


      Lutz swung his axe low, cutting into the orc’s ankle. The orc tumbled to the ground, and fire began to spurt from the wound.


      “Ah, aaaaaah!” The orc desperately tried to beat out the fire with his hand. Then, he grabbed dirt from the ground and tried to cover the fire with it. However, the magical fire couldn’t be extinguished through ordinary methods.


      Lutz watched with a frigid stare as the orc writhed and squealed on the ground. Since the orc had seen the battle between Lutz and their leader, he should have known that the only way to stop it would be to cut off his own foot, but it seemed he lacked the strength to make that decision. He momentarily held the tip of the spear, but he just froze with a terrified expression on his face, unable to actually do anything.


      Yeah, that’s the normal way to respond. I’m not even sure if I would be able to cut off my foot if I were put in the same situation. No, I’m sure that I couldn’t.


      Neither Lutz nor Djoser interfered. Not to help the orc, nor to put him out of his misery.


      As the orc agonized over the decision, the fire spread up to his shin, then to his thigh. He continued trying to beat the flames out, tears in his eyes, but it had no effect. Finally, the flames reached his hips. He was already a lost cause.


      “Help me! Help me!”


      The orc tried to crawl over to Lutz’s feet but was met with a merciless kick, sending him flying onto his back with a thud. Next, the orc looked over at Djoser, but he just slowly shook his head. There was no hope left for him.


      Completely engulfed in flames, the orc continued his macabre dance. He reached his hands up to the heavens and begged for God’s salvation, but no answer came. Was this the punishment that God had prepared for him, or did he just not care? There was no way of knowing which. The fire spread into the orc’s mouth, scorching even his screams.


      After the fire went out, Lutz and Djoser silently looked down at the pile of ashes. It was surreal to think that mere moments ago, it had been a living, breathing creature.


      “You can be crueler than you let on,” said Djoser in a serious tone. He had always just thought of Lutz as a young, friendly blacksmith, but just then, he seemed like an entirely different person.


      “Just because I want to stay true to my word and treat my opponents fairly doesn’t mean I have to like them,” said Lutz, trying to rein in his overflowing emotions. “There may have been a little truth to what he said, but honestly, I don’t give a shit what someone who tried to burn a little girl alive has to say.” Lutz turned his back to the ashes. He no longer had any interest in an opponent like that. “Djoser, would you mind lighting up that area? I think that the giant axe fell somewhere around there.”


      “Yeah, we certainly can’t leave something like that lying around. Are you going to bring it back?”


      “I figure I can probably get Gerhard to buy it off of me.”


      “Are you sure that you aren’t confusing my master for an enchanted weapons pawn shop owner or something?”


      “Wait, he’s not?”


      “No, he’s... I mean, he... Who could say?” Djoser avoided answering directly. If Lutz brought that axe to his master, he would surely show interest and buy it on impulse.


      The axe had fallen a fair distance from where Lutz had predicted and was covered in mud. Lutz tried to lift it up with both hands, but even for a strong blacksmith like him, it was shockingly heavy.


      “What’s up with this thing? That big guy was swinging it around like it was nothing—I can’t believe it.”


      “It’s a good thing we were able to confiscate this before they made any more giant orcs than there already are.”


      “I couldn’t agree more. If I didn’t have Shirayuri with me, I’m not confident that I could have won.”


      His opponent was a giant orc who probably wouldn’t even flinch after being cut with an ordinary blade. Thinking about it logically, Lutz couldn’t see any clear path to taking down such a monster. Lutz didn’t say it, even as a joke, because he figured that Djoser would probably get mad at him for it, but if there were around a hundred of those giant orcs, then the kingdom wouldn’t stand a chance.


      Lutz and Djoser carried the axe back to their wagon, and they returned to Denis’s town just in time to see the rising sun.


      With that, their mission came to an end.


      ***


      While slightly outside the scope of this story, the events of that long night had a great impact on the young girl’s outlook on life. Until then, she had been a quiet, reserved little girl, but when she returned home, she soon started to roughhouse with the other boys in their neighborhood, play-fighting with sticks.


      Then, ten years later...


      “Dad, I’m going to become an adventurer!”


      Denis was put in a difficult spot indeed.


      ***


      In the courtyard of the Count’s castle in the Shander domain, Lutz and Gerhard sat on some wooden crates as they discussed the details of Lutz’s recent trip.


      One may wonder why they weren’t meeting in Gerhard’s workshop, but the answer was simple. The orc’s treasured arm, the axe of blessings, was too big to fit through the doorway. That axe was now resting on the ground of the courtyard.


      Djoser also wanted to join them, but officially, he never even entered the Österreich domain, so he just went out on patrol as usual.


      After hearing Lutz’s report, Gerhard showed him a playful smile. “You guys are always up to something fun, aren’t you? I should have put on a mask and come along too. I could be the Masked Geezer.”


      “I certainly wouldn’t have described it as fun. The orcs were pretty strong, and my hair got singed too. Because of that, I couldn’t even pretend that nothing too dangerous happened when I got home, so Claudia gave me an earful... I mean, I don’t mind being scolded, but she started crying after that. That was hard...” Lutz let out an apologetic sigh.


      “Didn’t you think about cutting off the burned bits on the way back? That’s what Djoser did.”


      “I did. Claudia caught onto that right away, though, and went into interrogation mode. I suppose I should count myself lucky to have a wife who notices those little details about me.”


      “Don’t think that you can get away with cheating on her,” said Gerhard with a big grin.


      Lutz, however, answered in a deadly serious tone. “I’ve married the greatest woman in the entire world. I’m no longer capable of feeling the tiniest drop of desire toward another.”


      “It seems I was stupid for even joking about it...” Unable to keep up with that crazy couple’s fervor, Gerhard directed his attention to the giant axe and tried to change the subject. “About this talk of sacrificing a virgin under the full moon... Even if they were to try it, I’m pretty sure the ritual would have failed.”


      “Huh? Really?”


      “Hmm. Lutz, I take it that you aren’t very familiar with black magic, am I right?”


      “Don’t say anything that might get me on the church’s bad side, okay? I have no clue about that kind of stuff.”


      “Well, there’s no harm in learning, no matter the subject. Hear me out.” Gerhard’s demeanor suddenly turned into that of a professor about to begin his lecture. “First, sex is the origin of new life, one of the great mysteries of this world. It’s not a question of whether such a thing can affect the expression of magic. Rather, there is no reason that it wouldn’t.”


      Lutz nodded. He could see the rationale behind that.


      “A virgin woman is a being capable of producing life, but that potential power is simply welling inside of her. With life energy and mana overflowing inside of them, they make for perfect sacrifices.”


      “Does it need to be a woman, then? Virgin men also have the ability to produce the seed of life.”


      Gerhard gave him an awkward smile. “Sure, virgin men can have a similar effect, but the conditions are even stricter. You’d have to find a man who had never released that seed before.”


      “You mean, not even with their right hand or in a wet dream?”


      “That would be no exception.”


      “Even if just a little bit leaked out?”


      “Even then.”


      “Ah... That does seem pretty strict...” Lutz just gave a vague nod.


      More than just being difficult to meet those conditions, it would be impossible to check. It was entirely possible for the guy being sacrificed to not know if he had accidentally let a little out at some point in the past.


      Any man would understand. Those conditions were way too strict. They would want any woman to understand this as well. Those conditions were way too strict.


      “Getting back on track, those orcs likely abducted several women over the past months who turned out not to be virgins.”


      “So, they decided to go after a child to be safe, huh?”


      “Such a foolish idea...” muttered Gerhard, ridicule in his voice. “Sure, she would be a virgin, but a child would yet to have developed the ability to create life. She wouldn’t contain anywhere near the same life force.”


      “Oh, okay. So, that’s why it would have failed.” Lutz looked at the giant axe with a complicated mixture of emotions churning inside of him.


      The recent events around that axe had caused the deaths of many, humans and orcs alike, and all of it was entirely meaningless from the start. Just what did they all fight and die for? The axe of blessings went far beyond being ominous—it felt evil somehow.


      ***


      Lutz had returned to his workshop and was forging a katana.


      He continued to hammer out the steel as he watched sparks dancing through the air and reminisced on their latest commotion.


      The rumor of a murderer.


      A reunion in that storage area.


      A thug knight turning over a new leaf and becoming a force for justice.


      Gathering together a party and taking on a horde of orcs.


      The Masked Samurai earning his name as a hero.


      Donaldo redeeming his name through repentance.


      What an eventful affair it was. If someone had told Lutz a little while ago that he would end up fighting alongside a former thug knight, he wouldn’t have believed them.


      People had the power to change—at least, so long as they possessed the resolute will to do so. Still, if you were to ask Lutz whether the other parasites in the Knights Order could change as Donaldo had, he would be doubtful. He couldn’t even imagine such a miracle. Donaldo must have just been a decent person in his heart of hearts, one who ended up being corrupted by a bad environment.


      Lutz realized that a smile had formed on his face at some point. He had to admit it. It was pretty fun. There were certainly a few rough patches, but all in all, it was a fun little journey.


      Lutz finished forming the katana into the shape he envisioned, applied the layer of clay, heated it until it was red hot, then quenched the steel in water. After carefully sharpening the blade, the katana was finished. The blade had no curve to it at all, extending out straight forward. The ripples of the hamon showed as clear as day, asserting their presence. Not only did it turn out to be a fine blade, but it also somehow matched the Masked Samurai’s image.


      Sensing someone behind him, Lutz turned to see Claudia resting her back against the wall.


      How long had she been there? She could have been watching the whole time for all Lutz knew. He had been so absorbed in his work that he was completely unaware of his surroundings.


      “What do you think, dear? This one’s pretty nice, right? Would you mind giving it a name?” That was when Lutz realized he had just made a grave mistake.


      That katana was forged for a former thug knight, the object of Claudia’s deep hatred. Surely she was displeased that Lutz would even forge such a thing, let alone ask her to name it. He had just uttered a horrendous insult to his wife. Unsure how to apologize, Lutz desperately searched for the words in his mind, but Claudia broke the silence first.


      “Nameless.”


      “Nameless? Do you mean it would be better not to give it a name?”


      “No, I’m saying that it should be named ‘Nameless.’ I think it is the perfect name to match a man who is trying to start over from nothing, a blank slate.”


      Lutz looked down at the nakago of the katana he had just finished sharpening.


      There, I will engrave “Nameless.” Yes, Nameless, that will be your name. Not bad.


      “Thank you, dear.” Those words of gratitude naturally slipped from Lutz’s lips. The fact that Claudia had accepted—forgiven Donaldo, a man who had become a brother-in-arms to Lutz, made him so very happy.


      Claudia seemed unsure of how to respond, furrowing her brow. “I have no desire to meet or get involved with a former knight, but not just anyone could dive into a burning building to save a young girl like that. I really don’t know how to feel about it, seeing a person I hate doing something so commendable... But I guess it’s fine. I hope he does well in the Baron’s domain.” With a sigh, Claudia turned around and walked out of the room.


      Once again, Lutz silently bowed his head to her.


      The town in the Österreich domain was far livelier than when Lutz had last seen it. After the townspeople learned that they no longer needed to fear their hard work being undone by another devastating attack, they must have been able to put their whole hearts into rebuilding.


      Lutz and Donaldo rested on some of the scrap wood lying around and watched as people busily went about their work. Since they always conversed in such environments, it just wouldn’t have felt right to chat indoors.


      The right side of Donaldo’s face was completely covered in burns, but he didn’t seem to mind. Lutz didn’t see them as unsightly either. They were a symbol of honor.


      “Here. A little souvenir.” Lutz held out the katana as if it were nothing special.


      It was an enchanted katana forged by the greatest smith in the kingdom. If you were to try to acquire such a thing through wealth alone, a hundred gold coins wouldn’t be enough. It would be impossible without the right connections as well.


      Seeing Lutz hand it over as if he were giving out a lame key chain, Donaldo froze, unsure of how to respond.


      “What? You don’t want it?”


      Lutz started to pull his hands back, so Donaldo burst into a panic. If he tried to politely refuse, Lutz would surely just take the katana back home without a second thought. That was the kind of man he was.


      “No, no, no! Please, please allow me to receive your gift! For me, Donaldo, the Masked Samurai, there would be no greater honor than to wield a katana forged by the great Master Lutz!” Donaldo took the katana up in his hands with an audible gulp. He felt an indescribable tension just holding on to it. There was no doubt that it was a sublime katana, sharp enough to encourage trepidation. Donaldo had no experience in appraising such weapons, but it was unmistakable.


      On the glossy black saya was a fearsome, strong relief of a hannya mask. It truly was a katana forged for his sake alone. The rush of emotions caused him to tremble.


      “Is it really okay for me to accept such a tremendous gift?”


      “A promise is a promise.”


      “I understand that, but was it not just something that you said in the heat of the moment?”


      “Following a little verbal promise as if it were signed in blood—just as you did when you fulfilled your promise to Denis—that’s what makes a good man.”


      “Judging by Denis’s reaction when he saw me, he definitely thought that I had run.”


      They glanced at each other and shared a laugh.


      “Master Lutz, I feel like you have already done so much for me. To receive such an incredible katana on top of all that... I just can’t help but feel like I’m taking advantage of your kindness.”


      “Oh, don’t worry about that.” Lutz casually waved his hand to dispel the idea. “I ended up selling the orcs’ axe for a hundred gold coins. Splitting the costs between me, the ornamentalist, and the enchanter for a total of twenty-five gold coins each, that still leaves me with a nice profit.”


      Donado still didn’t think it was proper compensation for everything that Lutz had done for him, but he chose not to voice his concerns. To press the issue any further would just be rejecting Lutz’s goodwill. Donaldo just closed his eyes and repeated words of gratitude deep within his heart.


      “Are you okay with splitting the remaining twenty-five gold coins between us? Actually, I’m sorry for not asking you first, but I’ve already given five gold coins each to Djoser and Ricardo. I’ll be taking five as well, in addition to the twenty-five I took for the katana.” Lutz pulled out a leather pouch and plopped it into Donaldo’s hands.


      Donaldo could tell from the sound alone. There were ten gold coins inside it. “No, but I... There’s no way that I can accept this.”


      Lutz just shot Donaldo a listless glare. “Oh, just shut up and take it. You really want me to have to rethink how to split the pot now? If you just quietly slip that bag into your pocket, it’ll be a happy ending for everyone.”


      “Is that how this kind of thing works?”


      “That’s how it works. If you don’t feel right taking that much, why not give it to Denis for letting you stay with them? Considering his store was destroyed, I’m sure there are plenty of expenses that money could go toward.”


      “You’re right. In that case, I’ll do just that.” Donaldo bowed, raising the bag just above his head before tucking it away into his pocket. It was a scene reminiscent of a vassal receiving a reward from their lord. After all, for Donaldo, that was exactly how he thought of it.


      “I actually have another souvenir for you. Sorry, I know it’s a bit much. This is the last one, really, I promise.” Lutz went over to his donkey, which had been tied up nearby, and stuck his hand into the saddlebag. When he returned, he handed Donaldo the upper half of a hannya mask.


      Donaldo held it in his hands and admired it. It was far more detailed and packed more of a visual punch than the one he had worn before. It also felt incredibly smooth to the touch.


      “Glad to see that you like it. I asked the man renowned as the best ornamentalist in the Shander domain to make that for you.”


      “So, it’s a handmade piece from a skilled craftsman? No wonder...” It was worlds apart from the piece of junk he had bought from the market and modified himself. Now that he could feel the difference, he was almost embarrassed to have played the role of a masked hero with such a cheap thing strapped to his face.


      “That ornamentalist—his name’s Patrick, by the way—took quite a liking to you after I told him everything that happened. He said that anyone who is a friend to young girls is a friend of his and went straight into making this for you.”


      “Sorry, I’m not quite sure that I follow.”


      “He’s a man who lives in a world of his own. It would be stranger to understand his motives.”


      “Is that how this kind of thing works?”


      “That’s how it works.”


      Donaldo immediately tried the mask on. It fit his face so perfectly that it felt as though he had been born with it.


      “By the way, how is that little girl doing? Hopefully everything with the fire didn’t traumatize her.”


      “Not to worry. She’s off running around the town, happy as can be. Not only is she fine around fire; I’ve been hearing her say things like ‘If you cook the orcs, they die!’ which is admittedly concerning in its own way.”


      “I’m sure she’d make a fine adventurer when she grows up. Looks like you’ve got yourself a little apprentice.”


      “I’d rather not cause another headache for Denis to deal with.”


      After chatting for a little while longer, Lutz stood up and said, “Right, I’ll be off, then.”


      “You’re going back already? Honestly, not being able to see you feels quite lonely indeed. There are still so many things that I wish to learn from you, things I want you to guide me through...”


      “There’s nothing more that I could say. Donaldo—no, the Masked Samurai—you’ve already become the courageous hero of this town.” Lutz untied his donkey and walked until he came across a piece of scrap wood at his feet. He crouched down, picked it up, and threw it in a high arc toward Donaldo.


      You want me to cut it, I assume?


      Picking up on Lutz’s intention, Doanldo drew the katana and followed through with an upward slash. The scrap wood split in two without a hint of resistance and fell right to Donaldo’s feet.


      Donaldo stared at the blade in utter disbelief. It was terrifyingly sharp. What he held in his hands was truly a grand katana.


      “Master Lutz, what is this blade called?”


      “It has been named ‘Nameless.’”


      “Nameless? Do you mean that it has no name?”


      “Yeah, I figured that you might think that at first. The name of that katana is ‘Nameless,’ and I have engraved that name into the nakago. Along with that, I have a message from my wife: Think of yourself as having been reborn, starting over from a clean slate.” Leaving those words alone, Lutz walked away.


      Donaldo kept his eyes fixed on Lutz’s back, hoping that he would turn around just one more time, but Lutz moved on without hesitation or regret.


      There was no better way for a man to say his goodbyes. Donaldo thought of that as his master’s final lesson and, when Lutz had disappeared into the distance, Donaldo bowed his head deeply toward the road down which he’d traveled.


      “I am forever grateful! Truly, truly...” He hid his tears behind the hannya mask. What a convenient thing it was.
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      Side Story: The Sound of Waves


      The Masked Samurai found himself surrounded by five adventurers in a bar. According to them, as he had been taking on jobs for so little money, he had caused a bit of a market crash, much to the displeasure of his peers, and they wanted to make sure he understood his place.


      Of course, this was a baseless accusation. The Masked Samurai let out a frustrated sigh before explaining. “You say that I’m accepting too little reward money, but I’m not working at a discount. I’m simply accepting the reward posted by the Guild. Then, in cases of theft, I do my best to return everything that was stolen to the original owner. That’s all.”


      “That’s the problem!” yelled the man at the front, seemingly the leader, before kicking a chair.


      The Masked Samurai watched with a cold gaze as it flew through the air and crashed against the wall, breaking into pieces. Luckily, it didn’t hit any of the other customers.


      Luckily. Too much so.


      A frigid smile formed on the Masked Samurai’s face. The man had made sure not to hit any other adventurers during his little show. He was only feigning his rage. They were looking to pick a fight with the Masked Samurai alone; it would be a problem for them if someone else joined the fray after being hit.


      They would probably be made to pay for the chair later too. Just imagining that scene made their attempt at intimidation all the more pathetic.


      “Listen up. It’s the right of an adventurer to claim half of all stolen goods that have been recovered. That’s been an ironclad rule in this profession for ages, so if you weren’t aware of that, you’d better get it through your thick skull now.”


      “That’s a completely unfounded claim and is lacking the consent of the people.”


      “Huh?!”


      They had come to intimidate a newcomer who had gotten a bit too big for his britches, but far from showing fear, he was condemning them to their faces with a spiteful glare.


      As the tensions rose, several other adventurers glanced over. It was a common belief among them that once people started to underestimate you, it was over. With that in mind, backing down from such a challenge wasn’t even a choice.


      “Meet us outside. It’s time that we taught you some manners.”


      “I certainly don’t mind, but...” The Masked Samurai looked around the room once more, counting the members of the enemy group. “One on five is hardly a fair fight, so I’ll have to take the liberty of using this.” He stood up and showed the katana on his hip, pushing the tip of his finger against the tsuba to unveil a sliver of the blade.


      Seeing this, the other adventurers suddenly shrank back.


      “H-Hey, what are you talking about? Blades like that are banned in fights between adventurers. Men have to sort these things out with our fists. Come at us with your bare hands!”


      “You surround me with five men and still have the gall to lecture me on the nature of a gentleman’s brawl? Truly laughable! By my name, by this mask, and by this katana, I swore to never lick the boots of thugs like you!”


      The Masked Samurai’s proclamation rang throughout the bar, intimidating the group of adventurers who by all metrics should have been at an advantage.


      The Masked Samurai was so calm that he even surprised himself. Admittedly, it was a bit of a predicament, but compared to his battle against an army of orcs a few months ago, it inspired no fear whatsoever.


      “So, what will it be? Are we going to fight or not?! Go on, say it clearly for all to hear!”


      While he had hoped that they might back down after that, the Masked Samurai still underestimated the potency of an adventurer’s pride.


      “Bring... Bring it...” The leader tried to spit out the words as his body trembled and his face turned bright red. He almost resembled a freshly lit fuse.


      If the leader finished that sentence, there would be no going back. Of course, the Masked Samurai had no intention of slaughtering them all in broad daylight, but they probably wouldn’t give up if he didn’t gravely injure a few of them.


      A few of the men cowered behind the leader, frantically looking around the bar for someone who might step in and stop the fight, but to no avail. Quite the opposite, people were watching the scene unfold with deep curiosity. To adventurers, such fights were a great source of entertainment, regardless of whether the participants would live to tell the tale. They could even hear some people in the bar yelling, “Come on!” or “Do it!” further stoking the flames.


      “Bring it—” On. Right before the leader could say that final word, someone patted him on the shoulder from behind. He turned around to see an unfamiliar man.


      With broad shoulders, bushy eyebrows, and a sculpted chin, the man looked as if he could lift a boulder with ease.


      The boulder man slipped past the leader, stood beside the Masked Samurai, and turned back around. “If going five on one is a problem, I don’t mind lending this guy some help. That way, we can have a good old-fashioned brawl without having to resort to drawing blades, right?”


      “Hmmm...” The leader thought for a moment, unable to give an immediate response. No, more accurately, he was just pretending to mull it over. Honestly, it was such a convenient offer that he wanted to jump for joy, but outwardly, he had to maintain an air of composure, making it seem as though he was accepting the proposal out of the kindness of his heart. Regardless of whether he really needed to go to such lengths, it was important to him anyway. “Hmph, I suppose that’s fine. If he’s all right with it, that is.” The leader pointed at the Masked Samurai.


      Those terms were also quite favorable for the Masked Samurai. If he was planning on staying in that town, he wanted to avoid making any more enemies. The only problem was that he didn’t know how reliable that boulder man would be in a fight.


      The Masked Samurai looked over at the man as if to appraise his abilities, but he returned a friendly smile, unbefitting of his burly face, and said, “Take a look at this body of mine—you can trust me. I promise that I’m worth at least four men.”


      Seeing his massive form and chiseled muscles, his argument was rather convincing. With his worn leather armor and the broadsword at his hip, he had the air of a veteran hero.


      The Masked Samurai tapped the boulder man’s chest with the back of his hand. “All right, I’ll be counting on you, partner.”


      Five minutes later, the two of them were lying on the ground behind the bar, blood dripping from their noses. At times, trust could be a dangerous thing indeed.


      ***


      “You’re...pretty weak, huh?” The Masked Samurai somehow managed to sit upright and leaned his back up against a wall.


      The boulder man ended up going down after a single blow, leaving the Masked Samurai stuck in a five-on-one beat-down. While the Masked Samurai had been through hellish battles and had a fearsome resolve, it wasn’t long ago that he was just an ordinary thug knight. He was no master in hand-to-hand combat, so, unable to overcome their numerical superiority, he ended up getting beaten like a rat in a sack.


      “You know, I really did think I could do a bit better than that, anyway...” The boulder man scooted over beside the Masked Samurai while feeling a bump on his head. “Sorry, I wasn’t much help. I’ll let you slug me if it makes you feel better.”


      “I’m the one who chose to believe you in the end. Thanks to you, I at least avoided having to take a life. I must admit, I don’t exactly feel like thanking you for it, though...”


      “Ah ha ha ha, you’re an honest guy. I like that.” As the boulder man let out a tired chuckle, he started to unbutton his shirt for some reason, revealing his chest.


      Just what the hell was he doing? The Masked Samurai peered at him suspiciously, but as soon as he saw the man’s torso, he froze in solemn silence.


      He was so thin that you could see each and every rib rippling the surface of his skin, and it almost looked like a chunk had been bitten out of his stomach. It was hard to tell in the dimly lit bar, but his skin was also dreadfully pale.


      The boulder man gave him a somber smile before buttoning his shirt back up. “Just a little while ago, I was actually a pretty well-known adventurer around here. To put it bluntly, I was strong. Insanely strong. To think that such a seemingly immortal hero would fall to illness...”


      The Masked Samurai swallowed the words of pity that were about to leave his mouth. That man surely wasn’t looking for empathy. It would only be an insult to his pride.


      Seemingly grateful for his tact, the boulder man gave a little nod and continued. “My name’s Kairos. Glad to meet you.”


      “I’m the Masked Samurai. I feel like it’s a bit late for introductions, though.”


      “Well then, Mister Samurai, I’d like to employ your services for a while, as a guard, that is.”


      “A guard, you say?” The Masked Samurai cocked his head. “Kairos, while I do make helping others a core principle of my life, I simply don’t ask for any reward above the official amount as stated in the request. I don’t make a habit of working for free. Do you have the funds to hire me?”


      He had only met Kairos that very day, but he had already developed some affinity for him. If possible, he would like to help out. However, it wasn’t good to accept jobs without pay, and that went for both parties.


      Kairos thought for a moment while rubbing his hip, then said, “I’ll give you this sword as payment. How about that?”


      “That’s even crazier than offering me nothing at all. What is an adventurer to do without their weapon?”


      “It’s fine, really. Either way, I won’t be needing it after this job is over.”


      “I’ll agree to at least hear you out,” said the Masked Samurai, making sure to emphasize that he hadn’t decided to accept the job yet.


      “You know, I’ve never laid eyes on the sea.”


      “The sea?”


      “Yes, the sea. I’d very much like to see it before I die. I hear that it’s vast and beautiful, and if it’s as magnificent as people say that it is, I’d like to die while admiring that view.”


      “So, you’d like me to be your escort?”


      “That’s right.”


      The Masked Samurai wondered what he should do. No, even he realized that he was only going through the motions of indecision. He needed no reason to support the romantic ideals of a dying man. “Okay, I understand. However, I’ll still need some time to prepare for the journey, so give me a few days.”


      “Just try to make it sometime before I kick the bucket.”


      Surely Kairos meant it as casual banter, but when said with such a wilted face and raspy voice, it certainly didn’t sound like a joke.


      When the Masked Samurai returned to Denis’s general store, his current place of lodging, he told Denis all about the unusual request he had just accepted. “So, in short, I’d be very grateful if you would lend me a wagon for a bit. It doesn’t have to be anything too grand. In fact, a smaller one would be better. It doesn’t even need to be a covered wagon, just a simple one with a bit of room for some supplies.”


      “No problem, I’ll prepare one for you right away,” said Denis with a warm smile, agreeing almost instantly. His left eye was still stuck halfway open, twitching every so often.


      “I’ll make sure to write you up a simple letter of introduction as well. It could prove useful when traveling through different domains.”


      Adventurers were viewed by most as armed, homeless scoundrels. While they were somewhat tolerated in their own domains, there was no telling how they would be treated or what kind of trouble they could be dragged into in another.


      Denis wasn’t the most influential of merchants, but having any guarantor at all meant a lot.


      “I really can never thank you enough—for everything.” The Masked Samurai gave him a deep bow.


      While only indirectly, the Masked Samurai carried the sin of stealing the light from Denis’s left eye. However, he had also come to Denis’s rescue when his daughter was kidnapped by a horde of orcs. At the end of that long road, they had built up a bond of trust between them.


      If one were to call it an unusual relationship, they themselves would have to agree.


      ***


      A rudimentary wagon set off toward the sea. The Masked Samurai held the reins, and Kairos lay down in the back, staring straight up at the sky.


      “I have to say, this is comfortable—very nice. My back does hurt a little, though.” Kairos was in good spirits. How long had it been since he had just calmly looked up at the sky? Probably not since he was just a boy.


      For the longest time, he had been rushing through life. Just what had he fought so desperately to achieve? Looking back now, he couldn’t even remember. It was as though he had been pushed along by some invisible force. That really might have been all it was. There was never any purpose to it all, and in the end, no money or renown was left to his name. That vast blue sky was the only treasure that remained.


      “Hey, Samurai, do you think that heaven really exists?”


      “Even if it does, I feel like we adventurers will never get to see it.”


      “You might be right about that!” Kairos let out a hearty laugh, immediately followed by a coughing fit.


      “Are you all right?!”


      “If you’re asking whether I’m going to die this instant, then not to worry, I’m fine. If you’re asking whether I’m going to live till I’m old and gray... Well, that’s a different story.”


      The Masked Samurai stopped the wagon, carried a canteen over to Kairos, and raised it to his lips. It was filled with liquor.


      While on the road to their destination, Kairos didn’t eat a morsel. He couldn’t. The only things that his stomach could take were water and a bit of booze.


      After gulping a little down, a faint smile formed on Kairos’s pale face, liquor dribbling from the corner of his lips. “Thank you. It’s calmed down a little. They make this stuff out of grain anyway, so I figure it counts as a meal.”


      “If that were the case, you wouldn’t see people dying of alcohol poisoning.”


      The Masked Samurai returned to the driver’s seat, and they continued down the road. There was no telling when the light inside Kairos might flicker out.


      Kairos held on to his stomach and took some deep breaths before saying, “I wonder why facing your own death makes you want to see the ocean so badly. I mean, there are some pretty beautiful views up in the mountains too. Seeing the sunrise from a mountaintop is a glorious thing.”


      “Do you want to try going mountain climbing in your condition? I’m not confident you would make it to the top.”


      “Yeah, you’ve got a point. But wait...” Kairos grumbled a bit to himself, still not entirely convinced. “Even if you said that you’d carry me up that mountain on your back, I’d still want to go to the sea. There’s just something about it that draws you in when you can feel your life starting to fade.”


      “Well, I guess we’ll just have to see why that is ourselves, huh?”


      “Yeah, that’s one more thing to look forward to. Heh heh...” Kairos slowly allowed his eyes to close.


      The Masked Samurai worried for a moment that he might have passed, but when he moved his ear close to Kairos’s mouth, he could hear his shallow breathing. Letting out a sigh of relief, the Masked Samurai once again took hold of the reins.


      Kairos was a puzzling man indeed.


      ***


      The next time Kairos opened his eyes, his surroundings were bathed in the dwindling light of the evening. “Have we reached the sea yet?”


      “We haven’t even left the Österreich domain. For tonight, we’ll stay in a nearby—” The Masked Samurai looked up to see a plume of smoke.


      Kairos sat himself up and squinted his eyes to see. “Somebody’s campfire?”


      “I hope that’s all it is.”


      The Masked Samurai could feel a kind of tremor coming from in front of them, along with a faint sound. It was the feeling of an enemy group closing in. Of course, whatever it was, it was still far in the distance, so this was his adventurer’s intuition speaking.


      Something malicious was on the horizon. This much, he was sure of.


      The Masked Samurai parked the wagon horizontally in the middle of the road to cut it off and jumped out of the driver’s seat, holding firmly to the saya of his katana.


      A group of ten men on horseback soon came into view, heading right for them. The Masked Samurai clicked his tongue. He wasn’t expecting that many, but he couldn’t very well turn back now either.


      Why? Because I’m the Masked Samurai.


      If evildoers were to present themselves, he was bound by oath to stand in their way.


      Seeing that the wagon was blocking the road, the men stopped their advance. They were only twenty feet or so away from the Masked Samurai.


      “Who the hell are you?” asked the man riding at the front as he dismounted and threw the large satchel he was carrying to the ground.


      The men behind him followed suit. Among them was a man who was carrying an unconscious village girl under his arms, but he threw her to the ground as well, as if she were nothing but a piece of luggage.


      Horses were extremely valuable. They couldn’t have any of them in harm’s way. Also, fighting on horseback was a difficult feat, only possible with countless hours of training.


      The Masked Samurai darted his eyes left and right, observing his opponents. They wore filthy clothes, and there was dirt tangled in their hair and unkempt beards. They had a look of contempt in their eyes, the dull stares of men who denigrated all those around them and perhaps even themselves. From their appearance alone, they were basically introducing themselves as bandits.


      Why would they dress in a way that made it so obvious what kind of dirty work they did? In the corner of his mind, the Masked Samurai wondered if it was just a result of the squalid lives they led.


      Who knows, maybe it’s all on purpose.


      If they dressed in a way that made them appear violent and desperate, it would make intimidating the more civilized village folk go much more smoothly. Or perhaps they just got some kind of sadistic pleasure watching people cower at the very sight of them.


      Either way, as long as his mask stood as a symbol of justice, he couldn’t turn a blind eye to them.


      The Masked Samurai drew his beloved katana, Nameless, and pointed it toward the bandits with one hand. “I am the Masked Samurai. In the name of justice, I will bring you to your knees.”


      All was silent. After a moment, though, the men suddenly erupted in laughter.


      Did that guy really think he could take on ten men all on his own? The bandits weren’t just a group of common thugs. They were professionals who no longer felt a hint of regret after taking the life of another.


      The man standing in their way wasn’t courageous; you couldn’t even say that he was foolhardy. He was suicidal. To the leader, the Masked Samurai was no hero, but just a common buffoon. When in the presence of a buffoon, it was good courtesy to laugh. How could he not?


      As they continued to ridicule him, the Masked Samurai fixed his gaze on the young girl lying motionless at one of the bandits’ feet. If he were to run now, what would become of her? She would be taken back to their hideout and turned into a plaything for those barbarians. She would be violated, humiliated, then sold into slavery for a pittance or killed. It was the very same thing that the thug knights of the Shander domain had attempted to do to Claudia.


      Atonement is my sole mission in life. This is a trial that I must overcome.


      The Masked Samurai gulped down his fear, along with some thick saliva. He felt bad for getting Kairos involved, but he would just have to accept it as the natural result of hiring a man such as him.


      The bandits all drew their weapons. It seemed like the masked man was actually being serious, though the question of his sanity remained. To start, three of the bandits stepped forward and formed a semicircle around the Masked Samurai. As he was fighting with his back to the wagon, it would be difficult for more than three of them to fight him at once.


      “Die!”


      A bandit charged at the Masked Samurai with an axe, but this was just a distraction. The first thing to come his way was the swift tip of a spear.


      The Masked Samurai grabbed the spear with his left hand and tugged at it. The spearman lost his balance and tumbled forward. When the axeman finally came into range, his throat fell victim to Nameless. The hole in his throat gaping wide open, the man opened and closed his mouth like a suffocating carp.


      A swordsman attacked from the opposite direction, but the Masked Samurai sent him flying with a kick, then brought Nameless down on the spearman, who had let go of his spear and was trying to draw a short sword. Without even knowing what had happened to him, the spearman died in a fountain of his own blood.


      The Masked Samurai’s fighting style was unrefined, yet strangely beautiful. After facing off against three men at once, he was still standing.


      It had all happened over a few seconds, but it had greatly burned through his focus. He quickly tried to calm his erratic breathing, hoping that the bandits might do him the favor of running in fear. However, that hope was fleeting.


      Far from being intimidated, two more bandits filed in, wearing twisted grins as they stepped over their comrades’ corpses.


      “Thanks for that. Now those losers are dead, we’ll all get a bigger cut of the pot!” said the leader, standing back with his arms crossed.


      It didn’t seem like he was bluffing. Considering the state of the world, there were probably plenty of people willing to join their ranks.


      “I certainly hope that you don’t turn out to be the biggest loser out of the bunch.”


      Hearing the Masked Samurai’s taunt, the leader clicked his tongue and, with a wave of his hand, three more bandits attacked in unison.


      The Masked Samurai parried a sword, twisted his body to dodge an incoming axe, then found an opening to counter. He was keeping up, but all he had managed to inflict was a simple flesh wound, and that injured bandit soon traded places with another from the group.


      The Masked Samurai, on the other hand, was struggling to catch his breath as a stream of blood dripped down his arms. He would surely be killed in the next round of attacks. That much was clear as day.


      “No, I can’t allow that! I, the Masked Samurai, will see this mission to completion!”


      It wasn’t just his life on the line. There were people he had to protect. Knowing that, there was no way that he could go down there. He was a hero, after all.


      The leader snorted at the proclamation and waved his hand once more, as if sentencing the Masked Samurai to death.


      “Aaaaaaargh!”


      The resonating screams, the spraying of blood... Were they that of the Masked Samurai? No, they weren’t.


      The tip of a broadsword stuck through the leader’s abdomen.


      “I guess you really were a loser, huh?” Laughing in ridicule, the man drew his sword from the leader’s body. It was none other than Kairos. At some point, he had gotten down from the wagon and slipped behind the bandits. “I tell you what, a little nap can do wonders for a man. Let’s have this place cleaned up in five minutes.”


      “Sounds good to me!”


      Kairos readied his broadsword, and the Masked Samurai steeled his grip.


      While the bandits had seemed entirely confident until then, they now showed the first signs of worry. They still outnumbered them seven to two, giving them an overwhelming advantage, but the momentum of the battle had clearly changed.


      With a swing of the Masked Samurai’s katana, one bandit’s fingers fell unceremoniously to the ground. The blade of Kairos’s broadsword cut through another bandit’s arm, sending it flying off. Trapped between two hurricanes and left with no means of resistance, the bandits crumbled in a fit of terror.


      “Waaah!” Letting out a pitiful squeal, one of the bandits mounted his horse and rode off as fast as he could.


      Knowing they no longer stood a chance, the other bandits fled immediately after.


      “Is it...over?” Straining to breathe, Kairos stuck his broadsword in the ground to support his weight. He understood that doing something like that could potentially warp the blade, but his exhaustion took priority. Looking up, he saw the Masked Samurai cutting the throats of each and every bandit on the ground, making sure to finish them off before kicking them to the side of the road.


      They couldn’t allow any of the survivors to get the drop on them while they were preparing to head out. Leaving corpses in the middle of the road would be an inconvenience to others as well.


      The Masked Samurai was a reliable man—logical too. He seemed to have a kind of resolve that was unusual for someone of his age. Kairos grew curious as to what kind of life that man had led. It was perhaps a bit late to come to the realization, but the sheer fact that he went around with a mask covering the top half of his face, wearing a long black cape, and claiming to be a force for justice, made him quite the curious fellow already.


      After that, Kairos watched with a little smile as the Masked Samurai picked the village girl off the ground and laid her down in the back of the wagon, then he was hit with a sudden coughing fit. “Haack—ack...” It was as though something in his body had suddenly snapped. Thick blood painted his palm.


      “Kairos, what’s wrong?!”


      Seeing the Masked Samurai rushing over, Kairos wiped the blood off on the back of his pants and forced a smile. “I’m fine—sorry about that. More importantly, how is that girl doing?”


      “I told her that we weren’t bandits and somehow got her to calm down a bit. We’re going to set out for her village now and return as many of these stolen goods as we can while we’re at it.”


      “You’re going to give it all back?”


      “That’s right. Is that an issue?”


      “No, not a bad idea. I’ve always fought for my own sake, but that only brought me to where I am now, without a thing left to my name. It really is a waste. I don’t mind the idea of fighting to help somebody else at the very end.” With that, Kairos’s legs gave in under his weight. Luckily, the Masked Samurai managed to catch him just before he lost consciousness.


      ***


      A bright light shone through Kairos’s eyelids, stirring him awake. He opened his eyes to see a boundless blue sky. At first, he wondered if he was in heaven, but the sound of spinning wheels and the turbulent vibrations on his back told him otherwise.


      That was right. He was riding in the back of a wagon, not on his way to heaven, but to the sea.


      “Oh, hey, glad to see you up,” said the man in the driver’s seat, the Masked Samurai.


      “What happened...while I was out?”


      He remembered they had defeated the bandits, but what happened afterward? What became of the village that was attacked? How was the girl? There were so many stolen goods. Did they all make their way back to their rightful places?


      “The girl is back home, safe and sound. Same with all the stolen goods. We stayed in the village for the night, and now we’re back on the road toward the sea. Normally, I would have liked to stay there for a couple more nights, but...” The Masked Samurai shook his head.


      Would it have been better to wait for Kairos to wake up before setting out again? Unfortunately, there was no guarantee he would be able to recover, even if he had the time to rest. Just looking at how pale his face was, you could tell that it was only a matter of time before his body would give out.


      Should he have let him rest, or was hurrying to their destination the right decision? It seemed to Kairos that the Masked Samurai was still unsure.


      “No, this is for the best,” said Kairos, his voice hoarse. “By the way, that village girl was pretty cute, huh? Did she let you have your way with her as a little thank-you gift?”


      “Don’t say anything too uncouth, now. I’m a sworn force for justice. I would never do such a thing. I mean, I might have thought that it could be nice, but... There’s only so much a man can do.”


      “Starting to have some regrets?”


      “Well, there’s nothing that builds an iron will like practicing restraint.”


      “Sounds like you’re walking a difficult road.” Kairos managed a grin. He wanted to open his mouth wide and laugh as loudly as he always had, but he no longer had the strength in his abdomen to do so. “Were they all happy?”


      “Yeah, they were overjoyed, singing our praises. They even asked whether we would stay there forevermore, so it hurt a bit to decline their offer.”


      “Is that so? Heh heh... I’m glad.” With a slightly trembling smile, Kairos went back to admiring the sky.


      ***


      By the time they made it to the shore, the sun was already about to set over the horizon. The two of them sat side by side on the beach and listened to the sound of the waves.


      “You know, it’s pretty damn nice, the sea...”


      “Yeah, it is.”


      Their conversation was short. However, while they didn’t put much into words, they felt as though they had talked for hours.


      Eventually, Kairos lay back into the sand, his limbs spread out wide. “Masked Samurai, I think this is it for me.”


      “Oh, right...”


      You still have a little while to go. Maybe you’ll make a full recovery and live a long and happy life.


      As much as the Masked Samurai wanted to say that, he kept his lips firmly closed. If he were to say such a thing, it wouldn’t be for Kairos’s sake, but his own. Kairos’s life was on the verge of flickering out. Anyone could tell that much. He had come to terms with his own death; the Masked Samurai had no right to spit in the face of that.


      “Masked Samurai, go on ahead and leave me here. I’d rather you not have to see me die. My sword is in the back of the wagon—it’s yours now, as promised.”


      “Wait a second. If I just leave you here, your body will be eaten by wild dogs.”


      The Masked Samurai at least wanted to give him a proper burial, but Kairos declined his offer.


      “That’s fine by me. For a real man, there’s no end more fitting than being turned into dog shit.”


      “I can’t help but feel like your idea of manliness is a bit warped.”


      “I don’t want to hear that from a guy who dresses up in a mask and a cape, talking about justice all the time.”


      The two of them exchanged a brief smile and a nod, then Kairos allowed his eyelids, heavy as lead, to close.


      “Would you do me the favor of remembering me for three days or so?”


      “I’m sure that I’ll be remembering you on my deathbed.” The Masked Samurai stood up, turned his back, and walked away. He didn’t turn around even once. He knew that there was no need.


      The gentle waves cried in their stead.

    

  

  
    
      Afterword


      First, I would like to extend my sincere gratitude to everyone who picked up this fourth volume of The Bladesmith’s Enchanted Weapons. The first volume of the manga adaptation will also be releasing in June, so I would very much appreciate your support with that as well.


      As I keep posting the continuations to this story, I’ve found that many characters whom I initially had little intention of doing much with have really started to shine in unexpected ways. For example, at first, I had just created Patrick as a mob character who would help appeal to how fantastic Lutz’s katana really were and crave all the offerings made to the Count. However, he has quickly become a fan favorite and a character who is rather dear to my heart. When he first appeared in the web novel, he didn’t even have a name. I could have never imagined that he would grow to have such a large presence in this story.


      That goes for the man who could be said to be the main character of this volume as well: the courageous hero, the Masked Samurai. While it might not sound great, I had originally intended him to be a throwaway character. To be even more blunt, I originally envisioned him as something like a mohawked wimp. Before I knew it, he had become a splendid character who embodied the theme of confronting and atoning for sins of the past.


      As I keep on writing, I am always pleasantly surprised by such changes to this little world.


      I would like to end this afterword by giving my deepest thanks to everyone who read this fourth volume of The Bladesmith’s Enchanted Weapons, everyone who continues to support the web novel, the illustrator CARIMARICA-sensei, my editor O-shi, Tatsuya Sakurai-sensei and MotoKiyo-sensei, who are working on the manga adaptation, and all of the members of the staff who helped bring this volume into the world.




      Kazuma Ogiwara

    

  

  
    
      All of the blades Lutz has forged so far


      Tsubaki, the camellia flower — Katana


      A bewitching katana that makes the wielder see hallucinations. After enchanting it with a charm spell the effects grew even stronger.


      Love Letter — Aikuchi


      A piece made for Lutz’s beloved wife, Claudia. Engraved on the nakago are the words “TO MY DEAREST.”


      Kikokuto, the blade of weeping oni — Katana


      A katana with an intense focus on sharpness that was given as an offering to the Count. A high-pitched sound rings out when it cuts through the air.


      Ittetsu, to live by steel — Katana


      Its true creator was the blacksmith Borbus. Carrying on his will, Lutz finished the hardening and sharpening of the blade.


      Knight Killer — Two-Handed Sword


      A sword created with the goal of murdering every one of the thug knights of the walled city in cold blood. It would perhaps be more accurate to call it a cursed object than a sword.


      Amaterasu, the sun goddess — Katana


      A peace offering to the federation. It is about thirty percent longer than an average katana and three times as heavy. Truly an extraordinary katana.


      Yugumo, the evening cloud — Aikuchi


      A gift for Patrick, the ornamentalist. It is a superbly fun and easy-to-use aikuchi, thanks to its well-balanced weight.


      Renge, the lotus flower — Katana


      A katana forged for the purpose of decapitating a member of the federation’s royal family. The cold yet gentle shine of the blade illuminates the road to the afterlife.


      Shirayuri, the Madonna lily — Axe


      An axe that Lutz forged by pouring in every last one of the skills he has accumulated as a katana smith. It serves as an epitaph for the brave soldiers who died to defend their countrymen.


      Rose Garden — Katana


      An offering to King Rathbard Wollscheid. Lying under its seductive elegance is the terrifying power to crush anything under its own weight.


      Ishigurai, the stone eater — Katana


      A katana that was forged for Marquis Beowulf Eldenburger. In order to clear the lingering regrets of his own father, Lutz pursued beauty through pure functionality.
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