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      Chapter 1: Saying Goodbye


      In the dark, dark labyrinth, a party of four men and women ran, wearing expressions of bloodcurdling terror. A ferocious monster followed close behind. It had three faces, six arms, and four legs. It almost appeared as though it were three separate zombies warped and twisted into some kind of sick amalgamation, but its movements were sharp and agile, far from what one would expect from a zombie.


      It wasn’t like those adventurers had arrogantly gone out of their depths. They were more than aware of their limits. That was why they kept themselves mainly to the third floor of the labyrinth, where they could safely deal with any of the monsters that came their way. However, a monster variant that defied all reasoning suddenly presented itself. The labyrinth was a cruel place, unbound by rules or logic.


      The adventurers’ footsteps became uneasy as they surpassed the limits of their stamina. Still, they had no choice but to continue sprinting forward. If they didn’t, they would be eaten alive.


      The only thing illuminating their way was torchlight. The ground beneath them wasn’t a smoothly paved road, but aging lengths of cobble. Lined with moss and slathered in blood, the stone was extremely slippery.


      “Ah!” yelled a girl as her vision seemed to spin. Before she knew it, her small frame smashed into the cobbles. She had tripped over one of the cracks in the ground, but it took her a few moments to process what had just occurred.


      “Cera?!” the leader called out, turning around and stopping in his tracks.


      “Help...me!” Cera desperately reached out her hand. At the same time, she could feel the tremors of the monster’s approach, and a foul stench spread through the air. It seemed like the zombie was closing in.


      The leader’s face warped in fear. Then, in the subtle torchlight, it looked to Cera as though relief showed on his face. Perhaps it was just an illusion caused by the flickering of the fire. Either way, without so much as reaching out to her, the leader immediately turned his back and ran out of sight.


      Have I been...abandoned?


      Her torch had fallen right beside her. Regardless, the only thing she could see before her was sprawling darkness.


      The look of relief the leader had shown her just then... Was that the result of a cruel calculation? Had he decided that they would be able to escape while she was being gnawed at and ripped apart? Were they comforted by the fact that they could live another day, even at Cera’s expense?


      As she had taken on the dangerous work of an adventurer, she didn’t expect to live very long herself. Still, she never once imagined that she would die after being abandoned by her trusted party members. Until then, she always felt they would die together, fighting a foe that exceeded their abilities.


      “It can’t... It can’t end like this!” Overwhelmed by her own powerlessness, Cera’s eyes filled with tears.


      It was an emergency, a desperate situation that no one could have foreseen. Maybe it wasn’t unusual for someone to consider abandoning a friend, given the circumstances. Cera understood that to some degree, but that relieved look on their leader’s face... She wished she hadn’t seen that.


      The trembling in the ground calmed, but an indescribable pressure took its place. The giant zombie was right behind her. In mere moments, she would be eaten and die.


      “No, someone, please! Help me!”


      “No problem!” a voice answered from the darkness.


      Cera heard the sound of something slicing through the air, and soon after, a spinning axe struck deep into the zombie’s chest.


      She crawled away as far as she could and looked back at the scene. The giant zombie was writhing in pain, rotten blood pouring from the wound where the axe was still lodged. It had surely done a lot of damage, but undead monsters like zombies couldn’t be killed without a decisive blow. However, as Cera was thinking that...


      “Ughaaaa!”


      The giant zombie’s body burst into flames. Almost as if a small sun had formed in that labyrinth, her surroundings were lit bright as day.


      “What’s going on? What is this?” Cera couldn’t grasp what was happening before her eyes. As she stared in disbelief at the burning zombie, two sets of footsteps approached her. When she looked up, she saw a pair of men.


      For a second, she clung to the hope that it was her party members coming back for her. Then she felt repulsed at herself for even thinking such a thing.


      One of the men walking up to her had long blond hair, partly tied in a ponytail. Cera felt as though she had seen him at some of the bars frequented by adventurers before. He was young, but he had an air of calm that suggested he was a veteran in his field.


      The other man had short hair and a lackadaisical disposition that made it seem like he thought nothing of the hellish path he was traversing. He felt out of place in that labyrinth.


      “Can you stand?” asked the blond-haired man, extending his hand with a smile.


      Met with this gesture, Cera once again burst into tears. How she wished that were the hands of her comrades. “Thank you...so much.” Her legs still trembling, she only managed to stand with the help of the kind man.


      She was alive. Someone had come to save her. As she slowly accepted this reality, she remembered that she had yet to offer her name. “Um, my name is Cera. I’m an adventurer.”


      “Oh, that’s very polite of you. I’m Ricardo—glad to meet you.”


      “Ricardo? You mean the Count’s personal adventurer, the hero?! That Ricardo?!” Finally remembering, Cera opened her eyes in shock.


      “Ah, well, yeah... It seems that a few have taken to calling me that,” said Ricardo with a ticklish mix of pride and embarrassment. While he was used to his acquaintances teasing him with that title, having a girl whom he had just met call him a hero out of the blue got him a bit flustered.


      “No wonder you were so strong. It makes sense how you were able to take out that giant zombie in a single blow.”


      “Actually, that axe is my partner’s blade. Hey, Lutz, come introduce yourself!”


      The other man had been crouching down in front of the scorched corpse of the zombie, but when Ricardo called out to him, he casually turned over to them. “Hey, I’m Lutz, the blacksmith. Nice to meet you,” he said before going back to prodding the clump of ashes with a shortsword.


      “Why would a blacksmith come all the way to a place like this?” asked Cera.


      Ricardo cocked his head, wondering how best to answer.


      Before he could think of a good explanation, though, Lutz stood up and turned back to them, holding something in his right hand. “Something weird happened here.”


      “Weirder than that zombie that looked like a child’s attempt at forming a monster out of clay?” asked Ricardo with a grin.


      However, Lutz’s face remained entirely serious. It seemed like it wasn’t something light enough to joke about.


      The smile on Ricardo’s face soon retreated. “So, what is it?”


      “The zombie’s ashes are as fine as the sand in the desert. They’re too uniform.”


      “What’s wrong with that? When you burn something like that, it turns to ashes, right? I mean, you’re the one who burned it in the first place.”


      “Yeah, but the heat shouldn’t have spread so evenly through the body. There should still be some debris that didn’t burn completely. There’s no way this zombie burned all the way down to ashes this fine; there was some other kind of process involved.”


      “A different process? Like what?”


      “That’s what I’d like to know.” Shaking his head, Lutz opened his right hand. In it was a large blue jewel. Ordinarily, one might be delighted to find such a thing, but Lutz didn’t seem too happy about it. “I found this in the pile of ashes.”


      “So you’re saying someone must have been using magic to control that thing?”


      “Hmm...”


      The two of them grumbled in thought, and the conversation ended there. Neither Lutz nor Ricardo was familiar with any kind of magic that could control or strengthen monsters like that.


      After taking a while to mull it all over, Lutz realized that Cera was looking over at them, seemingly worried. They still had plenty of food, water, and energy, but it wouldn’t feel right to leave her there and continue deeper into the labyrinth.


      Lutz shot a glance over at Ricardo, and he nodded back.


      “We were actually about to head back up to the surface, so would you like to tag along?” asked Lutz.


      Cera took a moment to think. She had just been abandoned by her trusted party members a few minutes ago. Given that, the thought of suddenly tagging along with two complete strangers made her a bit uncomfortable. However, no matter how one looked at it, she wasn’t confident in her ability to get back to the surface all alone either. Knowing that there was really no other choice, she gave them a bow and said, “If you would be so kind.”


      With that, the three of them set off for the surface. Lutz and Ricardo were able to cut their way through any and all monsters on the third floor with ease. Cera always held her weapon at the ready in case they needed backup, but at the end of the day, all she was doing was striking a pose.


      Before she knew it, they were back in the open air of the surface world. Even after bathing in the radiant light of the sun, Cera was still unable to believe she had truly been saved.


      I’m...alive? This isn’t some kind of dream that I’m experiencing while the zombie continues to gnaw on my bones?


      She scanned her surroundings, making sure that she really was at the entrance to the labyrinth, then Lutz suddenly called out to her.


      “Um, Cera, was it?”


      “Y-Yes!”


      Life was never that forgiving. What would happen to her now? Would they ask her for money, or would they whisk her into the shadows and kidnap her? The rising anxiety in her chest petrified her.


      However, Lutz reached out his hand with as nonchalant an expression as ever. “Here, you can have this.”


      The large jewel dropped into Cera’s palm. If she were to sell such a thing, she couldn’t even imagine how much it would go for. After looking back and forth between the jewel and Lutz’s face several times over, she said, “W-Wait! I can’t accept something like this from the people who already saved my life!”


      Lutz shook his head with a gentle smile.


      Surprised that he could make such a warm expression, Cera clutched her chest.


      “I’m not sure what you’re planning on doing from here on out, but it never hurts to have more options. To put it bluntly, you’ll need money.”


      “Oh... Were you aware that my party had abandoned me?”


      “I don’t know the details, but we passed a bunch of people running like crazy and crying their eyes out.”


      It seemed like he had some idea of what had happened to her and knew that she likely couldn’t go back to her former party members. Cera hadn’t yet had the opportunity to think about what she was going to do next, though. Money... Now that he mentioned it, she probably could use as much money as she could get.


      “Take care, now,” said Lutz as he and Ricardo began to walk away.


      Cera quickly called out to them from behind. “Um, th-thank you so much!” She gave them a deep bow.


      Ricardo turned around and gave her a warm smile, and Lutz continued walking straight forward, giving her a little wave. Before long, they both disappeared into the distance.


      It all felt like it was a dream, like she would wake up at any moment in her cheap lodging, and her party members would come knocking at the door to say they were about to head out. However, she could clearly feel the huge jewel in her hands.


      “Ah...it’s all real,” whispered Cera, staring up at the sky.


      She really had been abandoned.


      ***


      At a bar for adventurers, two men and a woman sat around a table, drinking their sorrows. One of the men seemed like he might burst into tears again at any moment. The other man seemed to be racking his brain, trying to figure out what to do. The woman was staring off into the distance, completely devoid of all emotion.


      “Hey, Dudley, would you get a grip already?” said Gene, the more easygoing man of the bunch, to their leader. With Dudley hunched over and sniffling forevermore, he couldn’t even enjoy his drink.


      It was Gene’s view that there was nothing wrong with letting somebody take one for the team when running from such an insurmountably powerful enemy. It was much more of an insult to just sit there and wallow in his own guilt.


      “I didn’t want to...leave her like that...”


      Dudley’s voice was so muffled that Gene could hardly hear it over the rowdy crowd, but he could guess what he was trying to say. It was surely just another pitiful excuse.


      It seemed that the woman next to Dudley, Alda, could hear his whimpers loud and clear, as she stared at him with contempt. “It doesn’t matter what you wanted to do. You left her. That’s the truth.”


      Dudley shot up in a boiling anger. He couldn’t take that lying down. “You didn’t do anything to help her either!”


      “I-I was too far away to do anything. Are you forgetting that you were the one who was closest to her?!”


      The atmosphere in the room was so tense that it seemed like a fight could break out at any moment. The crowd of adventurers around them all glanced over with brutish grins, murmuring things like “Oh, are we about to see a brawl?”


      “Why did things have to end up like this, I wonder.” Gene let out a deep sigh and swallowed down some of his tasteless beer.


      Those two were close friends and party members, but now they were bickering over who carried the most blame. While they had their fair share of disagreements, they had fought alongside each other for years. That was quite an extraordinary feat in their field; after all, adventurers were often transient and rarely lived long.


      While he would never admit it, Gene felt proud to have them as party members. To think that it could all crumble in a single day, after a single mistake. Gene knew that he was being unreasonable, but a part of him wanted to give Cera a piece of his mind for causing that rift between them all.


      Gene silently stood up. Dudley and Alda stopped their arguing and looked over at him. He had the eyes of a man who had set his sights on his next goal in life.


      “It’s a bit early, but let’s leave it there for today.”


      “What, are you trying to run from this? We still haven’t finished here!” Alda didn’t even try to hide the vitriol in her stare.


      Gene simply shook his head in response. “Yeah, you bet I’m going to run. I can’t stand seeing you two like this.”


      “What did you just say?!”


      Gene completely ignored Alda’s outburst and spoke to Dudley in a solemn, gentle voice. “I’ll allow it for today. You can cry all you need to tonight. But by the morning, I want to see you back on your feet. If you can’t do that, I won’t be able to call you our leader any longer.”


      “Gene...”


      “Alda too. You’re okay with that, right?” Gene looked over at Alda as if to emphasize that he wasn’t going to budge on that.


      Alda didn’t want to see their party fall apart either. If such a thing were to happen, she wouldn’t even know how to earn enough to live for tomorrow. She just wanted someone else to carry the burden she felt, to be able to say that the fault didn’t lie with her.


      “Well, I guess if he gets himself together...” Alda nodded reluctantly.


      “All right, then, everyone—”


      Just as Gene was about to suggest they all go to their rooms and get some rest, the shoddy door to the bar opened with a pronounced creak, and the three of them glanced over to the source of the sound.


      Dudley’s face lit up, and he stood up so fast that his chair fell onto the floor. Gene furrowed his brow with a confusing mix of emotions. Alda stared at the doorway in shock, her mouth wide open.


      The three of them reacted in three very different ways, but their gazes were concentrated on the same familiar face.


      “Cera, you’re alive?!” Dudley ran over and tried to place his hand on her shoulder, but it was mercilessly slapped away. “Cera?”


      “Sorry. I’m just here to collect my things.” Cera’s head hung low, and she didn’t bother to even look at Dudley’s face. She just slipped past him and walked up the stairs to the second floor.


      It seemed like Dudley was in a state of shock, but Alda and Gene watched over the scene with frigid eyes, knowing that Cera’s reaction was only to be expected.


      As adventurers, they had made the right choice back then, even if it meant abandoning a friend. While that might have been so, it was also true that Cera would surely never be able to trust them again. Just because she somehow made it out alive didn’t mean they could go back to how they once were.


      From Gene’s point of view, it had always seemed like the two of them were rather fond of each other. Perhaps that only made it worse, though. Knowing that Dudley couldn’t put himself at risk for her, that he couldn’t act when she needed it the most, made it all the more difficult to forgive him.


      “Well, I suppose changing up a party’s roster isn’t that unusual in this field...” Gene watched as his friend crumbled to the floor, and he drank the last bitter drops of beer in his mug.


      ***


      Adventurers rarely had that many items to their name. Cera stuffed a few changes of clothes and underwear into a bag, put it on her back, returned her key to the front desk of the adventurers’ tavern, and left it behind her.


      Winter was drawing near. The cool night air penetrated her skin, but at that moment, the cold felt comforting somehow. On frigid nights such as that, the sky seemed as clear as glass.


      “I guess I’ll have to find a new inn...” whispered Cera, staring up at the stars.


      If her party members had offered a simple apology, or if she could have found it in her heart to ask to start over again together, would they have been able to go back to how they were?


      “No... I’m sure that’d be impossible.”


      Even if they were to try to go back to normal, once a bond had been warped to that degree, it could never be fully straightened out. It would only be prolonging the inevitable, and the next time something like that were to happen, there was no guarantee that she would escape with her life.


      The frost was biting at her fingertips, so she shoved her hands in her pockets and held firm to the jewel she had kept there. If she could sell that, she wouldn‘t have to worry about money for quite a while. She wouldn’t have to take the risk of going into the labyrinth alone or joining up with a random party, no matter how dubious they seemed. She was truly grateful for that.


      The beautiful stars above her began to blur together. Now that she was alone, she couldn’t stop all of the warm memories of her comrades from pouring into her head. They were such fun memories, but for some reason, her tears refused to cease.


    


  



  

    [image: insert1]

  



  

    

      Chapter 2: Flames of Hatred


      On one late autumn day, a certain visitor turned up at Lutz’s workshop: a resident of the lumberjacks’ settlement and a regular customer of Lutz’s since before he even moved within the city walls, a master carpenter named Kevin. While he was nearly fifty, he was still as macho as they came and would always grace those around him with his loud, hearty laugh. However, on that day alone, Lutz struggled to recognize him.


      Far from laughing, he was overcast by a shadowy silence. Even his usually well-trimmed beard seemed oily and disheveled.


      Seeing her husband staring at the man with suspicion, Claudia said, “It’s Kevin, you know, the lumberjack.”


      Only then did Lutz fully believe it. “Oh, hi Kevin. What brings you here today? Are you looking to get something sharpened, or do you want to put in a request for a new axe?”


      Kevin looked back at him with a somber expression, freezing there for a moment before responding. “I’m afraid it’s the other way around. I’ve come to let you know that there won’t be any orders from our settlement for a while. Maybe never again.”


      Lutz and Claudia exchanged confused glances. The lumberjacks had always been overjoyed with Lutz’s handiwork and regularly brought over piles of axes for him to sharpen. Why would they stop using his services so suddenly?


      “Being the Count’s personal blacksmith and all, aren’t you happy that you won’t have to do such low-paying work anymore?” said Kevin, as if spitting the words out.


      Hearing this made Lutz snap. He was about to say something back, but before he could, Claudia stepped out in front of him.


      “Kevin, as far as I’m aware, my husband has never—not even once—cut corners on work for your settlement. If you truly believe the words you just said, then we would like to officially cut all ties with you as well.” Claudia’s tone of voice was gentle, while still projecting her firm will.


      Only then did Kevin really acknowledge that he had gone too far and bowed his head in apology.


      “Tell us, Kevin, what’s really going on here? I mean, I won’t force you, but...” He was just acting so strange. Lutz shook off his anger, and honest concern took its place.


      Kevin hesitated for a while, trying to decide whether or not he should tell them, but considering he had just unfairly vented his frustrations at Lutz—and knowing there was a chance Lutz might just pass a message along to the Count—Kevin finally parted his weighty lips to explain. “The village has been attacked by monsters, and we have a mountain of bodies to bury. Right now, I’m on my way back from putting in a request for aid from the Count.”


      Even after hearing Kevin’s explanation, Lutz couldn’t wrap his mind around it. Kevin was getting on in years, but he was in terrifyingly good shape. The only people who would mess with that monstrous, middle-aged mass of muscles would have to either be drunkards or poor souls with a death wish. Even the adventurers of the city, who had earned a reputation as the town fools, wouldn’t pick a fight with him. That was how intimidating a man Kevin was.


      While the other lumberjacks of the settlement weren’t quite on par with Kevin, they were still a hardened band of wild beasts. To top it all off, they constantly carried their axes with them. They displayed such a level of prowess and combat readiness that Lutz would be far more comfortable being guarded by them than the entire Knights Order. It was hard to believe that they could sustain such losses from a simple monster attack.


      However, Lutz could see the defeat in Kevin’s eyes and the worn look on his face. There was only one possibility. They must have met with a monster so powerful that it defied reason.


      “Sorry about that... It’s not a pleasant thing to hear, I’m sure.” Kevin stood up and went to leave.


      Lutz quickly called out to him. “Wait, Kevin! What kind of monster was it?!”


      Kevin furrowed his brow and turned back to them, wearing an expression that said, And what good will it do to tell you? However, he had already told them everything else, so he figured there was no point in hiding it. Kevin let out a deep sigh. “It was a flame demon.”


      ***


      The next day, Claudia went out to gather some information at the castle and returned home after a short time.


      “It seems like the Count has ordered Ricardo to go take care of the monster.”


      “That’s good news, anyway.” Lutz breathed a sigh of relief.


      One thing that set the Shander domain apart from the surrounding territories was their willingness to take care of wild monsters before they could become too much of an issue. Other domains often took the opportunity to throw a village’s pleas for further independence right back in their faces during such disasters. In fact, it would be about the only time they would promote independent action.


      Of course, the Shander domain had its problems too. Namely, the Knights Order was such a collection of useless dolts that they had no choice but to rely on adventurers to clean up these messes. Everyone understood that things couldn’t just keep going on like that, but there were several obstacles in the way preventing anyone from doing anything about it.


      There was even some talk of making the Masked Samurai a knight, as he had earned the respect of the masses, but he was actually a former knight himself and had moved his base of operations to the neighboring domain.


      After successfully taking out the orcs in the Österreich domain, Lutz reported everything to Count Maximillion Shander and Gerhard, but when they heard about the Masked Samurai’s relocation, they just gave him a look of utter emptiness. It must have all sounded like a terrible joke to them.


      “By the way, where are all of the lumberjacks living now?” asked Lutz.


      Claudia hesitated for a moment before answering. “They’ve pitched up some tents just outside of the city walls. No, it might be generous to call them tents. They’re just kind of covering themselves in any rags they can find to protect themselves from the wind.”


      “But it’s about to be winter.”


      “Yeah, it is a bit worrisome.”


      “Should we go check up on them, or maybe bring them a bit of something to help out?”


      “I’ll go ahead and handle that. More importantly, I have a feeling that there is something else that you want to talk to me about.”


      “You can tell?”


      “Lutzy, I can read you like a book.”


      Looking somewhat apologetic, Lutz scratched the back of his head. “If Ricardo is heading out there, I’d like to tag along, if I could. I’m sure it’s nothing he can’t handle with Tsubaki’s curse, but on the off chance that it doesn’t work, it could be quite a difficult battle for him to take on alone.”


      Knowing that he was probably going to say something along those lines, Claudia shrugged. The reason she had been reluctant to tell him about the conditions the lumberjacks and their families were living in was that she knew he wouldn’t be able to stop himself if he heard.


      “Well, as someone who has been saved by that inclination of yours, I don’t really have the right to stop you.”


      “Sorry to make you worry.”


      “However, Lutzy, I do have to ask you why you go to such lengths to stick your nose into this kind of trouble. I’m not trying to say that it’s wrong or anything, but I’m just curious.” Claudia counted on her fingers as she thought back on all the problems that they had been dragged into until then. “Even in this latest case with the horde of orcs, your job should have been finished when you introduced that masked idiot to Ricardo, right? There was no reason for you to have to go along too. In hindsight, it was probably the right course of action, but still...”


      “I get what you’re trying to say.”


      “Then there was that time with the cursed pot. You just said that you wanted to go down into the labyrinth once to test out your new axe. There was no reason for you to go down there a second time. You could have just passed the baton over to Gerhard and been done with it.”


      “I feel like it would have been a bit awkward to do that to Ricardo, but yeah... You aren’t wrong.”


      “Also, as someone who wants to support Princess Listill as much as possible, I’m super grateful that you rescued her from her abductors as well, but it’s not the job of a blacksmith.”


      “Considering the scale and circumstances around that one, I don’t think there was any way that I could have said no.” Lutz gave her a reserved smile.


      Claudia rolled her eyes. “Anyway, what I’m trying to say is that even though you are aware of how easily you tend to get caught up in these things, you keep acting in a way that is basically asking for trouble. Why are you going to those lengths?”


      “Honestly, I’d like to know myself.”


      “A vague answer won’t satisfy me.”


      Lutz twisted his head in thought, asking himself why he kept doing things like that. There was something akin to a reason, but he wasn’t quite sure how to put it into words. “I feel like...I’m seeking some kind of balance.”


      “Balance? That’s a strange way of putting it.”


      “I feel like I have been really blessed with the people in my life. I had a father who taught me everything he knew about katana smithing, and I was even lucky enough to meet a woman as wonderful as you. After that, I found a community of craftsmen that I could look up to and made friends with a self-proclaimed hero.”


      Claudia nodded, urging him to continue.


      “After life gave me so many wonderful things, I just felt like I had to maintain some balance by helping others just as much as people have supported me. If I neglect to do so, I can’t help but feel like something terrible will happen. I’m sure it’s all in my head, but it just feels so wrong to look the other way.”


      “I suppose if you tried to put all of that into a word, the answer would always come out a bit vague.”


      “Right?”


      “But, Lutzy, everything outside being born into a blacksmith’s family has all been built on your own deeds. Don’t try to reduce that down to mere luck.”


      “Thanks, dear, I certainly appreciate that.”


      “To put things a bit more frankly, perhaps too much so, if your papa had been a little better adjusted to society, you likely would have been born into the house of the Marquis’s personal blacksmith, you know?”


      After hearing that, Lutz couldn’t do anything but give her a bit of a self-deprecating smile. It was only something he could laugh about now that he’d managed to make peace with Marquis Eldenburger.


      “But in that version of events, I would have never met you, dear. Even if it could all be done over, I wouldn’t want to change a thing.”


      “You really are smitten with me, aren’t you, Lutzy?”


      “I feel like I haven’t heard that line in a while.”


      “You haven’t changed how you feel since then, have you?”


      “Oh, they’ve changed. They just keep growing stronger and stronger.”


      “It looks like you’re getting more experienced in flattery as well.” Claudia silently shook her head.


      Even if it was dangerous, she couldn’t stop him. It was his frustrating habit of sticking his nose into other people’s problems that made him the incredible man he was. Therefore, the only thing that she could do was be there to support him.


      “I’ll go distribute food, blankets, and firewood to everyone outside the city walls. We can’t keep that up forever, though, so we’ll be counting on you and Ricardo to tackle the source of the problem.”


      “Thanks, dear. Sorry to drag you into this.”


      “All right then, what shall we do after we put those lumberjacks in our debt? Maybe I’ll start a little lumber business on the side,” chuckled Claudia.


      Lutz had no way of knowing how much of that was a joke and how much of that was deadly serious.


      “Okay, I’m going to head over to Ricardo’s place. Of course, if he says that he doesn’t need my help this time around, I’ll be heading straight back, though.”


      From what they had heard, it seemed like there was just a single monster to take out. Even if Tsubaki’s curse proved ineffective, Ricardo also had Oka, which would elevate his focus to a superhuman extent. Surely he would never lose in a one-on-one battle. While Lutz had a bit of a bad feeling about it all after hearing that the burly lumberjacks could hardly put up a fight against it, that was just Lutz’s assessment of the situation. Ricardo could have a completely different take on it.


      At least, that’s what I thought, but as chance would have it, I feel like I can hear somebody pounding on the door downstairs.


      “Hey, Lutz, are you in?! It’s me, Ricardo!”


      Lutz and Claudia exchanged glances and broke out into laughter.


      “I don’t know if that’s good timing or just another example of trouble finding its way to you...”


      Lutz casually waved his hand. “I’d say it’s both.”


      “God, I’ve really become a coward, haven’t I?” Ricardo murmured as he walked down the road alongside Lutz.


      They shared a carriage with some other people partway to their destination, but they’d have to travel the rest of the way on foot. As it was just the two of them, it would have been excessive to borrow a carriage from the Count, but it was also a bit too far to walk the whole way. At times like that, not being able to ride a horse was rather inconvenient. Neither Lutz nor Ricardo had any equestrian training, unless you counted Lutz’s attempts to ride his donkey.


      “A coward? What makes you say that?” asked Lutz, cocking his head.


      Sure, Ricardo had two extremely powerful katana dangling from his hips, but the battlefield wasn’t so forgiving a place for that alone to guarantee his safety. In fact, it was because he was so strong that he always got thrown into the most dangerous situations. Lutz wondered if there was anyone in the world who could point their finger at him and call him a coward.


      “A little while ago, whenever I received a request to take on monsters, I would confidently charge in alone, no matter the foe. Now, even though I know it’s only one monster that I have to go up against, I begged you to tag along because I’d feel lonely otherwise.”


      “I don’t see a problem with that. We could call you the world’s strongest coward. That’s the name of someone who’s going to live to see their hair turn gray.”


      Ricardo chuckled to himself. Lutz was probably right. It was always the bravest among them who kicked the bucket first. In their line of business, it was an ironclad rule.


      However, there was a good reason for Ricardo’s cowardice and Lutz’s concern. Recently, they had faced many opponents who clearly broke from the norm. From the information they were able to gather, it sounded like their target this time around would likely have some kind of curse as well.


      Speaking of strange opponents, that amalgamation of zombies that they fought the other day came to mind too. Just what kind of monster turned to ash and left behind a jewel when they died?


      As for the monster they were about to confront, if it were just a matter of it being strong, the lumberjacks likely wouldn’t have had so much trouble. Even if they had suffered some casualties, they would just have to surround it and attack at once. However, it was formidable enough that they all had to abandon their settlement. They couldn’t afford to take that lightly.


      Lutz had traveled that same road many times on his trips to sharpen their axes and tools, so he took the lead in guiding Ricardo there. They were still on track. Lutz recognized the road they were on. However, it still felt different somehow.


      There was a sense of gloom that hung in the air. Last time he had visited, the birds were chirping so loud that he wanted to plug his ears, but now, all was silent. It almost seemed like all living creatures in the area had suddenly dropped dead.


      As they approached their destination, a particular stench grew stronger. Lutz and Ricardo steeled themselves for what they were about to face. It was the smell of burning flesh, spilled guts, and rotting blood. The macabre blend of foul stenches alerted their senses, warning them to come no closer, but the two cowards proceeded regardless. Their steps grew careful as they scanned their surroundings, but not once did they suggest a retreat.


      Lutz pulled his axe from his back. Ricardo wiped his palms on his pant legs and gripped the tsuka of his two illustrious katana.


      When they set foot into the settlement, the aftermath of a ferocious fire sprawled before them. More than half of the domiciles were burned entirely to the ground. Worse still, there were charred remains scattered all over, seemingly human. Seemingly. It was hard to tell, as they had been ripped apart. It looked as though they had been burned alive and then torn limb by limb.


      The plaza in the middle of the settlement was particularly bad. A pile of scorched, severed remains that must have belonged to at least ten people rested there.


      It wasn’t long ago that Lutz had stood in that spot, cheerfully bantering with them as he sharpened their axes. Just thinking about that, a fever built up inside of him, and he felt as though he were going to throw up.


      Lutz walked away from the plaza, placed his hand up against a tree, and released the contents of his stomach on its roots. The vomit splattered onto his shoes, but he didn’t possess the composure to care about that.


      “I really am a hypocrite. I’ve burned the corpses of so many, but when it happens to people who I know, I end up like this,” groaned Lutz, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.


      “What do you want to do? Should we head back?” asked Ricardo, half joking, half concerned.


      Lutz pulled his canteen from his waist, swished some water around his mouth, and spat it out with vigor. “That doesn’t sound too bad either, but we can’t let whatever did this think that we’ll take it sitting down. Let’s find this demon and bury it. Then we can go home. Once our job is done, we can let Djoser and everyone handle the rest of the investigation.” Lutz converted his fear and anger into willpower, and a sharp focus dwelt within his eyes.


      Ricardo nodded. He had made the right call in asking Lutz to come along. If he had been alone, he might have even run at the sight, then submitted a false report with the Count, saying that he couldn’t find anything. Having someone to watch your back—and at times, give it a push—was a wonderful thing indeed.


      The two of them proceeded cautiously, making sure not to tread on the remains. The smell of death permeated the air, but their enemy was still nowhere to be seen. They experienced a constant cycle of relief that they had yet to run into the monster, followed by a twinge of self-hatred when they became aware of that relief within them.


      “Is it just me, or is it getting hotter?”


      “I’m feeling it too.”


      Taking in their surroundings, they finally found what they were looking for: a second sun. The brilliant light leaked through the gaps in the trees. It was drawing nearer.


      “Well, I guess it finally chose to show itself.” Ricardo tried to swallow, but his throat felt so dry that it hurt.


      They had approached close enough to see their enemy. It looked like a seven-foot tall human, completely engulfed in flames. It seemed to have a solid build, though unusual. It was entirely unbalanced. Its right leg was comparable to that of a normal adult man, but its left leg was as bulky and thick as a log. Its left arm was thin, like a dying branch, while its right arm was so frighteningly massive that just looking at it made one envision the Grim Reaper’s scythe, and the tips of its fingers scraped the ground as it moved.


      Perhaps as a result of the flames, there was no hair anywhere on its head or body, making it appear completely smooth, and its eyes were pure white, leaving Lutz and Ricardo wondering if it could even see.


      It’s almost like God tried to create the world’s most powerful man, molding flesh like clay, then just gave up partway through and threw him into the fire. However, that creation survived and crawled its way out, its body still being ravaged by flames. It kind of sounds like the stuff of legends.


      Lutz shook away the thought. It wasn’t the time or place. He was before his enemy; he couldn’t afford to indulge in fantasies.


      Kevin had called the monster a flame demon. Only then did Lutz really understand how accurate that description was.


      The demon directed its pure white eyes toward them and let out a deep breath, fire pouring from its gaping mouth.


      “Well, it seems that it’s recognized us as an enemy.” Ricardo narrowed his eyes.


      “I’m not a big fan of hotheads. I don’t think I’ll be able to play nice.” If Lutz didn’t lighten the situation with humor, he felt like he was going to go mad.


      The two of them gave each other a nod and split up, managing to put some distance between them. Ricardo drew Tsubaki and pointed the tip of her blade at the demon.


      Die. Come on, just die...


      However, Ricardo’s prayers went unanswered. The sweet scent of Tsubaki’s curse was blown away by the demon’s flames. He couldn’t even feel Tsubaki’s feminine form.


      The demon seemed unaware of what Ricardo was even trying to do, but instinct told it Ricardo was standing in its way.


      “Ghaaaaah!” The demon advanced with an ear-piercing war cry.


      Lutz sprinted forward and brought his enchanted axe, Shirayuri, down on the demon’s head. Shirayuri had the power to set any opponent wounded by its blade on fire, but Lutz couldn’t imagine that would do much to a flame demon. Still, it was a terrifyingly sharp axe. It would surely cut straight through the demon without issue.


      Lutz had swung the axe with the full force of its weight and with every intention to split the demon in half, but at the last second, the demon protected its head with its right arm.


      In that case, I’ll just have to lop off that arm first!


      From the look of that demon, it seemed like its right arm was pivotal to its strength. If they could deal with that first, then the rest of the battle would surely go in their favor.


      The blade dug deep into the demon’s arm. Blood poured from the wound, but it instantly evaporated when exposed to the violent flames.


      Lutz had landed an effective strike, but the blade stopped at the bone, sandwiched between the demon’s bizarre muscles and unable to move any further.


      “What?!” Lutz blurted out instinctively.


      The blade was more than sharp enough, the axehead more than heavy enough, and he had put all of his strength into that blow. No matter how tough their enemy was, Lutz was confident that Shirayuri would cut through anything.


      The demon swung its massive arm, sending Lutz flying back. Lutz somehow managed to keep hold of his weapon, but that was less out of willpower and more out of the fear that he would surely die if he lost his grip on the handle.


      After gaining some distance, Lutz and the demon locked eyes. Lutz’s previous attack was by no means weak, and as a result, the demon seemed to be far more wary of him.


      Why didn’t Shirayuri cut all the way through? Lutz inspected the edge of the blade and was shocked by what he saw.


      “Ricardo, don’t attack that thing directly.”


      “What are you talking about? We can’t put it in the ground if we just keep up this staring contest.”


      “That bastard melted the edge of my blade.”


      “Huh?!” yelled Ricardo.


      The outside of the demon’s body was covered in flames, but it appeared that the inside of its body was even hotter, probably several thousand degrees hotter. Partway through cutting into the demon’s arm, Shirayuri’s blade melted into a blunt, rounded edge, making further penetration impossible. If Ricardo were to attack it head-on with Tsubaki or Oka, they likely wouldn’t escape unscathed.


      In that case, what could they do? They weren’t going to solve anything by just staring the demon down.


      Unfortunately, they didn’t have the luxury of calmly thinking it over at their leisure either. The demon charged, swiping at them with its oddly shaped right arm. Lutz and Ricardo broke off to either side. The demon cut through the trunk of the enormous tree that was behind them and set it on fire.


      The demon left itself completely open to attack from behind, and Lutz took the opportunity to once again bring his axe down on the demon. However, his beloved axe, Shirayuri, was reduced to nothing more than a blunt weapon. It smashed into the demon’s shoulder, but the force was easily deflected by its unbelievably sturdy body.


      The demon swung its arm again as it turned around. Lutz somehow managed to block the attack with his axe and put some distance between them. The stress and intense heat sapped Lutz’s stamina, but he had yet to have anything to show for his efforts.


      A short distance away, Ricardo gripped Oka’s tsuka as he clenched his jaw, desperately trying to think up a plan. His katana were the tools he used to fight. Refusing to fight because it could damage those tools was putting the cart before the horse. Moreover, abandoning the friend who so kindly agreed to accompany him on that journey was completely out of the question.


      However, if he were to just recklessly try to cut at the demon, his katana would simply be destroyed, and the attack would ultimately be meaningless. If he was going to take action, he needed to do so effectively, but what could he really do?


      Ricardo desperately contained his urge to jump into the action. If he moved before he could get his thoughts straight, it would be a death sentence.


      Wait, maybe Lutz’s axe only started melting because it was stuck in that demon’s arm for several seconds. If I get in a swift strike and immediately pull back, I’ll bet I can get away with it without having to worry about my katana melting.


      “All right.” Ricardo nodded to himself, but he didn’t move just yet.


      Now that he had a general plan of attack, the next thing to consider was the intended target. Lutz had just proven that cutting through the demon’s right arm likely wouldn’t be possible. From Ricardo’s perspective, Lutz’s form was absolutely perfect, so it wasn’t a matter of skill. It probably wouldn’t have made a difference if he had landed the strike on a different area of that arm either. Targeting it would just be a waste of energy.


      It seemed best to avoid that massive left leg as well. The demon’s abs and pecs were also so abnormally muscular that attacks to the torso probably wouldn’t do much damage.


      By contrast, the demon’s left arm and right leg seemed thin, but that was only when compared to the rest of its freakish body. There was no guarantee Ricardo would manage to cut through them in a single strike, and if the demon’s bones were hard enough to stop the blade in its tracks, it would be a repeat of the same mistake Lutz had just made.


      How about the neck, then? That was a point of weakness for almost all living creatures, but the demon’s neck was far too thick. Ricardo couldn’t imagine being able to deal a fatal wound.


      Well, that about settles it. I’ll stab it straight through the eye and mix up its brain until it turns to mush.


      It was no easy feat to stab the eye of a moving target. However, Ricardo had a trick up his sleeve. With the bewitching katana, Oka, it was more than possible.


      “Uaaaaah!” Ricardo yelled out as he drew Oka and charged toward the demon with all the momentum of an arrow in flight.


      The demon redirected its attention to Ricardo and swung at him with its right arm. It all happened so fast that no ordinary human could dodge it. The demon was certain that the man would be crushed under its fist and turn into a squashed bag of meat, just like the other men it had killed a few days before.


      Ricardo held tight to Oka and focused his mind, activating her power. All of the color disappeared from the world, and all became silent. There, in that gray world, everything appeared to move in slow motion.


      Ricardo dodged the demon’s arm by a single hair and sprang off it, bringing him eye-level with the demon.


      It’s over!


      The tip of the enchanted katana, Oka, pierced the demon’s cloudy left eye. Ricardo could feel the unsettling pop of the eyeball through the blade. However, it went no further.


      The demon reacted quickly, flinging its head backward. The tip of Ricardo’s katana didn’t have time to damage the brain.


      The effects of Oka’s power wore off as Ricardo landed, and the chaos of the battlefield lost its sense of slowed-down hyperreality. Ricardo tried to jump back out of the way, but the demon didn’t miss its opportunity to counter, sending a ferocious kick directly toward him.


      Ricardo was still fatigued after using that hyperfocused state.


      This is bad. I’m not going to be able to dodge it.


      Just as Ricardo was thinking that, a violent bang echoed through the air, and the demon was knocked off-balance.


      “Ricardo, quickly!”


      It had only been a few seconds since Ricardo last saw his trusted friend’s face, but it was a sight for sore eyes. Lutz had thrown his axe to assist him. Hit in the head with the full force of Lutz’s throw, even the flame demon would probably be seeing stars for a few seconds.


      Ricardo broke into a sprint. While it might sound preferable to say he retreated, it would be more accurate to say that he fled with his tail between his legs.


      After putting some distance between themselves and the demon, Lutz and Ricardo regrouped to discuss their options. Lutz had let go of his axe, and while he had his tanto drawn, it didn’t inspire much confidence.


      Ricardo was uninjured, making it out with nothing more than some scorches on the bottom of his shoes. However, he had already used every trick at his disposal. Still fatigued beyond belief, there was no way he could enter that hyperfocused state a second time.


      “Sorry. I couldn’t finish it off.”


      “It’s just a matter of how much the wounds it has sustained will work to our advantage.”


      The demon wasn’t moving. It was just glaring at the two of them with its remaining eye. After a while, it slowly turned around and left, the sound of its stomping reverberating as it went.


      “Huh?”


      Unable to understand what had just happened, all Lutz and Ricardo could do was stand and stare.


      “It got awa— No, it’s letting us get away?”


      The battle was a definitive loss for them. If the demon had attacked them, they would be entirely helpless. Then why? Why did the demon leave?


      “It’s just a guess, but...” Lutz trailed off, looking down at where the demon had been standing. Their enemy was no longer there. Lutz just couldn’t believe it.


      “What? Come on, tell me.”


      “I think that thing was afraid of your power. If you were able to move in that way again and take out its left eye, then it would be put in a pretty desperate situation.”


      “Oh, right. It wouldn’t have any way of knowing that I’m so low on fuel that I’m as useless as pond scum.”


      Thinking back, that demon had been thinking its actions over far more carefully than its appearance would suggest. It didn’t go on the attack until it had taken the time to observe and assess them. Faced with an enemy that displayed a mysterious power like that, perhaps running was the obvious choice for that demon.


      “Does this mean that we’ve driven it out of the settlement?” asked Lutz. It certainly didn’t feel like a victory, so he had trouble celebrating.


      “Who could say? Either way, we won’t be able to rest easy until we figure out where it’s gone off to.”


      “Yeah, you’re right about that.”


      The two of them fell silent once more. Honestly, they wanted to leave that place as quickly as they could, but their fatigue and overwhelming feelings of powerlessness weighed down their legs.


      “It was our loss this time around.”


      “Yeah...”


      They both stared down at their feet. There was no hope to be found with their gazes so low, but their heads were too heavy to lift.


      ***


      Just outside of the city walls, people gathered around a horse and wagon. Claudia had gathered food supplies and everyday necessities and was distributing them to the people who had been driven out of the lumberjacks’ settlement.


      Looking back, Claudia had been acquainted with them all since she was just a traveling merchant, long before they had moved inside the city walls and even before she and Lutz became a couple. Even if Lutz hadn’t said he wanted to help them out, Claudia would likely have tried to support them in some way.


      There were so many familiar faces around her, wearing the most unfamiliar of expressions, tired and defeated. What’s worse, there were many faces that she searched for, but could not find. She couldn’t imagine how great the damage caused by that flame demon was, how many victims it claimed, or how intense the fear inside the survivors’ hearts must have been. Just thinking about it made Claudia’s chest tighten.


      We can’t keep this up forever, though.


      Claudia was a brilliant businesswoman, but even for her, money wasn’t exactly as abundant as water. When trying to look after several dozen refugees, there was only so much a single person could do. She was more than sympathetic to their plight, but she would be lying if she said it wasn’t also a burden.


      Perhaps people were picking up on the complicated mix of emotions inside of her, as the older women who usually talked her ear off anytime they saw her simply offered their gratitude and kept the chatter at a minimum.


      They were once equal partners in a business relationship, but that balance had crumbled. They were now relying on Claudia’s generosity, and she found that upsetting somehow.


      As Claudia was ruminating, the master carpenter, Kevin, came up to talk to her with a smile. That friendly gesture lightened her mood enough for her to sigh, letting out the tension in her chest.


      Surely it wasn’t easy for Kevin to keep up that casual disposition either. Being responsible for the lives of so many, the mental strain had to be enormous. Despite that, Kevin made sure not to let it show, trying to put everyone else’s minds at ease. While it was only a small settlement, he had the same responsibilities as any leader.


      “Hey, Claudia, thanks for all this.”


      “Oh, don’t worry about it. I’m putting all of this on your tab, after all. I’ve got every copper recorded in our ledger.”


      “Oof, you can be scary sometimes!” Kevin showed her a shrug and a reserved grin.


      He was a proud man. Surely, he would rather think of it as a debt than a handout. Claudia didn’t intend on doing all of that purely out of the goodness of her heart either. While she was in no hurry, she would make sure to get some form of compensation for it in the future.


      “By the way, have Lutz and that hero come back home yet?” Kevin didn’t feel right just one-sidedly accepting their generosity. He wanted to get back to their settlement and begin reconstructing it as soon as possible.


      “It’s been a whole day since they left, so I’m assuming they’ll be back pretty soon, but...”


      Claudia found her eyes wandering to the city gates every time she heard a carriage going by. Maybe Lutz would be riding that one. Maybe he would spot her and jump out of the carriage, giving her a big wave as he ran over to pull her into a warm embrace.


      That was what she hoped for this time as well, but after a brief inspection from the guards, the carriage went right on into the city walls.


      Claudia’s long eyelashes pointed to the ground as she silently calmed herself down before continuing. “I’ll be back tomorrow. Is there anything that you guys need besides food?”


      “We still don’t have nearly enough firewood or blankets. The nights are getting colder than we expected for this time of year.” Kevin especially couldn’t allow the girls to freeze all night. “I know it’s a shameless request, but...” He bowed his head to Claudia.


      “No problem.” She gave him a nod and jumped into the wagon.


      It seemed like there really was no way to deal with the issue beyond Lutz and Ricardo killing the flame demon, eliminating the root cause. It wasn’t the first time that Lutz had been gone for several days, but Claudia had never missed him more than she did in that moment.


      ***


      In the middle of the night, Claudia heard someone knocking on the door to the workshop. At that time, she wasn’t in their bedroom on the third floor, but nodding off at Lutz’s workbench by the forge, and she shot up at the sudden noise.


      “Dear, are you awake? It’s Lutz.”


      It was the voice of her beloved, the voice she had so longed to hear. Claudia sprinted over to the door and pulled up the latch. When she opened it, she was greeted with the unmistakable sight of her husband, smiling through the pain and fatigue on his face.


      “Hey, I’m home.”


      Forgetting to even close the door behind them, Claudia silently pulled him into an embrace.


      Lutz seemed surprised by the sudden gesture, but after a moment, he gently wrapped his arms around her.


      “Thank God. You’re back safe.”


      Hearing the shakiness in Claudia’s voice, Lutz realized just how much he had made her worry, and a wave of guilt came over him. However, did that mean that he regretted going? No, it didn’t. This was a battle that he simply had to fight if he wanted to remain a man worthy of her affection.


      As the cold draft poured in, Claudia finally realized that the door was still wide open. She closed the door with a little grin and led Lutz up to their bedroom on the third floor, where they sat down shoulder to shoulder in front of the fire.


      “Lutzy, were you two able to defeat that flame demon or whatever it’s called?”


      “About that...” Watching the flames dance in the fireplace, Lutz spoke as though he were spitting out the bitter words. “We couldn’t beat it. It was a complete and utter loss on our part. It took everything we had just to drive it away.”


      Claudia peered over at Lutz’s face as if to ask him what happened.


      Lutz carefully explained everything that had happened during their battle with the demon.


      “So, in short, we don’t even have any clue where it is now.”


      “Oh, right. I suppose that demon wouldn’t want to risk a second exchange with a man who just used its arm as a springboard and stabbed it in the eye. Unless it was absolutely sure that Ricardo could only do that once, of course it would run.”


      “When you put it like that, it sounds pretty obvious, I guess...” Lutz felt like they had just taken a one-sided beating, but it might have seemed different from the demon’s perspective. That was a difficult part of going up against an enemy that was so hard to read.


      “I’ll let Ricardo report everything back to the Count. I’m sure that they’ll open an investigation into the demon’s whereabouts. They’ll have to do at least that much.” Lutz’s voice drifted off a bit as he whispered, “Not that I’m expecting much out of it...” His expression was apologetic. “I’m sorry, dear. With all the aid that we’re giving to the lumberjacks—”


      “Don’t worry, I understand. We can keep it up for a few more days, anyway.”


      “Thanks, dear. I appreciate...it.” Lutz’s voice grew quiet at the end, and he rested his head on Claudia’s shoulder, all the tension dissipating from his body.


      He must have been even more tired than he looked. Claudia gently helped Lutz lie down. “I don’t think I can get him into bed by myself... Oh well.” Claudia brought over a blanket and lay down right beside him. “Get some rest, Lutzy.”


      Claudia nuzzled her head into Lutz’s chest, his arm wrapped around her. As soon as she closed her eyes, she drifted into a comfortable slumber.


      It was a lovely, quiet night, with only the sound of the crackling fire to serenade them.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 3: The Essence of Revenge


      A few days later, Gerhard called Lutz, Ricardo, and Kevin to the castle.


      “You don’t have to worry about chasing after that thing.”


      The three of them opened their eyes wide at Gerhard’s sudden proclamation. They struggled to find the words to respond.


      “What do you mean?” asked Ricardo, clearly suspicious. While only faint, there was an accusatory look in his eyes.


      Gerhard seemingly decided to ignore Ricardo’s consternation and continued in his usual way. “We’ve had a confirmed sighting from some adventurers. It appears that the flame demon has retreated deep into the labyrinth. In that case, it shouldn’t pose much of a problem. Kevin, was it? You guys should be fine to return to your settlement.” The way Gerhard said it made it sound like everything had already been decided on.


      Kevin did his very best to contain the anger that was raging deep in his belly. “Wait just a second, are you saying that we’re going to give up on killing that flame demon?”


      “Unless I’m mistaken, that is what I just said.”


      “My comrades... We lost many fine people at the hands of that demon. Are you asking us to go back to our settlement and act like nothing happened as the demon roams free?!” Partway through speaking, Kevin became unable to hold back his fury.


      Gerhard, on the other hand, looked back at him with a terribly cold stare.
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      “I can’t have you misunderstanding our responsibilities here. The Count’s is to provide for the safety and security of his people. He has no obligation to lend a hand in personal matters such as revenge.”


      “Personal matters, you say?” Kevin glared at Gerhard, but he couldn’t do any more than that.


      Gerhard was an advisor to the Count and held a title equivalent to that of a baronet. If Kevin were to start throwing fists, it would be a major incident. It wouldn’t be unusual for him to have to part with his head in the aftermath. It wouldn’t just be Kevin either. The other lumberjacks would likely face consequences as well.


      Even if he did throw a punch, he couldn’t imagine it landing. Gerhard would just counter his attack and send him falling on his ass. Gerhard’s title and undeniable strength bound Kevin’s feet. Even just glaring at him like that could be perceived as an issue, but fortunately, Gerhard turned a blind eye to that.


      “But we stepped in when the cursed pot was causing problems down in the labyrinth, right? Why aren’t we doing something about this demon too?” asked Ricardo, annoyed.


      “We only intervened in that incident because there were far too many casualties to ignore. This time, it’s different. No matter how powerful an enemy this demon is, it’s a single monster. As long as we warn the adventurers about its presence, it should be fine. If any idiot wants to challenge it, they’ll be doing so at their own risk.”


      “Gerhard, what do you personally think about this matter? Do you really think it’s okay to leave things like this?”


      Gerhard furrowed his brow. It was a difficult question to answer when worded that way. “My personal opinion is that it would be favorable to kill that thing as soon as possible—there’s no telling what it’ll do after all. However, I understand that the Count has other things that he has to prioritize at this moment too. A vague sense of danger isn’t enough justification to move money and troops.”


      Gerhard directed his attention away from Ricardo and over to Kevin. “Right now, you guys should be thinking about how to get through the winter as comfortably as possible and how to put your fallen comrades to rest. Those who can’t get their priorities straight have no right to lead others. I’ll do my best to convince Count Shander to allocate some funds to support your settlement. I suggest you be happy with that.”


      “Yes, of course.” Kevin wasn’t happy with that. There was no way that he could be. However, he had no choice but to keep his mouth closed.


      “This conversation is over. Be on your way now.” Gerhard shooed them away.


      Ricardo and Kevin silently left the workshop behind them. Only Lutz, who had kept quiet that entire time, remained in the room with Gerhard.


      “What? Do you still have something you want to say to me?”


      “I’m sorry to make you have to play the villain in all of this.” Lutz bowed deeply.


      Gerhard’s stern expression softened just a little. “I really appreciate you saying that. Unfortunately, someone’s got to be the bearer of bad news, and there’s no one more fitting than this old bag of bones.” Gerhard sank back into his chair and let out a huge, exhausted sigh. “I’m really not in any position to be lecturing people like that. Aaah, I’m personally of the mind that we should take care of this thing, and I want them to be able to avenge their fallen. In the world of God, it might be proper to turn the other cheek, but in the world of man, if someone punches you in your right cheek, you’ve got to follow that up with a right hook of your own.”


      Lutz nodded. “Absolutely.” He couldn’t have said it better himself.


      “I know it might not be fair of me, considering everything I just said, but Lutz, look after Kevin for me, okay? I’m counting on you.”


      “By that, are you saying that you want to keep an eye on him and make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid, or are you asking me to give him a hand when he inevitably decides to do something stupid?”


      “I’ll leave that up to your discretion. It’s not like I can stop him, and I certainly can’t stop you either.” Gerhard looked up at the ceiling and slowly allowed his eyes to close.


      Lutz quietly left the room so as not to disturb him.


      ***


      After having the request to kill the flame demon suddenly canceled, Ricardo and Kevin wandered through the town with sunken shoulders. They had their swords raised above their heads, ready to strike, but they knew that the order to swing them would never come.


      Lutz jogged up from behind and joined them, but it wasn’t like they really had anything to talk about. The three of them just walked on in silence for a while.


      Eventually, Kevin reluctantly opened his mouth to speak. “You know, it feels like only yesterday that we were working together—drinking and joking around together—but then they were burned alive and ripped to shreds right in front of my eyes by some monster.” It hurt just to bring up the memory, but Kevin had to say it. “They screamed out, crying, ‘Help me, Kevin, help me,’ but there was nothing that I could do. It took everything just to get away with the survivors.”


      “I believe that you fulfilled your role as leader,” said Lutz, trying to console him.


      Kevin neither accepted nor denied Lutz’s words. “I can’t get their screams out of my head. It must have been so horrifying, so painful... I get where the Baronet was coming from, but if I can’t avenge their deaths, I’ll be too ashamed to call myself their leader. I know that he’s saying I should prioritize the living over the dead, but they’re both just as important to me.” He kept walking on as he spoke.


      Lutz stared at Kevin’s sunken shoulders from behind and called out to him. “Are you planning on going into the labyrinth?”


      “Yeah, you bet I am.”


      “You’ll die. I guarantee it.”


      Silence. Was Kevin angry, or did he just not have the words to refute it? Either way, Kevin took a long time to think before answering. “As things are right now, I feel dead as a man already.”


      Lutz really couldn’t leave that man all alone. He had already made his decision. “Would you mind just waiting for a little while? I’ll think up a way to kill that thing.”


      “You will?” Kevin stopped in his tracks and turned to face Lutz. Honestly, he still hoped deep down that they would offer him their support, but he knew it would be far too shameless of him to let that desire be known, so he put on a strong face.


      “Every time I’ve faced a seemingly insurmountable foe, I’ve always forged a new katana to cut open a path to victory. I’ll forge a katana that can defeat the demon. All I ask is that you wait until I can finish it.”


      “All right... I understand. In the meantime, I’ll go and settle everyone back into their daily lives. I guess that’s my real responsibility right now. When do you think you’ll have it ready? I can’t wait for years and years while that demon roams free.”


      “I’d say that we’ll have everything squared away before the end of the year.”


      “Thank you. I’ll hold you to that.”


      The three of them reached an intersection at the end of the main street. One way led to the town of craftsmen, another to the town of adventurers, and the third to the city gates.


      The true essence of revenge wasn’t a violent frenzy. It was a demonstration of excruciating patience. Holding that truth in his heart, Kevin strode on out of the city, where his comrades were awaiting his return.


      After seeing off their friend, boldly carrying the weight of responsibility and regret, Lutz turned to Ricardo and said, “So, Ricardo, what are you going to do about this?”


      Ricardo didn’t need to ask what he meant. That much was obvious.


      “Well, I can only take so much of a beating before going to return the favor. You aren’t gonna tell me to just sit in my room and jack off, are you?”


      “That is one option.”


      “Yeah, not funny. That bald, fiery bastard... I’m going to stab right through its remaining eye if it’s the last thing I do, so let me know as soon as you’re ready.” The corner of Ricardo’s lips curled up into a smirk, and he walked off toward the town of adventurers.


      With that, the three of them went their separate ways, all so they could meet there once more.


      ***


      Lutz sat completely still before the forge. In his hands was the enchanted axe, Shirayuri. As he looked down at the partner with whom he had trod the line between life and death, his gentle gaze was tinged with melancholy.


      During their battle a few days ago, when he tried to cut into the flame demon’s arm, the incredible heat melted the cutting edge. After giving it a more thorough look over, it wasn’t just the cutting edge that was affected, but the entire head of the axe had been warped.


      “Do you think you’ll be able to fix it?” asked Claudia, who had snuck up behind him at some point, her voice somewhat reserved.


      Lutz quietly shook his head and lifted his hammer high. He then crashed it down onto Shirayuri’s blade with the sharp ring of fracturing metal. It was an all too somber end for a weapon that had bested so many formidable enemies.


      “So, that’s how it is... After being warped like that, the entire structure of the axe weakened. It’s impossible to fix it now.”


      If a weapon were to break or splinter during battle, it could cost the wielder their life. Lutz had no choice but to give up on it.


      After breaking his creation with his own hands, Lutz experienced a far greater loss than he had anticipated. At first, he had intended Shirayuri as a temporary weapon while he worked toward forging a katana of his own. He had even thought about giving it to Princess Listill as a present someday. However, after he’d fought so many strong opponents with Shirayuri in his hands, it had earned an important place in his heart.


      It had simply reached the end of its lifespan. Lutz had to convince himself of that.


      I originally forged it as a way to honor the dead, but I ended up scorching enemies left and right, using it as quite a ferocious and cruel weapon, didn’t I?


      By the way, Ricardo’s beloved katana, Oka, made it out with only some minor damage to the blade. After he gave it a good sharpening, it was soon back to its former glory. It could even be called good luck that the demon threw Ricardo off before the blade could penetrate deeper into its head.


      Weapons are disposable tools. If you refuse to let them go when it becomes necessary, it’ll only weigh you down. This is how it should be. I made the right choice.


      Repeating those words in his head, Lutz picked up the pieces of his fallen partner. Then he let out a little “Okay,” as if to spark a new fire inside of him. “I’ve put it off for long enough. It’s time to forge my very own katana.”


      Claudia admired her husband’s determined face as conflicting emotions welled in her heart. Lutz forging his own katana was a proclamation that he intended to keep throwing himself into danger. She understood that he had saved so many in that way, cutting open a path to the future.


      She had no intention of stopping him now, but that didn’t change the fact that it worried her to no end. Knowing there was nothing more she could do, she forced a little smile and said, “So, what kind of katana will you be forging this time?”


      Lutz couldn’t quite find the words, so he tilted his head in thought for a moment. “I have something of a vague idea, but whenever I try to picture it, it’s still a bit fuzzy.”


      “That’s a fine place to start. What’s the idea?”


      “The essence of a katana lies in its strength, its sharpness, and its beauty. It’s a blade that can cut through anything with ease, right?”


      “Right... Right? Yeah, I suppose so.” It was a bit of a roundabout way of explaining it. Claudia still wasn’t quite sure what Lutz was getting at, so she decided to just hear him out.


      “I know that it might be way too late to pick up on this, but...”


      “Yeah?”


      “Being so beautiful that people want to kill themselves or turning people into balls of fire... I’m not sure if that’s what katana are really supposed to do.”


      “Wow, you’re really going there, huh?”


      A katana was meant to clash against steel, overpowering an opponent with its sheer cutting ability. Lutz had always had a nagging feeling in a corner of his heart that relying on powerful enchantments or curses was straying away from the true essence of a katana. Cursing an enemy to death wasn’t a display of how powerful the katana was, but how powerful its curse was.


      Each time Ricardo got his hands on a new katana, he spent much more time training to effectively use the curse than the blade itself. As a result, Ricardo had undoubtedly become stronger, and he had far more options available to him on the battlefield. That much was obvious. However, if you were to ask whether he had become a better swordsman, Lutz still had his doubts.


      “Then again, if the katana itself isn’t excellent, you can’t engrave that many runes, right? Before Gerhard met you, Lutzy, it sounds like he was really struggling with that limitation.”


      “That’s true, but I still feel like the katana itself should be the main focus, with the enchantment as a bonus. That relationship seems to keep getting flipped upside down. Ittetsu, Ishigurai, and Nameless all got sharpness enchantments, so I don’t mind that quite as much, but...”


      The katana that Lutz just named belonged to Gerhard, Marquis Eldenburger, and the Masked Samurai, respectively. They all had effects which further honed the blade’s cutting edge, so Lutz could accept that much as a nice added feature.


      “However, Lutzy, if we’re talking about the true essence of things, then the essence of battle is to do anything in your power to win. The only rule of battle is that there are no rules; if you don’t play a little dirty, that’d almost be rude. I don’t see anything wrong with cursing an enemy to death. It’s not like they can file any complaints from the other side.”


      For Claudia, making sure that Lutz came home safely was far more important than dumb male pride. Knowing that he and their allies had access to weapons so overwhelmingly powerful that they could be considered cowardly was wonderful indeed. She wouldn’t mind if they went even further with it.


      “Also, from what I’ve heard, it sounds like you guys wouldn’t have been able to take down that giant orc if it weren’t for Shirayuri’s fire enchantment.”


      “Yes, that’s right. That’s what I’m getting at.” Lutz nodded with a serious expression. “The orcs could heal their own wounds at tremendous speeds, so we had no choice but to rely on Shirayuri’s flames. What I’m aiming for right now is a katana that could have made their self-healing useless, or in this case, a katana that can cancel out the flames of that demon.”


      “But that kind of self-healing or the flames of the demon don’t seem to be the result of magic, but just a natural ability. It’s the same as a bird being able to fly or a horse being able to run fast, just an innate quality of that species. To counter that would be like denying their very existence.”


      “Denying someone or something their right to existence... Isn’t that the purpose of all weapons?” Lutz nodded deeply. He wore the face of a craftsman, ready to confront any obstacle.


      It defied all reason, logic, and good sense. Still, Claudia couldn’t help but admire him. “It’s not going to be easy. Can you pull it off?” she asked with a reserved smile.


      “If I can’t, I’ll have to grovel at Kevin’s feet and apologize.” That being said, Lutz didn’t have any intention of failing, and he made sure to show that confidence in his grin.


      Lutz began to break Shirayuri’s blade into even smaller pieces. The stronger pieces that wouldn’t break with the hammer would have to be heated up in the forge before they could be broken down further.


      Claudia started to leave the workshop, so as not to be a distraction, but there was something that caught her interest, so she stopped. “Lutzy, are you planning on reusing those as the raw materials for your katana?”


      “Hm? Ah, yeah. I’ve grown pretty attached to this axe, so I’m going to melt it down and turn it into a wonderful katana. I suppose you could say it’s just another one of those romantic ideals I’m always talking about.”


      “So, you’re going to take a weapon that had already been enchanted, melt it down, and turn it into a new weapon? In a case like that, when you go to have Gerhard engrave new runes into it, will the previous enchantment have any effect on it?”


      “Well, um... What will happen? No, really, I have no clue.”


      They had never heard of anyone trying that before, so there was no telling what would happen. There probably wasn’t anyone who would waste the time and money to take an enchanted weapon, melt it down, and turn it into something new in the first place. At the very least, there was no record of such a thing.


      Would it have no real effect at all? Could it potentially cancel out the new enchantment? Or would it turn into a powerful, enchanted blade, the likes of which the world had never seen before?


      “Hmmm...” Lutz groaned to himself in thought for a bit before returning to his work.


      He would just have to find out for himself. That was the conclusion that he arrived at.


      Rather thick, rather long, and rather heavy...


      It was a weapon that truly embodied the spirit of a katana, a kitchen knife for cutting people. The blade was beautiful, but not necessarily in the aesthetic sense. It was similar to witnessing the ferocious form of a dinosaur and proclaiming it beautiful.


      Lutz had no way of knowing this, but people from the future would likely compare the katana to similar works in the Dotanuki school of katana smithing, which prioritized practicality and durability over all else.


      As an aside, there were some who incorrectly spelled Dodanuki with the characters for ‘torso,’ ‘rice field,’ and ‘pierce.’ This came from an anecdote about the katana being so sharp that when someone tried to cut through a body in a rice field, the blade went right through the corpse and even split the ground. It was correctly spelled with the characters for ‘same,’ ‘rice field,’ and ‘pierce.’ Even the stories told about those katana were chilling.


      In his dimly lit workshop, with all of the light from the window concentrated on one point, Lutz gazed deeply into the blade and eventually gave a satisfied nod.


      This... This is my very own katana.


      Perhaps because it was constructed from the melted shards of an enchanted weapon, even Lutz, who had very little knowledge of magic, could sense a strange energy emitting from it. It felt as though the soul of Shirayuri, the axe with which he had experienced both bitter strife and sweet victory, was given new life in a new form. Lutz took a particular liking to that.
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      “It seems like you’re pretty happy with it, Lutzy,” Claudia said, after coming down from the second floor. She could only see Lutz from behind, but that was all it took to tell how proud he was.


      “You really do seem to show up out of nowhere sometimes.”


      “Well, it’s my house too.”


      “Can’t argue with that.” Lutz stood and opened a window, letting in the light of day and a gentle breeze. The air was cold, but it felt so very refreshing.


      “You know how I was talking about wanting a katana that could seal away an opponent’s innate abilities? I get the feeling that with this katana, it might actually be possible. I’ll go over to Gerhard’s workshop tomorrow and ask him what he thinks. But first—”


      “Let me guess. You want me to think of a name, right?” Claudia gave him a little smirk. They had been through that exchange many times before. “After hearing your concept for this katana, Lutzy, I’ve been doing some thinking. What do you think about Kyokasuigetsu?”


      “It sounds pretty—what’s the word? Refined?”


      “Right?”


      “It’s got an air of elegance too.”


      “You bet it does.”


      Honestly, Lutz wasn’t too sure what he was talking about, but there were two things that he was certain of: it was a nice, fancy name, and he liked it a lot.


      “So, what does it mean?”


      “Like a flower’s reflection in a mirror, or the moon’s reflection in a pool of water, it looks as though you could reach out and touch them, but they have no physical form. It’s a play on that kind of fleeting illusion.”


      “So, before this katana, all life is but a fleeting illusion. Is that what you mean?”


      Claudia gave him a little nod.


      Lutz took the katana back up in his hands and carefully admired it once more. Who would ascribe such a defiant sentiment to such an elegant name? Could that katana really live up to its namesake?


      It could. No, it would.


      “All right.” Fire dwelling in his eyes, Lutz pulled out the graver from his toolbox. “I’ve got to say, though, it’s amazing how you can keep popping out cool names like that, dear.”


      “It’s not like they all come to me without a good bit of consideration. Why do you think we have all those dictionaries and thesauruses in our bedroom?”


      “Oh, so that’s what all those books are for?” Lutz nodded, putting the pieces together. He had noticed the books piling up in their room, but he just thought they were business ledgers or something.


      “If I told you it was all to help support my dear husband, would you offer me some words of appreciation, perhaps?”


      “God, I love you. I wake up every day grateful for all that you do. Thank you so much.”


      Claudia had only meant it as a bit of a joke, so hearing Lutz answer with such sincerity brought an embarrassed smile to her face, prompting her to run out of the workshop to hide it.


      Lutz watched from behind—or more accurately, watched her behind—as she rushed out of the room. He then got right back to his work.


      Lutz engraved the words “Kyokasuigetsu, the mirrored flower and reflected moon” into the nakago of his newest piece. Then, after a moment of thought, he turned it over and engraved “Shirayuri, the Madonna lily” on the other side.


      Ah, I really did love that axe, didn’t I?


      He had lost Shirayuri once, but it had come back to him.


      “I’ll be counting on you,” Lutz whispered to his new partner.


      ***


      “You shattered Shirayuri?!” screamed Gerhard in utter shock.


      Lutz, on the other hand, just muttered, “Yeah, well...” with a shrug of his shoulders.


      From Gerhard’s perspective, Lutz had just informed him that a work of art that he had long admired had vanished completely from the world. The last time they were all down in the labyrinth, Gerhard watched with awe as Lutz set his enemies ablaze with that axe. He had taken quite a liking to it and had even thought about purchasing it for himself given the chance. To hear that such a masterpiece had been broken, and furthermore, to see the man who broke it be so nonchalant about it, made Gerhard want to beat the shit out of his misguided protégé.


      However, thinking about it a bit more rationally, Gerhard had no right to start throwing punches. Shirayuri was an axe that was forged by Lutz to be used by Lutz. Gerhard didn’t have a single stake in the matter from the very beginning. He certainly couldn’t start a fight over the self-indulgent fantasy that he might own it one day.


      “Calm down there, Gerhard. At least try to hide the bloodlust in your eyes a bit, okay? You already heard that the cutting edge of Shirayuri’s blade melted during the fight with the flame demon, right?”


      “Yes, Ricardo informed me.”


      “After giving it a good look, I found that the entire blade had warped. After sustaining that much damage, there was nothing more I could do for it. Even if I were to repair it, it would be too dangerous to use.”


      “Hmmm...” Gerhard was a former adventurer, and quite a skilled one at that. He knew on an instinctive level how reckless it would be to entrust your life to a weapon that had been warped to such a degree. He also knew what kind of end awaited those who pushed their weapons past their limits.


      While he thought it to be a bit of a waste, he couldn’t say that to Lutz’s face in good conscience. Shirayuri’s destruction was unavoidable. He still didn’t feel like admitting that, though.


      “Anyway, Gerhard, that brings us to what I want to discuss with you today.”


      “There’s still more? Try to be kind to this old codger’s heart, okay?”


      “I want you to take a look at this. I melted down the shards of Shirayuri and used them to forge a new katana.”


      “Ah...” Gerhard looked at Lutz, almost as if to say, So what? However, as Lutz continued, Gerhard’s frosty disposition would change to childlike wonder.


      “I only realized this after Claudia pointed it out, but if you melt down an enchanted weapon and make a new katana out of it, is it possible to engrave new runes into it? If it is, then how much mana would the blade be able to withstand?”


      “That would be...”


      Wait, what would happen?


      Gerhard started to answer, but he cut himself off halfway through. Really, what would happen? Gerhard had never attempted such a thing before. He hadn’t even heard of anyone trying it.


      After getting permission from Lutz, Gerhard took Kyokasuigetsu into his hands. It was beautiful, strong, and above all, he could tell that a strange power still resided in the blade.


      “I’m certain that I can engrave more runes into this blade, but I have no idea what will happen as a result. Do you still want me to try?”


      “I leave it in your capable hands.” With that, Lutz pulled some jewels out of his pocket and allowed them to drop onto the table. They were a pale pink and gave off a faint, mysterious glow. “Those are the very last shards of the Iris of the Overlord that I have in my possession. Go ahead and use them.”


      “Understood. And you’re looking for a stronger version of that disillusion enchantment I engraved a while ago, is that right?”


      Lutz gave Gerhard a strong, decisive nod and left the workshop behind him.


      Left alone, Gerhard found his eyes wandering over to the new katana that was propped up against the wall.


      “The life of a craftsman is truly one devoid of boredom. Even at this age, there is so much left to learn.”


      ***


      Lutz had done everything that he could. The rest was all up to Gerhard. The only thing left to do was to wait. However, after everything with the flame demon, waiting was a stressful endeavor.


      He thought about forging some tanto just to keep his hands busy, but he found himself unable to focus, so the only thing that came of it was a pile of failed attempts.


      One such day, God finally sent a messenger to relieve his boredom. No, perhaps that was a bit of an exaggeration.


      “Hey, Lutz, what’s with the sour face?” Ricardo turned up at Lutz’s workshop, carrying some unusual cargo. “How’re the preparations for the demon hunt coming along?”


      “Just waiting on Gerhard now,” said Lutz in a listless tone.


      Ricardo let out a little chuckle. He could understand how Lutz was feeling. With such a powerful foe out there waiting for them, the intense restlessness and frustration wore on their hearts.


      “Well, luckily for you, I’ve brought you a nice bit of work.”


      “You? For me? Work?” Lutz tilted his head in confusion.


      Ricardo seemed entertained by Lutz’s reaction and showed him a mischievous grin as he pulled something out of his leather bag.


      “Whoa...”


      In Ricardo’s hands was something that even Lutz had never seen before, though he did at least know of its existence. Out of all weapons ever invented, there were none that the church condemned the use and ownership of more. It was described as the most sinister of all weapons: a crossbow.


      Lutz looked around on instinct to make sure no one could see them. They were inside of his workshop, so there wasn’t really any cause for concern, but if someone were to see them on the off chance, it would invite nothing but trouble.


      It probably wasn’t necessary, but Lutz lowered his voice to a whisper and said, “Where the hell did you get that?”


      “We picked it up a little while ago from one of the bandits who tried to assault the Count’s carriage. I begged Djoser to let me borrow it for a bit.”


      “You know, I’m starting to worry about Djoser, considering his position and all.”


      “Everyone understands that we need to do something about this demon. We should just gratefully accept Djoser’s kindness, I think.”


      “Yeah, you’re probably right. Giving it back now would be more of an insult than anything else.”


      “My thoughts exactly. All we’ve got to do is hurry up and take care of that demon so we can sneak it back into the weapons vault before anyone notices. That way, no one gets in trouble and everyone is happy.” Ricardo clearly didn’t have the slightest intention of taking any responsibility.


      The demon they were about to face was much like a lion on the other side of a river. There was little fear of coming under immediate attack, but there was also no guarantee that it wouldn’t swim across the river while nobody was looking. It was hard to just sit back and calmly observe.


      “So, going back to the crossbow, I’m not all too familiar with Kevin, but he’s not exactly a seasoned warrior, is he?”


      “It sounds like he’s fought off some weaker monsters and wild animals with his axe, but that’s about it. But in terms of sheer power he far outclasses the two of us, on an entirely different level even.”


      “If a blacksmith is saying that, he must really be strong, huh?”


      “Sure, we both do work that requires a good bit of muscle, but I can’t carry around a fallen tree over my shoulder like it’s a bundle of twigs.” They worked in rather different fields, but Lutz never neglected to respect the hard-earned skills of others. “Anyway, what does Kevin have to do with it?”


      “He’s an amateu—or rather, just not used to this kind of work—but he has incredible strength. I figured that someone like him might be able to fire off crossbow bolts back-to-back like it’s nothing.”


      Crossbows were powerful weapons, but as a cost of that power, it was extremely difficult to pull back the string. There were several ways that people dealt with this problem, often using levers or cranking a handle to bring it to full draw, but the crossbow that Ricardo had brought there was the simplest kind, having only a cocking stirrup at the front to aid its wielder.


      Crossbows with other components were expensive and more prone to mechanical failure. It wasn’t unusual to accidentally lose a finger while you were trying to pull the string back. The simpler the design, the less likely someone was to face such complications. The only issue was that the simpler model relied entirely on human strength.


      In short, they would be counting on Kevin’s muscular supremacy to get around that drawback.


      “Okay, I get it now. With this, Kevin should be able to join the fight. Not only that, he might actually become a key asset.”


      “Right? Not a bad idea, huh? Come on, you can praise my genius more!”


      “Oh dear, you’re such a smart little boy, aren’t you?”


      “You wanna go?”


      The two of them broke out into laughter, and the restlessness they had both been feeling finally dissipated from their hearts.


      “So, what is it that you want me to do?”


      “I want you to forge the crossbow bolts. After all, I was only able to sneak out a single one.” Ricardo reached deep into his bag and pulled out the bolt.


      It was much shorter than an ordinary arrow, but it still had an ominous air. Lutz imagined what it would be like to get hit with something like that as it flew at a horrifying speed. He couldn’t see himself making it out with his life. In this respect, the bolt itself was a masterpiece.


      “Let me just warn you that I only took this one as a reference for you to make more with. After you’re done with it, I’ll have to take it back. If someone notices that any of this is missing, there’s going to be hell to pay.”


      “God, I feel like we’re a couple of mischievous children, up to no good.”


      “I’d hope that children wouldn’t play around with a crossbow.”


      With a serious expression returning to his face, Lutz accepted the crossbow in his hands. He then looked it all over and lightly tested the weight of the bowstring.


      Ricardo matched the earnest look in Lutz’s eyes and said, “The only problem we have is that it’s a flame demon we’re going up against. Do you think that the bolts might burn up before they even get a chance to do any damage?”


      “We can’t rule that out as a possibility.” Lutz twisted his head in thought and shouldered the crossbow, pointing it at the wall. His eyes narrowed, as if he had the sights set on the demon itself. The bowstring wasn’t drawn, but Lutz pressed down the trigger. In his mind’s eye, he watched as the demon writhed in agony on the ground.


      “We’ll just have to make the shaft of the bolt out of steel too. That way, it should at least be able to do a bit of damage before it starts melting. Instead of piecing the bolt together from different materials, I’ll just shape the whole bolt from a single piece of steel.”


      “Not a bad idea.” Ricardo nodded, seemingly impressed.


      In truth, while Lutz was shouldering the crossbow, the pile of failed tanto on the floor entered his sight. His idea came out of the powerful urge to melt them down as quickly as possible, but he decided to omit his inspiration.


      “You know what? I’m starting to feel like we can actually do this,” said Ricardo, looking up at that soot-covered ceiling. “When we first faced off against the flame demon, it seemed like an invincible messenger of death, something that exceeded the capabilities of man, but there really is no enemy that can’t be beaten with a little ingenuity. I guess as long as you don’t give up, there is always hope. Is that a bit corny?” Ricardo gave Lutz a bit of an embarrassed smile and stood up from his seat. “Right, I’ll leave the bolts up to you, then. Make sure to let me know as soon as you’ve settled on a date for this subjugation—I mean it.” Ricardo left the workshop with much more of a spring in his step than when he had first arrived.


      A few moments after Ricardo closed the door behind him, Lutz let out a huge sigh. He couldn’t allow himself to show that concerned expression to the friend who so graciously brought them new hope, but...


      “Money. It flies away faster than bolts or arrows.”


      Lutz had no objections to Ricardo’s idea. If anything, he was grateful. That being said, it was still going to cost a lot of money. Lately, there had been a lot more going out than in too. Most of that was admittedly just a consequence of Lutz sticking his nose where it didn’t belong, though.


      His biggest hope was the possibility that the demon’s fiery form was the result of some kind of cursed item. The curse of Ricardo’s beloved katana, Tsubaki, was ineffective against the demon, so there was a good chance that it was already under a prior curse. If Lutz could get his hands on an item that could adorn the user’s body with flames, it’d probably sell for a decent price.


      If, probably, decent; none of those words inspired confidence, more like a parade of vague utterances. Still, it was the last glimmer of hope in the disastrous situation they had been flung into.


      He had heard of something similar in the past, but he couldn’t quite remember the specifics. At the very least, he was pretty sure that it wasn’t a story about people having to go slay a demon.


      ***


      Two weeks after Lutz left his katana in Gerhard’s care, the enchanter called him over to his workshop in the castle. It was finally finished.


      “Sorry it took me so long,” said Gerhard, gesturing for Lutz to have a seat.


      “Don’t worry about it. We’ve been pretty busy on our end too, trying to get everything together. It doesn’t even feel like I’ve waited that long.”


      “I heard that a certain idiot had you pretty busy doing something outrageous as usual,” said Gerhard with a smirk, purposely skirting around the specifics.


      Thinking about it logically, there was no way that he wouldn’t know about something being taken from the weapons vault. He was also escorting the Count when they confiscated that crossbow. Luckily, it seemed like he was willing to turn a blind eye to it all for now.


      That was when Lutz caught on to something strange. Even though Gerhard had just taken on the challenge of enchanting a weapon that had been made from another enchanted weapon, something that no one had ever even attempted before, he seemed so calm.


      The very fact that they were sitting there engaging in idle chatter was odd too. Ordinarily, the old enchanter would have started gushing about the katana as soon as Lutz entered his sight. Lutz had anticipated him to be so excited that he would struggle to form coherent sentences, so seeing him so at ease was a bit offputting.


      Perhaps he had just gotten it all out of his system before Lutz showed up and was now experiencing some post-enchantment clarity.


      Surely he wouldn’t say that the enchantment failed or turned out so lackluster that it didn’t warrant any excitement, right?


      Worry spread through Lutz’s chest. “Um, Gerhard... What about the katana? What happened to my beautiful Kyokasuigetsu?”


      “Hmm...” With a terribly serious look on his face, Gerhard reached for the katana at his side and handed it over to Lutz, still sheathed in its saya.


      After gaining Gerhard’s permission, Lutz slowly drew the weighty katana’s blade. “Wow...”


      Even though it was his own creation, Lutz couldn’t fully contain his adulation. In his hands was violence given form, the crystallization of his single-minded desire to cut his enemy in twain. The runes engraved into the thick blade pulsed with a faint glow. It was like an empty heart, craving blood to pump through it.


      How could something made with violence and brutality in mind, sharpened to the pinnacle of lethality, be so entrancingly gorgeous?


      Lutz was instantly taken by it. It turned out better than he could have imagined. However, that only made Gerhard’s calm more unsettling. The Gerhard that Lutz knew would at least be urging him to come test it out in the courtyard.


      Trouble often followed such statements, but it was just as troubling for him not to suggest it.


      “From my perspective, this is the greatest katana that I have ever forged.”


      “I see.”


      “What do you think of it, Gerhard? Have you taken a liking to it too?”


      Lutz figured it would be best to ask him straight out, but in response, Gerhard just groaned to himself in thought. It seemed as though there was so much going through his mind that he struggled to put it all into words.


      “The sheer amount of mana residing inside of Kyokasuigetsu far exceeds that of any other weapon in existence. Even the divine blade of the federation, Amatersu, cannot hold a candle to it.”


      “That much mana?”


      The katana that they presented as an offering to King Kassandros was not only an exemplary feat of technical skill on Lutz’s part, it was enchanted with the Iris of the Overlord, a jewel so precious and so massive that there was said to be none other like it on the entire continent. Furthermore, it didn’t merely use shards of it, but the vast majority of the original jewel. Hearing that Kyokasuigetsu had surpassed even Amaterasu, it was only natural for Lutz to be confused.


      “To be honest, I thought that Ameraterasu would go down in history as my greatest work, that I would surely never be able to surpass that with the years I had left. That kind of satisfied complacency is shameful for a craftsman, but the truth of the matter is everyone has their limits. Just when I believed that I had reached my own, an entirely new technique appeared before me, pushing the boundaries of enchantment like nothing I had ever seen before. God damn it, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to surrender this feeling.”


      Gerhard put on a self-deprecating smile and shook his head. Through denying the satisfaction he had felt until very recently, a whole new world sprawled before him. It was a complicated emotion indeed.


      “After all this time, I’ve found myself questioning the very nature of enchanting.” It looked as though Gerhard was staring far off into the distance. “The truth is, this katana, Kyokasuigetsu, really isn’t all that strong.”


      “Yeah.”


      After lavishing such legendary praise on the katana, Gerhard appeared to contradict himself, and Lutz agreed without any pushback.


      “Huh, I didn’t expect you to admit that so readily.”


      “I couldn’t call myself a craftsman if I wasn’t able to appraise my works objectively.”


      “Yes, you might be right about that. Objectively, this katana is not that powerful.”


      Gerhard reached out his hands, and Lutz silently handed the katana back over to him. When Gerhard gazed down at the beautifully violent blade, counter to his somewhat disappointing assessment, the look on his face was one of pride.


      “It won’t compel someone to kill themselves by simply drawing the blade. It won’t bestow any incredible power upon the wielder. It won’t give you the charisma needed to lead armies. While it boasts a reservoir of mana so vast that it should burst at the seams by all prior conceptions, it is just an ordinary katana,” said Gerhard while sheathing it into its saya.


      As it had yet to be ornamented, it was still in the temporary, plain, wooden saya, so even the iconic sound of the tsuba striking against the top of the saya was muted and unsatisfying.


      “It is entirely useless unless you are willing to directly cut into your enemy and carve every wound into them with deliberate effort. However, as a reward for that bravery, it will not allow your opponents to lean on their powers either. Whether they possess the power of self-healing or an armor of flames, this katana will force all of your enemies to stand on the very same stage. It could even be said—” Gerhard cut himself off and twisted the corner of his lips up in a grin. It was the first time that day that he showed a level of confidence befitting of the old enchanter, along with a touch of mischief. “Under the right conditions, you might even be able to kill God.”


      “Careful there, Gerhard. If anyone from the church were to hear you say that, they’d gladly come swinging their club of righteousness at us.”


      “You’re not wrong. Perhaps it’s best I rephrase that. With this katana, you could kill even the Devil.”


      “Well, I did forge this one to defeat a demon, so that sounds more appropriate.”


      The two of them shared a little laugh, but then Gerhard’s face turned serious once again.


      “Telling by the amount of mana in this thing, I’d say that the enchantment was a success. I haven’t been able to test it out on anything, though.”


      Unfortunately, there weren’t any superpowered creatures walking around town that were willing to volunteer their lives in the name of science. It had been two weeks since Lutz left Kyokasuigetsu with him, but for five days of that, Gerhard was just running around the outskirts of the Shander domain, looking for some orcs to kill. It was the kind of encounter that never seemed to happen when you were actually looking for it.


      Going straight to the main event without an opportunity to test it out was a bit anxiety inducing. If it didn’t work how Lutz imagined, the consequences would be severe.


      Lutz twisted his head in thought for a while before finally saying, “How about we go down into the labyrinth and fight some zombies? If this katana is really able to nullify an opponent’s innate abilities, then it should be able to turn an undead zombie into a normal-dead zombie in a single stroke of the blade.”


      “Interesting. But the labyrinth—”


      “Don’t worry, we won’t go any lower than the first or second floor. The flame demon was spotted much deeper in the labyrinth, right? If it was wandering around on the upper floors, then none of the other adventurers would dare to enter.”


      “I heard that it was spotted on the fourth and fifth floors.”


      “That’s what I figured. Even if we do happen to come across that thing, we’ll just run away with our tails between our legs.”


      “Are you sure you’ll be able to control yourself if we run into the demon?”


      “I’m not the type to take pleasure or seek out glory in combat. I won’t feel any shame running from a fight that I can’t win.”


      That was enough to convince Gerhard. He was also a former adventurer, one who prioritized coming home alive over all else, so he had no sympathy for those who rushed into danger for the sake of honor or glory. That said, he also made sure that any opponent who brought shame upon him would regret it one day.


      Lutz accepted the katana and stood from his seat.


      Gerhard squinted his eyes at him as if he were radiating as brightly as the sun. “It’s all going to change from here. The entire course of magic history...”


      With a simple nod of agreement, Lutz left the workshop behind him.


      ***


      After Lutz got his katana back from Gerhard, he went straight over to Patrick’s workshop.


      “Hey, Lutz, come on in.” The forty-year-old man greeted him with a beaming smile.


      While his personality wasn’t without faults, Patrick had nonetheless earned Lutz’s and Gerhard’s trust, and he was a crucial pillar of the Shander domain’s three craftsmen.


      As the master of the workshop, Patrick had gone to the trouble of greeting Lutz at the door and invited him in. They walked down a dimly lit hallway, with only the light leaking through the sparse windows to guide them. If one wasn’t accustomed to it, they would easily get lost or trip over something, but Patrick waltzed through like it was nothing. He could probably get around his workshop with his eyes closed.


      “So, how was Gerhard?”


      “How can I describe it? He seemed strangely calm. Probably had a lot of conflicting emotions.”


      After Lutz explained everything that happened with Gerhard, Patrick just said, “Huh, I guess that makes sense.” It looked like he had instinctively understood something that Lutz had yet to pick up on.


      Lutz cocked his head, urging Patrick to elaborate.


      Patrick invited Lutz into the reception room and plopped himself down on the sofa before continuing. “Gerhard is getting pretty up there in years, after all. After completing Rose Garden and Amaterasu, he probably just wanted to crawl into his coffin, knowing he had successfully enchanted the treasured katana of two kings.”


      “When you put it like that, we really have done some incredible things, haven’t we?”


      “As craftsmen, we really couldn’t ask for any greater honor. At least, that’s how it should have gone, but then an entirely new technique popped up out of the blue, pushing the field of enchanting into a new era. Gerhard now knows that he is capable of so much more. There’s a part of us all that fears the march of progress in our craft.”


      “Yeah, that would be a confusing feeling.”


      Gerhard had considered his lifework to be complete only to find out that he hadn’t scratched the surface of his potential. How would a proud craftsman process that information? Lutz was the blacksmith who forged Amaterasu, so it held a special place in his heart as well. He didn’t have to imagine how Gerhard felt about it, as he experienced the very same pride and relief that came with its completion.


      This new discovery didn’t change much for Lutz and Patrick, though. They would just keep working on as usual, but it was different for Gerhard.


      When a new technique was developed, craftsmen generally had two paths they could follow: they could join the race to master it, or they could ignore it completely. Neither Lutz nor Patrick could see Gerhard choosing the latter. Even as they spoke, he was probably muttering curses to himself as he continued to test everything that he could conceive of.


      “Anyway, Lutz, how long are you going to wait to introduce me to the little lady you’ve got there?!”


      “Ah, right.”


      Lutz had built up some tolerance to Patrick’s particular way with words, but when he caught him off guard like that, it still took a while to derive actual meaning from it.


      Lutz pulled the katana off his waist, still sheathed in the plain wooden saya, and Patrick carefully accepted it with both hands.


      “Oh, honey...” A fire ignited in Patrick’s eyes as the rest of his face melted. It was love at first sight; that much was clear.


      Lutz watched anxiously, worrying that Patrick might cut into himself even without any manner of curse compelling him to do so. Ordinarily, that wouldn’t be a concern, but Lutz didn’t know if he could trust Patrick to abide by ordinary standards.


      “Wow, she really is a beauty—a katana for a real man.”


      “Absolutely.”


      “Makes you want to accept its embrace and do all kinds of naughty things, right?”


      “Absolutely not.” Part of Lutz wanted to ask him if that was a joke or if he had finally lost all semblance of sanity. However, Lutz had learned not to ask questions he didn’t want to hear the answers to, so he let it slide. He didn’t want to participate in any adventures outside of delving into the labyrinth or delving into Claudia.


      Patrick would have been happy staring into the blade forevermore, but it was so heavy that his hands began to shake. He certainly didn’t want to drop it. People often ended up hurting those they adored, but to do so out of one’s own selfishness couldn’t be called true love.


      Though a somber longing tinted his gaze, Patrick sheathed the blade back into its saya. After letting out a deep sigh, Patrick looked as if he had just remembered something. “By the way, I noticed that you got the enchantment done before you brought it to me this time around. In the past, we’ve always done the ornamentation before the enchantment, right?”


      “Considering that there is always a risk of the enchantment failing and the blade shattering, it’s probably safer to do things this way. In our case, it made sense to have Gerhard work on it last so we could jump straight into testing it out or presenting it to the Count after it was finished.”


      “So, we’ve pretty much just been doing things that way out of habit, huh? I guess it doesn’t make a whole lot of difference either way.”


      “Also, Gerhard did mention that he found it easier to enchant a weapon that had already been ornamented. Apparently, having a clearer image of the katana helps the enchanting process.”


      “Enchanting can be a surprisingly intricate field, I suppose. Gerhard doesn’t seem like a person capable of that much delicacy.”


      “Maybe it’s because he puts so much of that delicacy into his work that he doesn’t have any left for anything else.”


      Gerhard was the sort of person who took meticulous care of all of his works, ensuring they turned out strong and beautiful, but at the end of the day, he would rest his tired body down on the floor and sleep there without a single care for his own health. Of course, they weren’t criticizing him for this behavior. If anything, they believed that to be the ideal mindset for a craftsman.


      If it were possible to take perfect care of your work and your personal life, that would surely be for the best, but if you were to expect that of the three craftsmen, they would just cock their heads at you and ask, “Huh? Why?”


      That was the nature of all who called themselves craftsmen.


      “Lutz, have you settled on a name for this katana?”


      “We have named it ‘Kyokasuigetsu, the mirrored flower and reflected moon.’”


      “Well, that is quite the fancy name indeed. When I laid eyes on it, the first name that popped into my head was ‘Skullsplitty, the skull splitter.’ You really need to have a certain sense for this kind of thing, don’t you? Honestly, it’s an impressive skill.”


      “If we were just going to name it based on its appearance, your idea might not be half bad. However, I have an important goal in mind this time around, so we named it after the power that I hoped would dwell inside it. I say we, but it was really just Claudia’s idea.”


      When Claudia’s name came up, Patrick nodded with a grin. Hearing that his favorite adorable couple was still as close as ever was enough to bring him joy.


      “All right then, I’ll go ahead and take Kyokasuigetsu into my care. To ornament the tsuba, tsuka, and saya, then finish off some of the finer metalwork, it should take about a week. Is that okay?”


      “That works fine. I’ll be looking forward to seeing how it turns out.” Lutz gave Patrick a deep bow and stood up from his seat.


      “Oh, are you heading out already?”


      “There’s one other place that I have to stop by, I’m afraid.”


      “Quite a busy bee, aren’t you?”


      “The fact that no one really asked me to do this, and it’s not even connected to my actual job as a blacksmith makes me want to cry,” said Lutz with a little chuckle. Leaving Patrick with those words, he walked out of the room.


      Lutz had been there enough times that he knew his way around, so he was more than capable of seeing himself out. It was a bit late for Patrick to warn him about wandering around another craftsman’s workshop without permission. Either way, thinking about how he was going to dress up his one-week lover took precedence over such boring formalities.


      “Can I call you my little Kyoka? Heh heh.” The middle-aged man stuck his tongue out and flicked it every which way.


      If anyone were to see him, they would immediately report him to the authorities, but unfortunately, there was no one around to stop him.


      ***


      Riding on the back of his adorable donkey, Lutz paid a visit to the lumberjacks’ settlement. The reconstruction had proceeded so swiftly that most of the houses were already repaired. The ones that weren’t belonged to those who were no longer with them.


      It was starting to look rather nice again, but the smell of cinders and rot lingered, as though they had impregnated the land. Surrounded by that air of death, the people of the settlement labored to restore their ordinary lives.


      They really are a hardy bunch, although it would be beyond rude to say.


      Lutz took in everything around him with a furrowed brow. There wasn’t a single smile to be seen. It wasn’t insurmountable strength that pushed them on, but agonizing endurance. One might want to tie it up in a nice little bow and call it a triumph of the human spirit, but it still wasn’t over for them.


      They had lived their lives as lumberjacks and knew of no other way to exist. They had no means of developing the skills or knowledge to move into another industry, and there wasn’t a single one of them who could read or write. There was nowhere else in the world for them to call home. If they were forced to flee the settlement, they would eventually have to resort to thievery or end up dead in a ditch. Everyone knew this well, and that was the only thing that kept them moving forward, cursing their fates all the while.


      “Hey there, Master Lutz, have you finished already?” The master carpenter and leader of the settlement, Kevin, ran over to Lutz as soon as he spotted him. For some reason, he had a nasty bruise on his face.


      “Hi, Kevin,” replied Lutz with some suspicion in his voice. “There’s a lot that I have to catch you up on, but first, what happened to your face?”


      “It’s manly as ever, wouldn’t you say?”


      “You could say that. The touch of blue and purple really accentuates that sexy, chiseled jawline of yours.”


      “Oh, you mean this, huh?” Kevin felt around his black eye with the tip of his finger. “You see, I told my son that I’d be handing the right to lead this settlement over to him. That’s when he slugged me right in the eye and told me not to do something so irresponsible.”


      “That’s...rough.”


      “Oh, come on now. Don’t make a face like that. I’m actually pretty happy about it, I’ll have you know.” A nostalgic, somber, yet somehow jovial smile spread across Kevin’s face. “That boy of mine who used to be so shy and restrained—he built up the courage to give his old man a walloping for the sake of our comrades. That’s when I knew he really had grown up good, that he was ready to lead.” Kevin nodded with a satisfied grin.


      Honestly, Lutz sympathized more with Kevin’s son. For his father to suddenly say, “The rest is up to you. I’ll leave this settlement in your care,” during such a trying time and leaving everyone to rebuild while he went off into the labyrinth sounded pretty damn irresponsible.


      Kevin seemed to pick up on Lutz’s cold stare and awkwardly scratched the back of his head while avoiding eye contact. “Well, um, anyway. I’m sure there are quite a few things that you would like to say, but I don’t want the lives of our comrades to go unavenged any longer.”


      Kevin picked up a branch lying at the base of his feet and broke it in half. The dry wood crackled like a fire as it split, but it was still far too muted to fully represent Kevin’s rage.


      “When we finally returned here, there were bodies lying everywhere, scorched and blistered, ripped apart... Pieces of our friends and family were scattered, half burned, half rotting. Holding back puke and tears, we gathered them together and put them to rest. Even if you were to tell us to forget about everything that happened and go on with our lives, we just can’t. That horror is burned into our minds.”


      Kevin threw the broken branch behind him. Taking it out on a stick wasn’t going to solve anything, and he knew that. However, there was nothing else at which he could direct all of that anger and frustration.


      “You see, revenge isn’t just something that you do for the sake of the dead. I believe it’s also necessary to lighten the hearts of those who have to keep living. If we want to stop seeing that horrendous sight every time we close our eyes, it’s something that must be done. This is the one responsibility that I can’t let my son take on for me.”


      It seemed like Kevin had made up his mind.


      Lutz nodded and pulled a leather bag off the donkey’s back. “Kevin, shall we take a bit of a walk farther into the woods?”


      “What for? That sounds like a pain. It’s not like anyone is listening to us any—”


      Lutz opened the bag and discreetly showed Kevin the contents with a grin. Kevin immediately froze at the sight. Inside of that bag was a crossbow. He had never seen one in real life, but he recognized it instantly from its iconic shape.


      “Where did you— Isn’t that thing illegal?”


      “According to the church’s teachings, its use is permitted as long as its sights are set on a heretic. I’ve never heard of a demon coming to mass, so I’d say we’re safe.”


      “So, it’s fine as long as they’re the ones doing it, huh? Deciding who gets to live and who gets to die like that doesn’t sound very holy to me.”


      “Let’s stop there. We don’t want to end up in the latter category now, do we?”


      Lutz beckoned Kevin to follow him, and they wandered deeper into the forest together. They might have been surrounded by friends, but if someone were to catch them scheming with a crossbow in hand, it could spell trouble.


      After walking for about five minutes and ensuring that they truly were alone, Lutz pulled the crossbow from his bag. First, Lutz demonstrated how to use it. He put his foot through the cocking stirrup, grabbed the bowstring with both hands, and used his entire body to pull it back. He then loaded a bolt, took aim at a nearby tree, and fired.


      There was less than a fraction of a second between the short, sharp whistle of the bolt flying and the dull thump of it sticking into the tree.


      “Whoa.”


      Both Lutz and Kevin stared in awe at the terrifying display of speed and power.


      “Why are you surprised?”


      “That was my first time actually firing it! It’s not like I could practice using this thing in town.”


      Lutz handed the crossbow over, and Kevin warily took it up into his hands. “I’m starting to get why they banned this thing.”


      “Apparantly, it can even penetrate a knight’s armor.”


      “Can you imagine being on the battlefield when these things were still being used? That’s a scary thought.” After that bit of chatter, Kevin shouldered the crossbow and pointed it at the tree that Lutz had shot at. At the end of his sharp gaze wasn’t just the tree, but the demon as well. “To kill that thing, I guess we might need something as scary as this.”


      Kevin began accustoming himself to the crossbow and all of its individual parts. “Do you really need to use your foot like that every time you draw the string? That sounds like a pain in the ass.”


      “You might say that now, but the draw weight on that thing is insane, so you can’t just pull it back with your bare hands like you would a bow.”


      Only half listening to Lutz’s explanation, Kevin grabbed the crossbow tight in his left hand and proceeded to pull the string back with his right hand, accomplishing the task with ease. It seemed like his log-sized biceps had gone up another level.


      “Oh, I did it.”


      The bowstring was perfectly cocked. Lutz had long known that Kevin was strong, but he didn’t think he was strong enough to spit in the face of reason like that. In terms of power alone, he might have even had Gerhard beaten.


      Seriously?


      The lack of levers or cranks wasn’t even a minor inconvenience. If anything, Kevin could reload the crossbow faster without them, so he was way more formidable without any of those distractions.


      It was a happy miscalculation on their part, but Lutz still felt like they were breaking some unwritten law of the universe. It also made Lutz wonder how buff Kevin’s son must have been to knock him to the ground.


      Lutz let out an exasperated sigh and handed over the bolts he had forged. “I made fifty bolts for you to practice with. I’ll bring fifty more on the day we set out, so don’t feel like you have to use them sparingly. Also, don’t use a bolt you have already fired a second time. If the bolt gets warped even a little, it could fly off in any direction.”


      “Is it really that sensitive?”


      “Absolutely. Especially with a crossbow bolt because it is so much shorter than a normal arrow. It wouldn’t even be impossible for it to go flying back into your skull.”


      “Oh, right. Gotcha. I’ll be careful.” Kevin loaded a bolt and pointed the crossbow back at the tree. Without an ounce of hesitation, he pulled the trigger.


      The bolt split through the air and stuck into the tree with a thunk, perfectly sitting at the same height that the demon’s head would be at.


      “I’ve got to say, I like this thing.” A cruel smile spread across Kevin’s lips.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 4: The Beckoning Darkness


      In the impenetrable darkness of the labyrinth, surrounded by the stench of death, there were no monsters to be seen. Even without the certainty of sight Cera’s back tingled with the sensation of a violent stare drilling into it as she stood in a daze on those bloodstained, rot-soaked cobbles.


      She could make out three distinct forms in the flickering light of her torch—all corpses. It was no longer possible to distinguish who those mangled bodies once belonged to, but Cera did recognize the weapons and items that were lying by their sides.


      “Dudley, Gene... Is this one Alma?”


      They were the bodies of her former friends. It was the party who had abandoned her, but Cera couldn’t just hate them. She understood that it made no sense to try to save someone from drowning when you couldn’t swim yourself. That wasn’t kindness. It was just suicide, the worst mindset an adventurer could have. Cera understood that well.


      Choosing to leave the party wasn’t a purely rational decision, but a matter of the heart. After going her own way, she had swallowed every complaint, storing it all deep inside. She hadn’t told a single soul.


      Now, she had joined up with a new party and was exploring the labyrinth with them. Including Cera, they were a party of three women. They had only known each other for a short while but had grown rather close in that time. Each of them had proven themselves to be skilled in their respective fields.


      Cera met the other two in a bar for adventurers. Knowing that she couldn’t make a living from smaller jobs, which were essentially child’s errands, she spent every night walking around such bars to find a new party. She had already chosen the wrong friends once, though, and she didn’t want to make that mistake again. Meeting new people had never seemed so frightening.


      Every evening, she would order a single tankard of beer and sit in the corner of a bar, looking for any party that might be willing to accept new members.


      Just as she was about to give up, she ran into two other women around her age. Cera moved over closer to them and listened in on their conversation. From what she could gather, they had realized that there was only so much they could do with just the two of them, so they were looking for new party members too.


      It felt like fate, a gift from God. Cera built up the courage to talk to them, and while they seemed to be somewhat wary of her at first, after Cera explained everything that had happened with her last party, the two of them sympathized with her deeply and even tried to console her.


      One of them even stood up and said, “I’m going to deck those bastards!” It took Cera several minutes of begging to stop her.


      With that, Cera quickly became the newest addition to their party. She was so happy and so deeply relieved that she had to hold back her tears.


      At that time, she had no way of knowing that it wasn’t a gift from God, but a trick of the Devil.


      Cera had thought that her former party members had become strangers to her, but seeing that they had met such a cruel and unusual end, she couldn’t contain her grief. Even though she stood in the labyrinth, a place where a moment of complacency could spell her demise, her mind went completely blank.


      “Hey, what’s wrong, Cera?” One of her new party members, a tall and muscular woman, patted Cera on the back.


      “Oh, um, I was just thinking what a horrible way to die that must have been.”


      “Yeah, you’re right about that. Let’s scavenge what we can and get the hell out of here.”


      Cera’s new party members both sifted through the items on the ground.


      “W-Wai—” Cera was about to tell them to stop, but she cut herself off. The belongings of a dead adventurer belonged to everyone. That was a rule in their field, one that greatly extended the lives of the adventurers left behind. Asking them not to rummage through those items would just be an act of selfishness on Cera’s part. If those were the bodies of three random strangers, she would loot them without a second thought, throwing as much as she could into her bag.


      Cera stood completely still, petrified. Her new party members crouched down and started going through one of the bags on the ground. This simple action would seal their fates.


      Suddenly, one of their heads violently burst into flames. For just a moment, she flailed her arms in agony, but the next second, she fell backward on top of the body she had been looting, reduced to a scorched corpse herself.


      Trying to process what had just occurred, the other woman turned her attention to the strange glow coming from the path ahead of them. That very instant, a ball of fire shot into her face, and her head was set ablaze.


      “H-Help...” She reached out to Cera, desperate for salvation.


      However, Cera couldn’t accept her outstretched hand. Was it because she knew that she was already beyond saving? That might have been part of it, but more than that, she was paralyzed with fear. She was bound by her own cowardice.


      Cera shook, and at the end of her trembling gaze was a demon, cloaked in flames. It had an unnaturally large right arm, and it conjured a ball of flames in the palm of its hand. It cocked its arm back as if to wind up for a throw, and that was when Cera finally snapped out of her horrified trance.


      Fortunately, there was a sharp turn in the path just a short distance behind her, so she was able to fling herself out of harm’s way. A second later, the fireball crashed into the adjacent wall with a bang, sending stone fragments flying in every direction.


      The splintered rocks hit Cera’s head, then her arms. Through that excruciating pain, Cera was reminded of what she had to do.


      Run. If she didn’t run, she would die there.


      She turned her back to the demon and shot into a sprint.


      “You traitor!” The curses of her dying comrade assaulted her from behind, but her feet kept propelling her forward.


      She had abandoned a friend in need, the very thing that her former party members had done to her. To some extent, she knew that it was natural to prioritize one’s own life, but she had always held on to the belief that she could never do such a thing, that she was different. But when the moment to prove her convictions finally arose, they instantly crumbled to dust.


      She kept on running, gripping a torch in her left hand and a longsword in her right. The rotten air filled her lungs with every labored breath. As if to outrun the surmounting guilt, she didn’t allow for a single moment’s pause.


      “Ghaaaaaaah!” The demon’s howl reverberated throughout the labyrinth.


      Cera lost all sense of where the demon was. She couldn’t even tell where she was.


      “Why? Why did things have to turn out like this?”


      On her way, Cera ran into some skullhounds, doglike monsters without any muscle or skin on their heads. She cut them down almost reflexively in her panicked state. After that, she only had to deal with a few weaker monsters. That was a very thin silver lining.


      “I can’t die here!”


      She couldn’t even remember how long she had been running at that point. Had it been several hours or mere minutes? Her internal clock was spinning out of control. At the very least, she was confident that she had escaped that demon. She had to convince herself of that, or else she might go mad.


      However, Cera was met with even more misfortune. The darkness closed in on her little by little. Her torch had nearly gone out.


      “No, why now?” Cera quickly went to light a spare torch with the remaining fire, but that was when she noticed something. She had left all of her supplies behind when she ran away. She had cut the strings of her bag with her sword to make herself even just a bit lighter. As she remembered this, all of the warmth drained from her face, and she became deathly pale.


      Leaving behind all of my things in the labyrinth... What kind of idiot am I?


      If she hadn’t dropped her things, though, the demon might have caught up to her. It was perhaps an excessive reaction, driven by fear, but she didn’t have the luxury of calmly thinking it over at the time. In hindsight, she could have done a lot of things differently; there was no point in thinking about that now.


      Wasn’t there anything she could use, something that would sustain a fire? Cera rested the smoldering torch against a wall and pulled off her leather breastplate. The leather had been dried out and oiled, so it was possible that it might burn. However, the fire was already far too weak to ignite leather.


      As if announcing Cera’s certain death, a final line of smoke rose from the torch, and the light fizzled out. She had been plunged into pure darkness. The silence was so loud that it hurt her ears. Surrounded by the stench of death in every which way, she couldn’t even rely on her nose. Three of her five senses were rendered utterly useless. Honestly, her mouth was so dry that she wasn’t even confident in her sense of taste at the moment, so that left her only one.


      She brushed her fingertips up against the wall. That feeling alone served as proof of her existence. Feeling her way through the dark, she retrieved her sword and stood back up. Then she walked on, tracing her hand along the wall as she went.


      She wasn’t naive enough to believe that she could make it out that way. She just wanted to distract herself from the hopeless reality that faced her.


      She couldn’t see a single thing. All was silent. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that monsters were creeping up on her from every direction.


      A beastly growl came from behind her. It was probably a skullhound.


      Cera turned around and swung her sword in the darkness. She could feel the impact of the blade cracking through its skull.


      “Take this! And that!”


      The monster fell lifelessly to the ground, but Cera brought her sword down on it once more. Again and again, she struck the beast. Unable to tell with her eyes whether her foe was truly dead, her fear played tricks on her mind. To ensure that it could never move again, she struck the skullhound more times than she could count. Only when she heard the tip of her sword strike against the cobble did she stop her desperate assault. It was hard to tell in the dark, but it seemed like the skullhound was already chopped into pieces.


      Cera calmed her erratic breath, placed her hand back on the stone wall, and tried to keep pressing forward. However, her feet refused to move, as if they had turned to stone.


      I can’t take this. I can’t do it anymore. It’s hopeless.


      Cera collapsed to her knees on the spot. She knew that once she rested she would never find the strength to stand again, but she rested regardless.


      They said that adventurers were prepared to die on any given day, but that was a bold-faced lie. Even after seeing other adventurers die horrible deaths day in and day out, everyone would tell themselves that they were different, without any firm reason to believe so. They were a collection of delusional deviants.


      In reality, Cera wasn’t special. The cold hands of death wrapping around her reminded her of that. Maybe she would have been better off dying without the time to even fear it.


      She sat there for a long while. No more monsters appeared before her, so she started to wonder whether she was being shunned by death itself.


      Perhaps it was just an auditory illusion, but she could swear that she heard the sharp pounding of boots against the cobbles. She cupped her ears to hear clearer. The sound continued; it wasn’t just her mind playing tricks on her.


      Soon, she saw a glimmer of light up ahead. It was only a dim flicker, but to Cera it was so blinding that she had to squint.


      The footsteps stopped. Still consumed by fear, Cera slowly opened her eyes. Standing in front of her was a rather confused-looking man.


      “Wait, you’re Cera, right?” asked the man, as if just bumping into her in town.


      Cera’s body shook, moved beyond belief and shocked beyond reason. She couldn’t even process the words he had said to her.


      Were blacksmiths like moths, drawn to hellfire? No, that wasn’t right.


      “Lutz! I’m saved, I’m... Ha ha ha.” Cera believed she no longer had the strength to stay upright, but within a moment she had shot to her feet and clung on to Lutz.


      Completely unaware of what Cera had just been through, all Lutz could do was tilt his head in confusion. “So, um, what happened?”


      “You see...” Cera slowly pulled away from Lutz and did her best to explain. As she spoke, she could feel the fear rising in her chest once again. She couldn’t believe that she had seen such a monster and lived to tell the tale.


      As soon as Lutz heard about a demon cloaked in flames, anger and hostility leaked from his usually lackadaisical face. Even though Cera knew that it wasn’t directed at her, the intensity of his stare made her body turn stiff. In her weakened state, she found it all the more difficult to control her emotions.


      “I understand. First off, let’s get you back up to the surface.”


      “Are you sure you’re okay with that, Lutz? You came down here for your own reasons, right?” At that moment, she wanted nothing more than to have Lutz take her back to the surface, but part of her was strangely hesitant. In a dark corner of her heart, she might have feared that when she got back to the surface, people would realize what she had done.


      “Actually, I’m here because of the flame demon. I can’t quite fight it yet, though, so the wisest thing to do is run in the opposite direction.”


      Run. That word stabbed into Cera’s heart. At the same time, the fact that even a man of Lutz’s ability was choosing to flee somehow eased a bit of the burden that she felt.


      As the two of them walked back toward the surface, Cera told Lutz every detail that she could remember about the flame demon. She recounted the horrible event, partly out of the desire to share some of the fear with him. However, she decided not to say a word about the two party members that she left behind, nor about the bodies of her former friends.


      After hearing Cera’s story, Lutz groaned to himself in thought. The part about the demon throwing fireballs was particularly intriguing.


      It didn’t do anything like that when it fought me and Ricardo, right?


      At that time, was it still hiding some of its abilities? No, if it could really create fireballs like that, there were plenty of good opportunities for it to do so. It seemed to be rather cautious in the way that it fought. If it could use long-range attacks like that, it absolutely would have.


      In that case, it must have developed that skill after hiding out in the labyrinth. Come to think of it, why had the demon gone down there in the first place? Lutz understood that it was a good place for a monster to hide, but was that really the only reason? Did the labyrinth perhaps hold the power to help monsters evolve?


      Lutz continued to think while stroking his chin. “What about its left eye? Was it open?”


      “Its left eye? Sorry, I wasn’t in the right state of mind to take in that much detail. All I can say is that it was too accurate to be aiming with one eye.”


      “Ah, right. That’s helpful information, though. Thank you.” Lutz squeezed out those words of gratitude, but he felt like he was being forced to swallow a lump of iron.


      That bastard had evolved since coming down there. It was likely all healed up and even more powerful than before. It wasn’t hard to imagine it coming back up to the surface and attacking another village sometime soon. The next time, it might not stop at a village, but put the entire Shander domain in danger. That was more than possible. There was no guarantee that Lutz and Claudia’s home inside the city walls would be safe either. Lutz couldn’t allow any danger to come to their doorstep.


      “Let’s go, Cera.”


      Lutz quickened his pace, and Cera rushed to catch up to him. He knew that it wasn’t smart to walk that fast in the labyrinth, given the lack of visibility and unstable footing, but his restlessness drove his body forward.


      Nothing was certain; it was all entirely hypothetical. If he were to have actually run into the demon, he might have found that it was weaker than when they faced it before. However, thinking about the worst-case scenario, there was no way that he could just let sleeping dogs lie. If they didn’t defeat that demon, and do it fast, the potential consequences were horrifying.


      For that very reason, Lutz had to ensure that Kyokasuigetsu, the undead killer, worked as he imagined.


      “Lutz, are you planning on fighting that demon?” asked Cera hesitantly. Even from several steps behind, she could feel the fire burning inside of him. “How can you even think about doing something like that? Just remembering that demon, my legs start to shake. I could never...” Cera’s voice trailed off as tears began to flow.


      Without slowing his steps, Lutz answered as carefully as he could. “I can’t let anything trample over what’s important to me. That’s all.”


      “Are those things more important than your life?”


      “Yeah. My way of life, my pride, my family and friends. I could die for those.”


      “That all still sounds a bit vague.”


      “There’s always a reason for a man to pick up his weapon and fight, but there’s usually no use in putting it into words. At the very heart of everything, let’s just say that I’m fighting for love.”


      “I can’t say that I understand the feeling.” She found it hard to believe that someone could voluntarily face that demon for such nebulous reasons. She almost thought that Lutz had to be messing with her, so her words came out a little colder than she intended.


      Lutz didn’t seem upset by that, though. He just put on a little smile and said, “I don’t understand it either.”


      As they kept walking forward, they felt a tingle up their spine growing stronger. It was the instinctive recognition of death approaching. There was surely someone or something waiting for them up ahead.


      Lutz gripped Kyokasuigetsu’s saya, situated on his left hip. He seemed more wary than he had been thus far, but Cera still didn’t sense any fear.


      Lutz stopped in his tracks and glanced over to Cera as if to say, it’s coming. She gave him a nod in return and drew her longsword.


      “Aghaaah!” A man turned the corner and came running at them, viscous saliva dripping from his pale face. His upper body was protected with leather armor, and he held a sword that looked comfortable to use in close-quarter environments.


      Cera’s first thought was that he might be an adventurer, but the illusion didn’t last long. Though he no doubt was once an adventurer, he had surely perished down in the labyrinth and joined the undead. Though Cera didn’t quite understand how it all worked, that was generally the fate of those who lost their lives down there.


      Cera furrowed her brow at the thought. What could be worse than not even being permitted to die in peace?


      Either way, the undead had a fair bit of stamina. Many of them also retained some degree of muscle memory from when they were alive. An undead adventurer could be a rather formidable opponent.


      The zombie lifted its rusty sword and charged. Lutz placed his hand on Kyokasuigetsu’s tsuka and widened his stance, digging his feet into the cobblestone. Cera watched from behind with bated breath, wondering why he wasn’t drawing his blade. When the zombie had come within range, Lutz shifted his weight onto his right foot. His body dipped down for a moment, and suddenly a silver flash cut diagonally into the zombie’s body.


      “Ugh—” The zombie leaned back, spewing out a mixture of blood and liquefied innards.


      If he were still human, it would certainly be a fatal blow. Cera would normally be singing Lutz’s praises after witnessing such a stunning strike, but the opponent was an undead monster. Even if you sliced at his flesh or crushed his heart, the zombie wouldn’t be stopped by that alone. It was best to think of undead monsters as lumps of clay, endlessly malleable and easily repaired.


      After landing that initial strike, Lutz immediately returned to seigan, keeping the tip of his blade at the opponent’s eye level.


      It was good to see that Lutz was at least still on guard, but why didn’t he follow it up with another attack? Cera squeezed the handle of her sword as she pondered, but to her surprise, the zombie fell backward onto the hard ground.


      It didn’t seem like the zombie was getting up anytime soon either. All the tales painted zombies with expressions of anger and despair on their rotted faces, but when Cera looked down at the corpse lying before them, she saw that he had a peaceful smile on his lips. Perhaps it was just a trick of the flickering torchlight. Yet, still, Cera wanted to believe that the poor soul had found some salvation in his final moments.


      Lutz looked back and forth between the fallen zombie and his katana, and nodded in satisfaction. “I’d expect no less from Gerhard, but I’ve got to say, he does good work.”


      “Lutz, what was that? What is that? What the hell just happened?” It almost looked as though a thousand little question marks were hovering over Cera’s head.


      That zombie had died in the same way that an ordinary human would have. Her mind struggled to process and rationalize the sight she had just witnessed.


      “Maybe I should call it a katana that can even kill a miracle.”


      “Huh?” Cera’s eyes wandered down to the saya on Lutz’s hip, and she gulped.


      The glossy black saya displayed the relief of the moon, a flower, and a pond. The surface of the water reflected both the moon and the flower, and as she stared into it, she started to lose track of which was real and which was a reflection. The boundaries between those fictional realities became blurred.


      Next, Cera turned her attention to his katana. The light of the lantern reflected in its platinum blade. The blade seemed so sturdy that it could slice right through a boulder in a single swing, and the ancient runes engraved into the blade gave off a subtle, pulsing glow.


      Cera subconsciously reached out to it, but quickly pulled her hand back. She wanted it, maybe even wanted to be cut by it. But to think something like that, she knew that she couldn’t be in the right state of mind.


      “Is that the katana with which you plan on fighting the flame demon?” asked Cera, as if to distract herself.


      “Yeah, I forged this katana to kill that bastard.” Lutz looked down at the zombie—no, the fallen adventurer—and carefully stepped over it before proceeding onward.


      Cera followed Lutz’s example and hurried to catch up to him.


      “Ack.” After turning a corner, Lutz again stopped in his tracks. At the end of Lutz’s annoyed stare were at least five zombies. He could feel the presence of several more waiting up ahead as well.


      Cera turned around, looking to secure an escape route, but two more zombies were approaching from behind.


      “I’ll leave those two up to you!” yelled Lutz before raising Kyokasuigetsu above his head and charging at the zombie horde.


      Cera drew her longsword. “Damn it,” she cursed under her breath. Even if she were to ask the zombies to give her a bit of time, surely they wouldn’t listen.


      The two zombies rushed at her. If she didn’t put up a fight, she would be joining their ranks. Cera stabbed her blade through the throat of one of the zombies as it blindly, chaotically ran toward her. She could feel the sensation of her sword piercing rotten flesh through the handle.


      It would have obviously been a fatal wound for any normal human. However, the zombie didn’t so much as stumble. Of its own accord, it continued walking toward her, pushing the blade deeper into its neck. With its hands outstretched, it grabbed at Cera.


      “Uwaaaaaah!” Cera kicked the zombie back with a frightened scream and pulled her blade out. It felt like the sword had warped a bit; however, she couldn’t worry herself with such things.


      The first zombie was launched backward, but the second one soon took its place. It was rather fast, though its speed was matched by the predictability of its charge.


      Cera smashed her warped sword over the zombie’s head, relying entirely on brute force. The zombie’s skull fractured, and brain juices leaked from the cracks. However, the zombie continued reaching out to her as if nothing had happened.


      The rotten hand, flesh dripping off of it to the point you could see down to the bone, wrapped around Cera’s neck.


      It’s going to crush my throat!


      Just as Cera prepared to face death, overwhelmed by the power of the zombie’s grip, a flash of light sped past her eyes. The hand was still grasping at her neck, but it had been severed at the elbow.


      Lutz stood between Cera and the zombie. Swinging his katana upward, he sliced the zombie in half diagonally through its torso. Thick black blood spurted everywhere, and the zombie fell to the ground, never to move again.


      The first zombie came at them once again, but Lutz brought his katana directly down on it. The blade split its head down the middle, stopping at the sternum. The zombie stood there motionlessly, but after Lutz gave it a little push, it collapsed to the ground. Again, its death appeared to be final.


      “Hey, I see that you’re still alive,” said Lutz.


      Cera took a moment to look around and realized that Lutz was indeed correct. She was still alive. Something felt strange, though. She reached her hand down between her legs and noticed that it was a bit wet. The emotional shock of preparing for death followed by such sudden relief must have caused her body to relax a little too much.


      “My pride is dead.”


      Lutz looked confused for a moment, but he soon broke out in laughter. “If you’ve got it in you to joke, you must be fine! Better than becoming a zombie, anyway.”


      “I’m not happy about it at all!”


      It seemed like Lutz’s job was done, so he started walking again. Before following along, Cera peeked into the area that Lutz had been fighting and was blown back in awe.


      There were eight corpses lying there, all of them cut cleanly in half with a single stroke of the blade. She couldn’t believe that someone could do that entirely on their own and still be so calm afterward.


      She just didn’t get it. Lutz, that anomaly of a man, was incomprehensible. She didn’t know anything about his past, the limits of his abilities, or how he thought about the world.


      “Just who are you, really?” asked Cera, trying to control her shaky voice.


      Lutz turned around with a bright smile and said, “I’m a blacksmith.”


      ***


      Safe, she could at least say that she was safe. As long as she came back with her life, she could always start over anew. That was the mentality of an adventurer.


      The two of them emerged from the labyrinth and found that the sun was already setting. The gentle light of sunset painted the two warriors’ faces red.


      All of the little shops that were set up around the entrance to the labyrinth were already closed for the day.


      The sight felt somewhat somber to Cera, as if the whole world had left her behind, but she spoke up in a cheerful voice as if to fill that hole in her heart. “Lutz, I really can’t thank you enough. Not only have you saved my life once, but twice.”


      “Don’t worry about it. Things just happened to work out that way.”


      He saved her life and even had the humility to play it down so she wouldn’t feel too great of a debt to him. While Cera was very grateful that he didn’t see it as a big deal, she couldn’t help but feel bad. She owed him her life, and she wanted to give him something in return, even something minor. However, even that was beyond her.


      Was it really okay to simply accept his kindness? Would that really allow them to talk to each other as equals? Would she be able to take pride in that?


      No. Cera clenched her fist, took a deep breath, and said, “Lutz, I’m going to get stronger. Even if I can’t do anything for you now, I promise that I will return this favor one day!”


      Lutz’s eyes shot wide open at her sudden proclamation. He opened his mouth to tell her that it really wasn’t anything to worry about, but stopped himself before the words could escape, giving her a warm smile instead. “I look forward to it.”


      “Just you wait!”


      With that, the two of them parted ways. Cera somehow managed to drag her tired body back inside the city walls. Even though it was late into the night, the bar was still bustling with merry adventurers. She slipped past them and walked up the stairs. Many of the inns in the city doubled as bars, and that one was no exception.


      She walked up to the third floor, entered her room, and threw her warped sword onto the floor. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about anyone stealing it anymore. As she jumped into bed, all of the fatigue finally caught up to her and she drifted to sleep.


      She got the feeling that she was going to be able to sleep really well that night, but in the deep, deep dark of night, she heard anguished screams calling out to her. They were the screams of her comrades, both old and new.


      Two of them ran desperately toward her, but hellish flames followed them from behind. The flames caught up to one of them and burned her to a harrowing black. Her other party member soon followed, engulfed in the twisting flames.


      Even though their bodies were scorched completely black, the whites of their eyes remained piercingly clear. They stared back at Cera with pure hatred.


      “Why did you run?”


      “Why didn’t you help us?”


      “Why didn’t you die with us?”


      Quiet. Be quiet! What the hell was I supposed to do?!


      The fire was closing in. Cera would be its next victim. She started running, but no matter how fast she moved her legs, she felt like she was getting nowhere. The flames drew closer. The demon emerged from the brilliant light, stretched out its ungodly right arm, and grabbed Cera’s neck.


      “Uwaaaaah!” Cera woke up to the sound of her own screams. She was breathing erratically and covered in sweat.


      The person in the room next to her banged against the wall, but she was actually quite grateful for that gesture, as it brought her back to reality a bit.


      “Wh-what the hell was that?”


      Now that the adrenaline had worn off, the reality of what she had done finally sank in. She had done her best to pretend like she understood the actions of her former party members when they left her for dead, but deep inside, she hated them for it. Now she had done the very same thing that they had done to her.


      It was unavoidable. There wasn’t anything I could do.


      She told herself that time and time again as she lay back down and closed her eyes. However, the image of the flame demon reaching out its arm was imprinted into the back of her eyelids. Her eyes popped open once more, and her whole body trembled.


      Am I...afraid?


      As soon as she arrived at that truth, being alone in that dark room felt so strangely terrifying. Dragging her tired feet, she went back down to the bar on the first floor and ordered some mulled wine. Surrounded by the lively crowd, she was finally able to breathe a sigh of relief. However, she still didn’t feel like she could sleep alone.


      If I close my eyes, that thing will be waiting for me. What should I do? How can I escape that nightmare?


      Doing her best to calm her trembling hand, she managed to bring the mulled wine to her lips. It was so hot. That heat alone served as proof that she was still alive. However, it too eventually grew colder.


      The ridiculous banter of the adventurers around her felt distant. Even in that bustling atmosphere, she was all alone. She drank down the lukewarm wine, just so it wouldn’t go to waste, and continued to fight the fear in her heart.


      ***


      In the end, Cera didn’t sleep that night. She might have gotten a wink or two, but whenever she closed her eyes for any longer than that, the demon or zombies assaulted her in her dreams. It was as though those monsters lived in the back of her eyelids.


      After drinking for a while in the lively environment of the bar, she returned to her room and tried in vain to enter into the world of the asleep, but the nightmares dragged her back to reality each and every time.


      This continued for days. She was lucky if she could get thirty minutes of sleep. Her body grew frail and weak. In her current condition, she was unable to even do her job as an adventurer, and no party would allow her to join them either.


      Her savings dwindled with each passing day, and that too filled Cera with anxiety. Neither alcohol nor prayer eased the burden on her weary mind.


      It wasn’t necessarily rare for an adventurer to go mad and end up dead in a ditch somewhere. Perhaps she too would end up like that one day, and people would just say, “Yeah, that happens.”


      That can’t be how I go.


      She had both been abandoned and abandoned others herself. She was unable to reconcile that contradiction, and it ate at her from the inside. She was terrified of dying without finding an answer to the questions swirling in her mind. She couldn’t die yet—she just couldn’t.


      There was only one possible way of keeping the nightmares at bay. She had thought about it many times but always shot it down in the end. A mere illusion of that flame demon was horrifying enough. There was no way that she could stand against the real thing.


      She set her tankard, still half full of beer, on the counter and walked outside, wobbling as she went. The light of day pierced through the winter air, so bright that Cera had to squint.


      Am I going to have to live the rest of my life unable to even face the sun? At this rate, that might not be all that long.


      Cera remembered the strange man she had met in that labyrinth. That blacksmith forged a katana for the sole purpose of killing the demon. That didn’t sound like the actions of a sane man. However, it could at least be said that he was far more courageous than she.


      “How?” As if being pushed on by some invisible force, Cera walked out into the main street of the city. She was still a bit unsteady on her feet, but she kept going regardless. “How can he say that he’s going to take on that demon with such confidence?”


      If she were to believe everything that he told her, he had already lost to the demon once, yet he still hadn’t lost his will to fight.


      She just didn’t get it. What did Lutz have that she didn’t? Was he just different from others in some way that made him able to proclaim such things?


      No, that’s not it.


      The seed of admiration had been planted in Cera’s heart. Out of her fondness for Lutz and her desire to understand him, she didn’t want to just write his experience off with such a simple conclusion.


      As she walked down the street, she eventually came to an intersection. She had never visited the town of craftsmen before, but her feet carried her onward.


      The sounds of metal clanging, wood being sawed, and sounds that she couldn’t even interpret surrounded her. At the very least, she could tell that everyone was hard at work creating something.


      Next came the whispering. Glares of curiosity and contempt all gathered on her.


      Cera’s hair was messy and had lost its sheen. Her eyes were glazed over, and her face looked dreadfully thin. Not only that, but an unpleasant odor hung in the air around her. Her sword was bent to the extent that it could no longer fit in its scabbard, so she had wrapped it in cloth and slipped it through her belt.


      Anyone could guess that she was an adventurer. Furthermore, she was practically carrying around a sign that said, I’m dangerous. Keep away. Honestly, she was lucky that she wasn’t arrested on her way there.


      Come to think of it, she had passed several of the knights on their rounds, but they all just held their noses and looked the other way.


      “Um, sorry, do you have a moment?” asked Cera, walking up to a couple of seemingly well-off ladies who were chatting in the street.
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      The two of them furrowed their brows and walked away in a hurry.


      Cera desperately called out to them from behind. “Do you know where the blacksmith, Lutz, lives?!”


      After hearing Lutz’s name, the two ladies came to a halt and exchanged glances. No matter your perspective, Cera appeared to be quite the suspicious individual. Dangerous, even. However, if she were one of Lutz’s acquaintances, that wouldn’t be too unusual.


      Lutz was a skilled blacksmith, and he was even affiliated with the Count. Not only the other blacksmiths’ workshops but just about every workshop in the town owed a debt of gratitude to his wife, Claudia, for letting them borrow money when times were hard or for all of the little souvenirs that she handed out. If they were to drive away one of Lutz’s customers, it could come back to bite them in the future.


      The elder of the two ladies pointed out her slightly wrinkled hand. “They don’t have any sign or anything on the workshop, so listen carefully. He lives in that three-story house over there, the one that’s longer than it is wide.”


      “I hear that he’s the Count’s personal blacksmith, but his workshop is surprisingly quaint, huh?”


      “He hasn’t taken on an apprentice or anything either. Spending every night all alone with that curvy, alluring young woman—who knows what those two must get up to. Heh heh,” the lady laughed with a hoarse throat.


      Cera gave the two of them a bow and walked on toward Lutz’s workshop. There was no logical reason for her to believe it, but she had the feeling that if she went there, she would be saved from her living nightmare.


      She cut through a dimly lit alley and eventually arrived at Lutz’s doorstep. From the outside, it just seemed like a normal family home. At first, Cera had thought that the quickest way to find him would be to look for the most impressive mansion in the town, so she was incredibly lucky to bump into those kind ladies.


      There wasn’t even a knocker attached to the door, so Cera pounded it with her bare fist. At least that was her intent. She could muster so little strength that it hardly made a sound. She swung her hand back once more and attempted to knock, but her fist did little more than gently rest against the wood.


      “Come on, why? I’ve come this far.” Cera muttered through a sudden fit of tears.


      She wouldn’t be able to see Lutz. He wouldn’t even notice she was there. Her legs shaking under her own weight, even standing became burdensome.


      “Lutz. It’s me, Cera. Please open up.” Cera rested her body against the sturdy wooden door. Her voice was so weak that it could barely be heard. She was practically just breathing out the words.


      God, are you to say that this is my punishment for abandoning my comrades in their time of need? If so, would you please just answer one thing? What should I have done?


      Cera could feel her consciousness fading.


      No, no. If I sleep, it’ll send me back into the dark where that demon lives. I can’t take it anymore. Make it stop!


      As Cera trembled in fear, she suddenly heard something moving on the other side of the door. It was the sound of the latch being lifted.


      Hearing signs of someone on the other side, Cera moved herself backward. Soon a face peered through a crack in the door. There was no mistaking it. It was the face of the man she had so desperately wanted to see.


      “Lutz?!”


      “Cera, why do you look like that?” asked Lutz, surprised by her worn and unkempt appearance. While it might have sounded bad, Lutz was asking that out of genuine concern, not in the way that one might shoo away a filthy peasant girl.


      “Please help me. Let me...join the demon hunt.” Those fearsome words left her lips.


      Just what in the hell was she saying? She wanted to take those words back immediately. Fighting something like that was suicide. She would probably go into cardiac arrest at the mere sight of it. Alarm bells rang in her head, but for some reason, a little smile formed on her face. Maybe that wouldn’t be so bad.


      Lutz was silent for a while. Cera worried that he might turn her down, but he eventually opened the door and said, “Well, why don’t you come inside for a bit?”


      “Thank you!” Some of the light returned to Cera’s eyes. Walking upright on her own two feet, she followed Lutz inside.


      “I’ve got good news and bad news.” A little while before Cera arrived, Lutz was talking with his pal Ricardo about how Kyokasuigetsu’s test run went on the second floor of his workshop.


      “You just wanted to say that, didn’t you?” Of course, Ricardo had come there in part to get himself a free lunch and listened to Lutz’s story while chewing on some broth-soaked bread.


      “Maybe.” Lutz shrugged, then gave Ricardo a serious look before proceeding. “So, which do you want to hear first?”


      “Give me the good news. I’ll listen to the bad news after I’ve finished my meal.”


      “Okay then. I tested out Kyokasuigetsu’s effect on some undead monsters, and it worked like a charm.”


      As Lutz explained what had happened with the zombies down in the labyrinth, Ricardo’s eyes shot open. Ricardo was an adventurer by trade, so he knew just how formidable zombies could be. No matter how many times you cut them down, they always managed to get back up. If faced with a whole horde of such monsters, even he would have no choice but to run.


      Ricardo couldn’t believe that a zombie could be taken down in a single swing, but knowing Lutz, perhaps it was possible. He also knew that it would be impossible to take down the flame demon without such an insane ability.


      Ricardo swallowed some slightly hard bread before speaking. Lutz didn’t want to paint all adventurers with a broad stroke, but they all seemed to be pretty voracious eaters.


      “Isn’t there a possibility that the effect of the enchantment applies only to undead monsters instead of countering the innate abilities of all monsters?”


      “It certainly didn’t feel like some kind of holy katana that purified the undead. I just cut them and they dropped to the ground.”


      “How should I say it? That sounds a bit, well, bland. I mean, I get that it’s incredible, but still bland.”


      “No, your katana are just too flashy.”


      “You don’t say! I’ll make sure to take that up with the smith.” Ricardo stood up with his empty bowl, took it down to the kitchen on the first floor, washed it off in a bucket of water, and soon returned. It wasn’t his house, but he sure treated it like it was.


      “Well, I guess all we can do now is try it out on the demon itself,” said Lutz, pulling the katana closer to him. “I’d rather not rush into the main event without some practice runs, but I’m afraid we can’t just politely ask the thing to let us test it out. We’ve done everything that we can. I’ll just have to keep telling myself that.”


      “Do you feel confident about all this?”


      “I do.”


      “All right then,” said Ricardo with a nod. If Lutz was certain, that was all he needed to know.


      “Okay, here comes the bad news.”


      “I’d really rather not hear it. I feel like I’m going to regret not being born deaf.”


      “Trust me, you’d regret not knowing too.”


      “Yeah, I guess it’s one of those things. Just give it to me gently so my digestive tract doesn’t start going in reverse.”


      “It’s pretty likely that the flame demon has evolved somehow.”


      “Is there no hope in this shitty world?” Ricardo keeled over in despair, but Lutz continued on, rubbing salt in the wound. He told him all about how he ran into Cera again in the labyrinth and that she had witnessed the flame demon throwing fireballs.


      Ricardo held his head in his hands and groaned. “So that demon learned a new long-range attack, huh? Damn it.”


      “If we believe what Cera said, it’s a good thing that you managed to get your hands on that crossbow. It could play a big part.”


      “I just didn’t want an amateur fighter to have to get up close and personal with the thing. I certainly didn’t expect it to start shooting back at us.”


      “By the way, Kevin cocked that crossbow with a single hand. He didn’t even need the stirrup. It’s going to be raining crossbow bolts.”


      “Why does everyone around us have to defy all logic and reason? Can’t we just fight normally for once?” Ricardo’s head shot back up as if he had picked up on something.


      “Something wrong?”


      “No, I just could have sworn that I heard a voice—rather, a presence nearby.”


      Ricardo stood up, walked over to the window, and looked down into the street. A young girl was propped up against Lutz’s door, mumbling something under her voice.


      “Are you sure that one of those zombies didn’t follow you back from the labyrinth?”


      “Hey, hey, we’re past the season for scary stories.” Lutz looked out the window too. It was a bit hard to tell from the second floor, but Lutz could recognize the girl who was knocking on his door with the vigor of a lethargic slug. “Wait, is that Cera?”


      Lutz generally shooed away visitors with whom he didn’t have any sort of connection, but that girl, whom he had escorted back to the surface just a little while ago, looked terribly weak and desperate.


      “What, what? What could have happened?” Lutz lifted the latch while mumbling to himself and slowly opened the door. When he peeked through the gap, he saw Cera’s face, though it looked much thinner than the last time he saw her.


      As soon as she recognized that Lutz was in front of her, Cera’s zombie-like expression regained just a bit of color. “Lutz?!”


      “Cera, why do you look like that?” It had only been a few days since he last saw her, so why did she suddenly look so frail? It seemed like she hadn’t eaten or slept properly in days.


      “Please help me. Let me...join the demon hunt.”


      What the hell was she talking about? The two of them weren’t party members or even particularly close friends, but Lutz was technically acquainted with her. He didn’t want to turn her away in a time of need.


      “Well, why don’t you come inside for a bit?”


      “Thank you!” Cera perked up, but her voice was so hoarse and crackly that it sounded painful.


      Lutz guided Cera up to the second floor, gave a quick explanation to Ricardo, and brought up some soup.


      At first, Cera thought that she wouldn’t be able to eat, but after she brought the first spoonful of soup to her mouth, her appetite quickly returned. The more she ate, the hungrier she felt, and before long, she was practically inhaling it. After walking for days in the desert, she had finally arrived at her oasis.


      The vegetables had practically melted into the broth, giving it a gentle sweetness. She could feel the much-needed nutrients permeating her body.


      Until then, her body had rejected anything she tried to force into her mouth, so why was she able to eat all of a sudden? She could only think of one reason. Lutz and Ricardo were with her now.


      With the two of them by her side, surely she wouldn’t even have to fear the relentless nightmares that awaited her every time she closed her eyes. Of course, she couldn’t ask them to stay glued to her forever. Would she have to live with that fear in her heart for the rest of her life, then? No, she couldn’t have that. In order to free herself from those ghastly illusions, she would need to settle the matter once and for all.


      Before she knew it, she had reached the bottom of the bowl. It wasn’t enough, not even close. She was shocked by how desperately her body cried out for nourishment.


      Cera heard the subtle sound of something being placed on the table and looked up to see Lutz had put another bowl of soup in front of her.


      “Um, is it really okay if I eat all of this?” It was perhaps a bit late to feel embarrassed, but Cera finally had the energy to recognize how rude she was being, and her face began to flush.


      Lutz nodded with a smile. “Of course. People can’t do anything without eating their fill and getting some good sleep. That goes for craftsmen and adventurers alike.”


      Lutz had already poured the soup for her. It would be more rude not to accept his kindness. After convincing herself, Cera allowed the soup to flow into her stomach.


      It tasted just a bit saltier than before. Perhaps she had regained the capacity to actually savor the taste? No, that wasn’t all. The first bowl had a gentle flavor, but seeing Cera’s grave condition, Lutz must have decided to add more salt to the second bowl.


      Cera soon emptied that bowl as well. She wondered how the flavor might change if she were to ask for a third bowl, but she held herself back. Surely, that would be pushing it. She didn’t want to eat to the point that she would end up falling asleep at the table either.


      “Thank you so much for the food!”


      “Oh, are you finished already?”


      “Yep, I’m all full now!” This was a lie, but Cera did her best to compose herself.


      Lutz could tell that she probably wasn’t being totally honest, but didn’t sound like she had come to his workshop for the sole purpose of bumming a meal, so Lutz didn’t want to push her into eating another bowl either.


      “So, what brings you here today, Cera? Did you mean what you said at the door?” asked Lutz, passing the empty bowl over to Ricardo.


      Cera matched Lutz’s serious expression and said, “Yes, please allow me to join the demon hunt.”


      Are you joking? Those words were about to slip out of Lutz’s mouth, but he firmly closed his lips. It only took one look into Cera’s eyes to understand her conviction. It wouldn’t be wise to dismiss the idea before even hearing her out.


      “Can I ask why?”


      “Of course.”


      Cera was hesitant, not just out of fear, but out of shame and regret. It was painful to talk about, or even just recall, but she would have to confront it if she was going to move forward with her life.


      She dug her fingers into her thighs and looked up at Lutz. Then, as if confessing her sins, she slowly explained everything.


      She told them about how she had been abandoned by her friends, the start of the miserable road she had been walking down. She understood that it was the natural course of action for any adventurer to take, but she just couldn’t suppress the hatred that she felt.


      She told them how she miraculously found a new party only to do the very same thing that her former friends had done to her. She fled from the flame demon, leaving her new party members to die. No matter how many times she replayed it in her head, she came to the same conclusion: it was unavoidable. If she had hesitated for even a moment, she would have been immolated alongside them.


      Even understanding all of that, it didn’t sit right with her. Cera’s heart was being crushed under the pressure of those conflicting feelings. After she returned to her inn, she was assaulted by visions of the flame demon and her party members. Unable to sleep or even eat properly, she had survived only on the little wine that she could get down.


      As Lutz listened, he thought back to the times when he had met her before and filled in the gaps in his understanding, nodding along all the while. “Okay, let’s say that an entire village got washed away by a giant wave.”


      “Huh? Um, okay.”


      “Now let’s say that there was a sole survivor in that disaster who watched their whole family get swept away right before their eyes. Do you believe that person would deserve to be punished? No, if anything, most people would say that it was fortunate for even one person to make it out alive and that they should continue to live on for the sake of those who lost their lives in that disaster too.”


      Cera looked down and thought for a moment before speaking through trembling lips. “Are you trying to say that I’m that survivor?”


      “Yeah. I’m sure that it will take a long time to come to terms with everything that you’ve been through, but there’s no reason for anyone to blame you for this, nor is there any reason to blame yourself.”


      Cera understood what Lutz was trying to say, and she was grateful that he would try to console her. However, could she really be satisfied with that? Could she just sum it all up as a random act of God, like a natural disaster, and continue living on as if nothing had happened? The answer was no.


      “I... I resented my friends for doing the very same thing. I hated them for it. Even if I was no longer able to stay by their side, I shouldn’t have denied all the wonderful memories that we made together. There may be no need to atone for my actions, but I at least need to settle the score, to put an end to all of this. Killing the flame demon won’t bring anyone back—I know that. I won’t even earn the forgiveness of my new party members, but still!” Cera’s vision blurred. Only after the tears dripped from her nose did she realize that she was crying. “Please. I won’t hold you back, I promise. If you ever feel like I am a burden, you can abandon me at any point. You can use me as bait or as a shield. Please. Take me with you.” Cera placed her hands on the table and gave Lutz a deep bow.


      She heard Lutz slide back his chair, stand up, and walk out of the room. Did that mean he was going to reject her plea? Cera drowned in a sea of despair, but she soon heard Lutz return. She looked up, wondering what it all could mean, and was greeted with a comforting smile from Lutz. On the table in front of her was what appeared to be a katana.


      “Cera, you were saying that your sword warped, right? Use this. It’s not been enchanted, but I can guarantee that it’s more than sharp enough.”


      “No, I can’t accept—I mean, I can just whack my sword against a rock or something and bend it back into shape.”


      Lutz leaned forward with a stern look on his face and flicked Cera right on the forehead.


      “Ow!”


      “Don’t say something so stupid in front of a blacksmith. If you do something like that, it’ll snap right in half when you need it most.”


      “But to us poor adventurers, fixing a bent blade like that is just common sense.”


      Lutz looked over at Ricardo as if to ask, Really?


      Ricardo silently nodded back. Everyone understood that it wasn’t the best way of fixing it, but with so little money, there wasn’t really any other choice. There were many things like that in an adventurer’s life, and they would often die because of it.


      “Well, either way. If you are going to fight with us, I want you to be in top form. The last thing I want is to see you die.”


      If she joined them with a half-broken sword, she wouldn’t be of much help. They weren’t looking for someone who was determined to die; they were looking for someone who was going to bite right into that demon’s throat, exhausting every underhanded method if it would lead to their survival. That was the determination that it was going to take. Refusing to accept that katana would be akin to running from her fate. Lutz and Ricardo wouldn’t take her along if she couldn’t agree to at least that much.


      “I will gratefully accept this weapon.” Cera took the katana up respectfully in both hands and gave the two of them a satisfied nod.


      There was no going back now. The katana in her hands felt so heavy. However, she didn’t mind that one bit. Even though she was about to go on what most would consider a suicide mission, the storm inside of her heart had finally given way to brilliant blue skies.


      “So, when do we head out?”


      “Tomorrow.”


      “Tomorrow?!” Cera nearly shouted. Wasn’t that a little too soon? No, it just meant that Cera had begged to join them that late in the game. She didn’t have any right to complain about the timing of it all.


      Cera shook her head, trying to think about it differently. She didn’t need any time to prepare herself. If she were given too much time to mull it over, she might be paralyzed by her fear again. She couldn’t afford to lose momentum.


      It was going to be okay. Cera trusted her luck. She could do it.


      She swallowed down the mucus in the back of her throat, stood up, and placed the katana on her hip. “I understand. Shall I come back here tomorrow at dawn?”


      “You can leave it a little later than that. We’re planning on staying a night in the lumberjacks’ settlement before going into the labyrinth, so there’s no rush. I mean, if we agreed to gather at dawn, I couldn’t imagine Ricardo turning up on time anyway.”


      “Hey, don’t use me as the punch line!”


      Lutz and Ricardo broke out into laughter. The two of them seemed strangely at ease. However, Cera recognized this as the mark of a veteran, and that helped her relax a little too.


      ***


      Cera said goodbye to the two of them and returned to her inn. She used the very last copper to her name in order to rent that room. She didn’t even have any way of procuring breakfast tomorrow, but she was without regret. At that moment, she just wanted to indulge in a nice, long sleep.


      “Right, I’m going to sleep! For real!”


      She was going to get a full night of peaceful slumber to prepare herself for the demon hunt tomorrow. It was the perfect plan.


      She blew out the candles in her room, held the katana close to her, and wrapped herself in the slightly musty sheets. With how tired her body was, she fell asleep the instant she closed her eyes. She slept so soundly that one might think she had joined the dead. However, after a few minutes...


      “Aaaaah!” Cera shot up, screaming at the top of her lungs. Her entire body was soaked in sweat, so much so that she feared she might have wet the bed and checked her crotch for any signs of it. Luckily, it seemed that she was safe that time around.


      Her heart was beating so fast that she thought it might burst. She held her hand to her chest and tried to get her breathing under control. It took quite a bit of time before going back to normal.


      She got her raging emotions under control, looked around the room, and confirmed that she was still in her room at the inn. That was right. She wasn’t in the labyrinth. Next, she felt her neck. There were no signs of her being strangled or burned. It was all a dream. All of it. The only real threat that faced her was the inability to sleep.


      “I swear that I will avenge you all, so just wait a little while longer.” She wiped the sweat off her forehead and pleaded with the vision of her friends, lurking in the darkness.


      To repel the fear in her heart, she drew the katana from its saya. When she gazed into the blade, the face of an angry, regretful, scared, determined, and most of all, sleep-deprived girl stared back at her. How terrible she looked.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 5: A Fiery Grave


      The next day, a happy-go-lucky hero, a slightly tired-looking blacksmith, and a clinically sleep-deprived adventurer gathered outside of Lutz’s workshop. Without even the need to exchange any pleasantries, the three of them set off for the lumberjacks’ settlement.


      They took a shared wagon partway there, and by the time they arrived, it was already sundown.


      “Hey, Lutz! You’re finally here, huh? Who’s the girl, by the way? Is she with us?” The former leader of the settlement, Kevin, greeted them with a booming voice, his eyes trained on the katana on Cera’s hip.


      Cera just silently gave him a little bow.


      “It just kind of happened, you see. She says that she wants to come with us,” Lutz answered with a shrug.


      “What a strange little lady. Tell me, are you suicidal or just a weirdo?”


      “Kevin, you do realize that applies to every one of us, right?”


      “You aren’t wrong there!” Kevin let out a hearty laugh. “So, are we heading out right away, or are we going to stay the night and head out in the morning?”


      “I’m begging you, let us stay the night. Also, it’s not exactly payment for lodging, but I have some jerky from Claudia to give out to everyone.” Lutz handed out a leather bag.


      Kevin had a look inside and whistled in satisfaction. “We really appreciate the thought. Most of the animals have been driven away from here, so we haven’t been able to get much meat for a while now.” Kevin happily invited Lutz and everyone into the settlement.


      Cera was the person most relieved to hear they were going to stay the night. After the flame demon had planted the seed of fear in her heart, she had been unable to sleep alone, so she figured that if Lutz and Ricardo, two strong and reliable men, were around, she might actually be able to get to sleep. Of course, she couldn’t just flat out ask them to sleep with her, so crashing for the night in the settlement was a good excuse to get some rest with the two of them nearby.


      Kevin suddenly came to a stop and pointed at a small building, more akin to a shed than a house.


      Lutz, Ricardo, and even Cera, who kind of wished to be packed together like a bunch of sardines, grew a bit pale when they saw the construction they would be staying the night in.


      “Um, this is a shed, right?” asked Cera, not necessarily trying to be rude but seeking confirmation.


      “Yeah, I get it, but just humor me, okay? This settlement is already cramped enough as it is, I’m afraid. All the more so when you add visitors to the mix.”


      Kevin had a lot on his plate as well, so that was about all he could do for them. To all of the survivors of the flame demon attack, Kevin was the man who irresponsibly gave up his role as leader at the most trying of times.


      After hearing Kevin’s explanation of everything that had happened, Cera got angry on his behalf. “It seems like the flame demon might have evolved somehow. If that’s true, then it won’t just be this settlement that’s in danger, but the whole Shander domain. You shouldn’t be treated as an outcast—people should laud you as a hero.”


      Kevin thought her outburst was a bit naive, but at the same time, it made him incredibly happy. “A hero is the sort of person who can prioritize the safety of the world over the comfort of his own life without hesitation. I’m not the sort of man who has the right to hold other people’s lives in my hands,” he said in a hushed tone.


      Cera didn’t seem convinced, but she didn’t push back either.


      The four of them entered the little shed. They had thought that it might have the random detritus of life scattered about, but it was quite the opposite. There was nothing inside it at all. All of the excess wood they would usually have had all been used up during the reconstruction, and they had sold all of their broken tools off as scrap metal.


      People often said things like “It’s not much, but make yourself at home.” However, Lutz had never seen a place that truly embodied not much.


      They all sat themselves awkwardly on the floor. Kevin left for a minute, came back with some wood, and started a little fire for them. Apparently, he had handed out Claudia’s jerky to all of the villagers and accepted some spare firewood in return.


      Lutz was shocked that the former leader of the settlement would have to go to those lengths in order to have them stay the night. It also made him all the more grateful. He didn’t thank Kevin, nor did he bow his head. Doing that would surely only injure his pride.


      Oh, that’s right.


      Remembering something, Lutz grabbed a bag from Ricardo and handed it over to Kevin. “Here are those crossbow bolts I promised you. How many do you have left out of the ones I gave you last time?”


      “I already used them all up. Recently, I’ve just been practicing by dry firing. Considering the nature of those bolts, I couldn’t just ask a random blacksmith to straighten them out or make more.”


      “I gave you fifty of them, right?”


      “Yeah, only fifty. They lasted all of three days.”


      “Ah.” Lutz looked shocked and exasperated.


      “Is it really that surprising for him to be practicing so much?” asked Ricardo, not sure why Lutz was making a big deal out of it.


      “Ricardo, this guy cocks the crossbow with one hand from a standing position and without even using the stirrup.”


      “Ah... Huh?” It took a good while for Ricardo to understand what Lutz was getting at.


      Kevin seemingly found this amusing as he started posing, showing off his gigantic biceps.


      “Take a good look, Ricardo. This is the kind of body it takes to dual wield.”


      Ricardo inspected Kevin’s build, from his massive size to the muscles so swollen that they looked like they might pop. With a solid build like that, it would probably be possible to use a heavy, two-handed weapon like a katana with a single hand, deflecting enemy attacks with ease. If a man like Kevin were to come at him with two katana, it would likely feel more like fighting a natural disaster than a human being.


      “So that’s what I’m striving for, huh?” Ricardo had a hard time looking at Kevin with the degree of respect that his physical form perhaps earned him. It was just a bit different from what he had imagined.


      As the four of them chatted, they gradually began to settle in. They passed the time with a bit of banter and an aimless stroll around the settlement. When nightfall finally arrived, Kevin brought them some vegetable soup, and everyone gratefully ate it with the bread they had packed for themselves.


      Not a single one of them broached the question of how they should fight the demon. They had already done everything that they could to prepare. Everyone knew in their hearts what had to be done.


      “What’s wrong, little lady? Already feeling sleepy?” asked Kevin after returning from washing up the dishes.


      “Well, early to bed, early to rise. Let’s just let her get some rest,” said Lutz gently.


      Ricardo and Kevin both smiled back with a nod. It might have sounded weird from three men who were about to take her down into the pits of hell, but they all just wanted her to be happy.


      After a little while, Ricardo started yawning, and Lutz lay down on the floor, using his bag as a pillow.


      That was when Kevin spoke up in a stern tone. “Hey, Lutz, are you really not afraid?”


      “I’m terrified. Of course I am.” Lutz rolled onto his side, turning his back to Kevin as if to say that the conversation was over.


      Honestly, Kevin had a million more questions that he wanted to ask, but it didn’t seem like the right time to ask them.


      Okay, I get it. That’s just the kind of guy that Lutz is, huh?


      He wasn’t a bloodthirsty killer. He didn’t have a screw loose in his head. He was terrified of fighting the flame demon, but he knew that someone had to stand up to it, so he decided to come along.


      Kevin quietly bowed his head.


      Lutz picked up on the subtle movement behind him, but he just silently closed his eyes.


      The only thing that could be heard in that dimly lit shed was the crackling of the fire and the gentle breathing of four sleeping warriors.


      ***


      A frigid gust of winter morning air leaked through gaps in the shed, waking Lutz up. He opened the door and stepped outside to find that the sun had yet to rise. It wasn’t the sort of time to be thinking about going back to bed, though.


      He heard the slight rustling of a blanket and turned to see Ricardo stretching his arms.


      “Sorry, did I wake you?”


      “No, I’ve been awake for a little while now. I tried getting back to sleep, but my mind is too busy to let me.” Ricardo rubbed the sand out of his eyes, then furrowed his brow when he looked over at the flickering flames. “Damn, the fire’s almost out. No wonder it feels so cold.” He threw a bit more wood onto the fire to adjust the heat.


      Lutz closed the door and sat next to the fire. “It’s a wonderful thing, isn’t it?” he said while gazing into the dancing flames. “It’s only because of fire that people can stay warm. To cook our food or even forge katana, fire is an absolute necessity. People have lived alongside it for so long. But on the other hand...” Lutz looked around the barren shed before continuing. “This same force, this miracle discovery, caused the people of this settlement so much harm. It is such a dangerous thing. Without it, we would just freeze to death, though. I feel like the entire history of civilization might just be a story of us learning how best to control it.”


      All was silent for a moment. After a while, Lutz felt a bit embarrassed, realizing he had said something that wasn’t really like him. “Sorry, I don’t really know where I was going with that,” he said with a shake of his head.


      “There doesn’t have to be a point to a little chatter.”


      “You might be right about that. Doesn’t it make you a bit uncomfortable not having an answer to it all, though?”


      “That’s exactly the sort of thing I’d expect a clumsy guy like you to say. It’s a miracle that you’re able to keep a happy marriage with an attitude like that.”


      “Claudia isn’t really the type to sit and chat either. If anything, she likes to discuss or debate. Also, if we run out of things to say, then we can always just take things in a more physical direction.”


      “You eternal newlyweds...”


      “That’s a bit of a contradiction, but you’re not exactly wrong.” Lutz laughed while throwing Ricardo another piece of wood.


      Ricardo caught it and tossed it onto the fire. Black smoke rose up to the ceiling and pooled there for a moment before escaping through the small opening in the roof. The two of them watched, mesmerized by the elegant flow of it.


      After some time, Ricardo said, “I’m sure customers would normally be lining up looking for firewood and charcoal about now.”


      Before the flame demon attacked, surely they had vast stores of wood that they had been drying since early fall and charcoal that they had made. Ordinarily, they would sell that all off to fund the settlement over the winter. The lumberjacks had always made their living that way.


      The flame demon reduced all of that to ash. Not only did it burn down their supplies, it took the lives of some of their most skilled workers. In the end, they were left with barely enough firewood and charcoal to keep themselves from freezing. Even if they made it through the winter, people were still left worrying about what they would do next year.


      Lutz was a blacksmith, and Ricardo was an adventurer. They usually weren’t the types to show much interest in the lives of others, but after being dragged into various political crises, they had started to think more about the flow of money in their world.


      Neither of them put it into words, but they could understand why some people claimed that Kevin was being irresponsible for thinking about revenge at a time like that. At the same time, they knew that there were some things that a man just had to do.


      Going off to defeat the demon or staying to fulfill his role as leader. Which was the right course of action? Neither of them was self absorbed enough to claim that they knew the answer.


      “Hopefully killing that demon will give everyone a bit of hope,” said Lutz.


      “Yeah, we’ll just have to believe in that possibility.” Ricardo nodded.


      When it finally started getting a bit brighter, Kevin lifted his giant body off the ground. “Hey, morning.”


      “Good morning. How did you sleep?”


      “I’m not quite sure, to be honest. Either way, I’ll be sleeping well from tomorrow onwards.” Kevin stood up with a stiff-looking smile and went out to go get them some breakfast.


      Cera had gone to sleep first, but she was also the last one to get up. “Goooood morning!” After having her first good night of rest in a long time, Cera was as giddy as could be. She had suspected that she would be able to escape those awful nightmares if she was sleeping beside such strong, reliable men, and it looked like she was right. Either that, or the restless ghosts that had been following her must have figured that such a team might actually be able to avenge them. It wasn’t like she had completely recovered, but her entire body was brimming with motivation.


      Kevin warmed up the leftovers from the night before and brought them in. “Sorry, it isn’t much.”


      “It’s all good. I don’t intend on making this my last meal anyway,” said Lutz, putting on a cool act to put Kevin at ease.


      God, I really like this guy.


      With a hearty laugh, Kevin drank down the warm soup until there was nothing left in the wooden bowl. It was a rather thin soup with only a few bits of vegetables floating around in it, but it tasted especially good that day.


      After seeing that everyone had finished their meals, Kevin stood straight up. “Right, let’s be off.” He said it as casually as he would usually announce that he was going to go take a piss. On the inside, however, he was far from calm. They were about to delve into the dark, putrid depths of the labyrinth. At the bottom of that world of ancient dank, the formidable flame demon who brought the settlement to its knees was waiting.


      Was there any way to guarantee that they would return alive? Of course not.


      Was he not afraid to face his own death? Of course.


      However, that was just fine. It was the same for any journey worth taking.


      Perhaps picking up on how Kevin was feeling, the other three all quietly stood to their feet.


      “Let’s go.”


      “Yeah.”


      “All right.”


      They all spoke so calmly, you would think they were going for a piss with him.


      ***


      When they arrived at the labyrinth entrance, they saw several groups of adventurers who had probably camped there overnight. Even in the winter, even with a terrifying flame demon lurking somewhere down there, they still had to earn a living.


      Risking your life for a couple of coppers, such was the life of an adventurer. Very little could surprise them, and they generally showed very little interest in others. That day, however, their collected gazes gathered on four new challengers.


      A blacksmith, a hero, a lumberjack, and an adventurer. It wasn’t like the onlookers could tell their professions from a single glance, but they looked so obviously out of place.


      “Something is going down tonight,” whispered one of the adventurers.


      “Something? Like what?”


      “I don’t know, something. I can’t explain it any other way.”


      The adventurers just gave each other an understanding nod. They could all feel it in their bones. Something was going to happen, but not a soul could tell what. They watched the four of them with hopeful yet anxious stares.


      Lutz, Ricardo, Kevin, and Cera stood tall and proud as they walked straight into the labyrinth.


      ***


      Four sets of footsteps pounded against the cobblestones. The light of four flickering lanterns repelled the darkness. Four living souls willfully plunged themselves into the pits of hell, surrounded by the stench of death. Without hesitation, those avengers walked on.


      Their forces weren’t so strong as to guarantee them victory. Today would be the very first time they fought alongside each other, but one would think they had worked together for years.


      The hero, Ricardo, was in as good form as ever.


      The young Cera seemed to have regained her confidence now that she held a new weapon in her hands, showing how reliable a fighter she could be.


      Being a blacksmith by trade, Lutz couldn’t say that he had completely gotten used to the labyrinth, but after surviving so many life-and-death encounters, he had little difficulty taking on the monsters that stood in their way.


      For several decades, Kevin had committed himself to the life of a lumberjack, so he found it terribly difficult to navigate the dark labyrinth at first, but when a canine-type monster came charging at him, he grabbed the hatchet on his waist and crushed its skull with a single, monstrous swing.


      “It’s almost a shame that we will only be a party for a single day.” Those few words from Ricardo were an expression of his utmost praise and a show of trust.


      Cera and Kevin both nodded in agreement.


      They strolled through the first two floors like an actual walk in the park, talking and laughing all the way. Or perhaps they simply still had the energy to act in that way. As they moved deeper down, the air itself felt heavier somehow, and they exchanged far fewer words.


      When they reached the fourth floor, Cera suddenly let out a little “Ah,” as if the wind had been knocked out of her.


      Before them was a crumbling stone wall.


      “Look at this. This is where that fireball hit.”


      The heat and power of the attack must have been tremendous. Cera remembered how her two party members were instantly consumed by the flames and felt like she might throw up. She quickly placed her hand to her mouth to hold it back and peered around the corner. To her relief, the bodies were no longer there. Perhaps they had been eaten by one of the many monsters lurking in that labyrinth. It was a bit sad, but that was the way things were down there. It was eat or be eaten.


      The only proof of their existence that remained was the scorch marks on the cobblestone. There they had lived, and there they had died.


      “I’ve come back,” said Cera to the scorched stone. She held tight to the saya on her hip and made them a promise. She would get revenge.


      Someone came up from behind and patted her on the shoulder. She turned around to see Lutz, a warm but serious expression on his face.


      That was right. Cera wouldn’t be fighting that demon alone. She forced a smile and allowed the tension to melt from her shoulders.


      Lutz walked forward, making sure not to step on the scorch marks on the ground. Ricardo and Kevin also picked up on the nature of their interaction and followed Lutz’s example as they proceeded forward.


      There was no real reason to do so. Stepping on the corpses of others was an adventurer’s way of life. At the same time, Cera was grateful for the gesture.


      As they came to the middle of the fifth floor, the entire atmosphere suddenly changed. They emerged into a space so vast and open that they had to crane their necks backward to see the ceiling. It was also the home of a certain heathen shrine that sent chills down their spines just looking at it.


      Kevin and Cera looked around, intrigued by the strange cavern. Meanwhile, Lutz and Ricardo gritted their teeth. They couldn’t help but get a bad feeling about it all.


      “This is probably the place.”


      “Yeah, I’d say so.”


      That bastard was surely hiding nearby.


      They had previously fought a woman who had been controlled by a cursed pot in that very shrine. It seemed to attract evil to it somehow. Perhaps it had some strange power that pulled all the wrongs of the world toward it.


      Ricardo and Lutz both silently drew their katana. Sensing their cautious disposition, Kevin and Cera followed suit and scanned their surroundings.


      The altar in front of them started to glow. No, it wasn’t the altar that was glowing. Wrapped in spiraling flames, the demon stood from its crouched position. Assaulted by heat and fear, Lutz and Ricardo felt beads of sweat pouring down their faces.


      “Well, shit,” said Ricardo, as if spitting out the words.


      The eye that he had worked so hard to crush had completely healed. Furthermore, the demon was significantly larger than before. Not just its right arm but its left arm had grown unusually muscular.


      It seemed that it must have absorbed the dark miasma of the dungeon and used it to evolve. It was always their worst predictions that came true. The one thing they were certain of was that they couldn’t run and allow that monster to live. If it were to emerge back onto the surface, there was no telling how many people would fall victim to it.


      The demon’s right arm burned even brighter.


      Seeing this, Kevin shouldered the crossbow and took aim. “You showed up without invitation and burned my settlement to the ground. You won’t complain if we do the same to you, right?!” He released an enraged howl along with a vengeful bolt.


      The steel crossbow bolt pierced through the thick miasma of the labyrinth, but the demon blocked it with its left arm. Though it let out a groan and its face twisted in pain, the demon’s boiling blood soon melted the bolt.


      The demon brought up its right arm and threw a fireball at them. The fireball warped the very air as it flew at them with the speed of a cannonball.


      They didn’t even have the time to yell out any warnings. The four of them all desperately—disgracefully—ran.


      The fireball hit a wall, and a moment later, exploded into a maelstrom of heat. The entire shrine shook, sending small rocks falling down from the ceiling.


      Cera clenched her jaw. It was all too much. It seemed even stronger than the last time she had seen it. She had managed to dive out of the way of the explosion and was now trying to get back on her feet, but her legs were shaking so badly that she could barely move them.


      Am I...afraid? I suppose that much should be obvious. The important thing is to feel that fear and still stand my ground!


      If she ran now, she wouldn’t be able to face her fallen comrades in the next life. More than anything, she couldn’t forgive herself. Cera looked up at the flame demon, determination and resentment in her eyes. Then she placed her hand on the ground and somehow picked herself back up.


      Even though their formation had crumbled, the flame demon didn’t take the opportunity to attack again. Instead, it just created another fireball and held it in its right hand. It seemed that it wanted to fight safely and surely from a distance.


      “Fine by me! I’ll kill you forty-nine more times if that’s what it takes!” Kevin quickly readied his crossbow.


      However, this time around, the demon was faster. Perhaps it had realized that Kevin was the only one of them with a crossbow, as it focused its attack on him alone, releasing the fireball at a blinding speed.


      Should he fire or dodge out of the way? Kevin made his decision in a split second, throwing his body to the side. The fireball flew past his face, barely a foot away from hitting him. Kevin’s bolt stuck into the ceiling for a moment, then unceremoniously fell back down.


      Lutz stepped forward. He couldn’t allow things to go the demon’s way any longer. As soon as the demon threw the fireball, he drew Kyokasuigetsu and charged at it. It would take a little time before the demon could create another fireball. Probably. Lutz had no way of knowing for sure, but he steeled himself and rushed the demon, taking a leap of faith.


      Lutz brought down his sturdy, grand blade, swinging it with enough momentum to cut through a bear as though it were butter.


      The demon met the blade with its bizarre right arm. A sharp sound reverberated through the cavern, almost like metal clashing against metal. Blood sprayed in every direction, so hot it burned the cobblestone.


      Lutz had successfully cut into the demon, but it was far too shallow. It seemed that the right arm it was so proud of had gotten an upgrade as well.


      Lutz jumped back to gain some distance.


      The demon went to step forward, but before it could, a crossbow bolt struck into its left shoulder. Recoiling from the impact, it allowed its prey to escape. The demon’s face twisted again, but not in anguish. Rather, it seemed annoyed.


      Seeing this, Ricardo laughed through his nose. “Hmph, this thing’s surprisingly expressive, huh?”


      “I wonder if it’ll start crying next,” joked Kevin while loading his next bolt. Unfortunately, he missed the opportunity to fire it as another fireball soon came hurtling his way. He managed to dodge it, but being so close to death was starting to wear on him mentally. He couldn’t keep dodging those attacks forever. Eventually, one of them would surely hit its mark. That fear had been thoroughly carved into Kevin’s heart. He might have worn an indomitable smile, but his hands were as cold as ice. His heart rate faster than ever before, blood pumped through Kevin’s body at a ferocious speed.


      They were trading blows, turn by turn. The demon raised its arms and let out a powerful howl. “Oooooooooh!” The air trembled from the sound alone.


      “What’s with the yelling? Got a problem?!” Ricardo seemed to be bantering as usual, but that was just his attempt at shaking off the awful feeling he had in his gut. Something was coming.


      Unfortunately, Ricardo’s instincts were right on the money. That was just the kind of day they were having.


      They sensed something moving behind them. No, not just one thing, but many. Unable to completely take their eyes off the demon, they quickly glanced behind them. That was all it took to drown in despair.


      “Shit.”


      There had been too many opportunities to curse their fates as of late. What approached from behind them was what every adventurer knew they might one day become. It was a horde of zombies. Perhaps they resented the living, or maybe they just wanted to welcome more friends to the world of the dead. Either way, they had terrible timing.


      Cera looked as though she were about to throw up, but instead of spitting up her breakfast, she shouted out words of courage. “Leave all of these up to me! Everyone else, just focus on the demon!” With a battle cry, Cera gripped the tsuka of her nameless blade and charged at the horde.


      It had only been a few days since a zombie had nearly crushed her windpipe, and those memories assaulted her once more, making it difficult to breathe. Still, Cera did not stop her advance.


      Don’t think about how horrifying it is, smile! There is something that even I can do!


      Cera brought her katana down with great force. Unlike last time, her weapon didn’t bend under the pressure. It ripped right through the rotten flesh, spraying blood into the air. She kicked the wounded zombie to the side and moved on to the next.


      Having a quality weapon in your hands sure helps you feel motivated. I’d feel even better if I wasn’t surrounded by walking corpses, though.


      Cera tried to let out a whistle to show how impressed she was. However, nothing but a pitiful puff of air leaked from her dry lips.


      She swung her katana to the side, tearing through a zombie’s stomach. She was going to get addicted to the feeling of using such a sharp blade.


      The zombies weren’t exactly nimble fighters, but they were strong and fast. Their usual attack pattern of grabbing at their enemy and sinking in their teeth was both simple and effective.


      Cera cut through the horde with impressive form, but she was slowly being pushed backward. The problem was that she had yet to realize it.


      A rotten hand went to grab Cera’s arm from the side.


      Damn, it’s going to get me!


      If one of the zombies managed to pull her to the ground, it would all be over. They would eat her alive. That worst-case scenario played on repeat in her mind.


      “Eat shit!”


      To Cera’s surprise, the zombie was launched backward by a forceful kick. She turned to see a brilliantly shining blade, and holding it was the hero, Ricardo.


      She was incredibly relieved that she had been saved, but there was something else that concerned her. “Ricardo, what about the demon?!”


      “Lutz and the old guy are handling it. I hate to admit it, but unless they do something about those flames, there’s not a lot that I can help with.”


      “But—”


      “You want to go help them? In that case, we’ve got to cut all these zombies to ribbons first!”


      They just kept coming, emerging from the darkness. Regardless of this, there didn’t seem to be any doubt in Ricardo’s voice.


      You could say that it was unreasonable, ill-advised, or just plain crazy, but Cera couldn’t help but believe that Ricardo could make it possible. Perhaps she was being too optimistic, but that was fine by her. It was far better than sitting there and crying while the zombies tore her apart.


      “Understood! Let’s do this!”


      “That’s more like it. I’ll be counting on you, partner!”


      Ricardo and Cera faced their backs to each other and readied their katana. They couldn’t see each other’s faces, but they both knew that the other surely wore a grin.
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      How long would they have to fight? Was there any end to the zombie horde? They didn’t know, but they had no choice but to fight, anyway.


      They simply cut down any zombie that approached them, slicing through the horde one by one. It was said that most katana started to dull after cutting through five or six people, but Lutz’s katana were different. It almost felt as though they grew sharper with every enemy slain.


      Cera swung her katana like a violent storm, squeezing out every last bit of energy she had, but suddenly she froze. “Dudley?”


      The zombie that was so desperately reaching out to her looked similar to her fallen comrade, the man who had once held feelings for her, the man who had abandoned her. After that incident, he had surely been overcome with regret. Whether Cera could forgive him was a different question altogether, but she shouldn’t have directed all of that hate at him. She should have tried to understand his position a little better.


      “No, you’re not him!” Instead of reaching out her hand, Cera swung her katana, lopping off the zombie’s arms.


      The flame demon killed Dudley and scorched his corpse. He wouldn’t be prowling around that floor as a zombie. It was just an illusion born out of her own doubt.


      Letting out a groan, she took a closer look at the fallen zombie. The only thing that made it look even close to Dudley was the leather armor that it wore.


      “I’m not going to run! I won’t give up! I am going to fulfill my duty!” Cera fixed her grip and yelled out those words as if to drive them into her own heart.


      If they let any zombies past them, Lutz and Kevin would be put at a disadvantage. That was the one thing she couldn’t let happen, even if the battle ahead of her was going to be an endless journey through hell itself.


      ***


      Lutz dug his feet into the cobbles, trying to control his breathing while he examined the tip of his katana. It hadn’t melted; in fact it had a resplendent gleam to it that would make one think it had just been sharpened. Looking over at the demon’s right arm, it seemed to Lutz that the fire around the wound was weaker than it had been before.


      All right.


      Lutz experienced a moment of quiet relief. He could fight the demon on an equal footing.


      “Kevin, how are you holding up? Aren’t you scared?”


      Knowing that attacking the demon up close would only lead to their weapons being melted, Ricardo and Cera had broken off to deal with the zombie horde. As Lutz’s katana was specially forged for that purpose and Kevin wielded a crossbow, it was up to them to take the demon down. It was the obvious way of splitting things up, but Lutz felt a little bad pushing such a dangerous role onto someone who wasn’t familiar with the labyrinth and wasn’t even an adventurer.


      However, Kevin wore a confident smile, not voicing a single complaint. “Compared to my wife, this is nothing.”


      His peculiar sense of humor aside, it was incredible that he could just joke around. If he had lived as an adventurer, he would have surely made quite a name for himself.


      Lutz figured there was no point in asking anything else. Kevin had already made up his mind. Lutz gave him a little nod and adjusted his grip on his katana. There was no longer any need for words.


      Kevin deftly pulled a bolt out of his hip pouch, loaded it into the crossbow, and aimed it at the demon. “You giant idiot.”


      In the dark of that strange shrine, the demon’s flames lit it up like a huge target. Honestly, Kevin was grateful.


      With a whip of the bowstring, the bolt hurtled through the air. At the very same time, Lutz sprinted toward the demon.


      The demon again blocked the bolt with its left arm, then released a fireball with its right. Its burning arms moved blindingly fast in that dimly lit space. It was both mesmerizing and grotesque.


      The fireball hadn’t been directed toward Kevin this time, but Lutz. Taking a hit from a crossbow bolt was certainly bound to be agonizing—just not fatal. The utmost threat to it at that moment was Lutz’s unusual katana. The demon must have understood on an instinctual level that it should take him out first.


      The fireball came speeding toward him. Should he dodge it? No, he wouldn’t make it in time. Lutz held his blade in the way of its flight path. With a roar and a single, decisive slash, Kyokasuigetsu’s blade cut straight through the fire and caused it to dissipate.


      What? There was no way. Looking into the demon’s cloudy eyes, Lutz could tell exactly what it was thinking. The demon had thrown that fireball with perfect accuracy and timing. By all logic, there should have been a scorched corpse on the ground before it, but Lutz was still standing there, the tip of his katana pointing straight back at the demon as the fire seemed to be absorbed by it.


      “I like that face you’re making.” Lutz readied his katana once more, a dark smile spreading from cheek to cheek.


      The demon had been born with tremendous strength, brutalizing all who stood in its way from a position of absolute safety, but no longer. For Lutz, someone who had been born with nothing, there were few sights more enjoyable than that.


      Lutz lifted his katana above his head and leapt forward. The demon swung around its giant right arm to block the attack.


      After gaining the psychological advantage, Lutz’s mind was completely clear. He slid one foot back and turned his body to evade the demon’s mighty right hook. With the arm left defenseless after missing its target, Lutz carved deep into it with Kyokasuigetsu’s blade, not into the muscular forearm, but right at the wrist.


      “Ah, ghah, ghaaaaaaaah!” The demon screamed, a sound like a thousand curses rising from the pits of hell, and a river of saliva drooled from its mouth.


      Then came the sound of raw meat plopping onto the ground. It was the demon’s right hand, the right hand that had killed all of the powerless insects that stood against it, crushed them, burned them to death. That very hand had been severed by some strange man.


      Was it not protected by the impenetrable cloak of flames around it? How could something like that happen? It didn’t understand. It couldn’t forgive such a thing.


      Lutz pulled back his katana to go for the kill.


      Overwhelmed by despair, would the demon politely offer its head? No, it would show them why it was worthy of being called a demon. From the pain, hatred, and shock of having its hand cut off, the demon awakened to a greater power. It swung its stub of an arm, spreading its blood everywhere.


      This is bad.


      Lutz held up both of his arms to protect his head. “Ghaaaaah!” This time around, it was Lutz who screamed. The blood burned through his sleeves and scalded his skin. It felt as though a powerful acid had showered down on him.


      The demon followed up with its left arm. Lutz barely managed to get out of the way, but he was left helpless on the ground. Then came its right arm again. Even in its fistless form, the demon swung it with fervor. The stub crashed into Lutz’s side. Even in the demon’s weakened state, the impact was fierce enough to send Lutz flying several feet back.


      If its fist were still attached, it likely would have crushed his organs. Lutz groaned, trying to block out the pain and fear. Even while drifting dangerously close to unconsciousness, Lutz made sure to keep a firm grip on Kyokasuigetsu. The moment he let go of it would surely be the moment he died.


      The demon’s anger refused to subside. It wouldn’t be satisfied until it ripped the sacrifice before it piece by piece and consumed him. Just when the demon stepped forward, however, it suddenly flung its head to the side. A crossbow bolt had successfully stuck into its neck.


      “All right!” Kevin yelled out reflexively, inspired by the decisiveness of the strike.


      However, the flame demon still did not fall. It melted the bolt with its intense heat and shot a hateful glare at Kevin.


      “Oh, come on! Can’t you just humor me and die?” Kevin was a bit disappointed, but he didn’t hesitate to draw the next bolt.


      He hadn’t managed to kill it, but all was not lost. While he was drawing the demon’s attention, Lutz was able to catch his breath. Every time he inhaled, a sharp pain ran through his side. His ribs probably weren’t fully broken, though he wouldn’t have been surprised if there were a few slight fractures.


      The demon didn’t move from its spot, but its whole body started to wriggle in a bizarre manner. It breathed in so hard that it was almost creating a vacuum around itself, taking all of the thick miasma into its body. Suddenly, its stomach ruptured, and a new arm sprouted from its abdomen. Countless ears grew on its left arm. Just the skeleton of a foot burgeoned from its shoulder.


      “What the hell is all that?”


      Lutz and Kevin stood in shock, unable to take their eyes off of the demon’s mutilated form. Slowly shifting into the very embodiment of bloodlust and destruction, the demon began to lose all control.


      The desire to destroy, kill, and incinerate was the only thing left in the demon’s mind.


      “Kill... I will kill...all of you!” the demon’s cry issued from its trio of horrible mouths. One on its face, one along its side, and one situated on its right shoulder, all projecting sheer hate.


      If a rookie adventurer were faced with such a sight, it would probably give them a heart attack. Lutz, though, even sweating bullets from the pain, showed the demon a smile. The demon was clearly at its limit.


      “What a coincidence—I was thinking the same thing!” Lutz held firm to his beloved katana and corrected his stance. As he straightened his spine, all the fear and pain melted. In front of him was the opponent he was to cut down. That was all he needed to think about.


      The demon no longer even appeared humanoid. It looked like an amalgamation of all the most vile creatures from the myths of man: a dark god, a malevolent deity. The terror that Lutz was experiencing wasn’t just from its warped visage. It projected a tangible despair that shook the very soul. It was a being that a man of flesh and blood should never stand against.


      However, after seeing one particular part of the fiery beast, Lutz was able to regain his courage and composure. Even in its new, ever-mutating form, it had yet to grow back its right hand. It had simply used the flames to cauterize the wound. For a seemingly immortal monster, that was some shoddy treatment.


      If I slice this bastard in half, I can kill it. Fine by me. If that’s how it is...


      After finishing the enchantment on Kyokasuigetsu, Gerhard had told Lutz that under the right conditions, it could even kill God. Surely he was partly joking when he said that, but at that moment, those words reassured Lutz to no end.


      Even if it can’t kill God, it should be plenty for this failure of an evil deity.


      The demon dropped its hips closer to the ground, and in the next moment, it sprinted so fast that it eroded the cobblestone as it advanced, like a hellish chariot carving through a wasteland.


      Even a grazing blow would mean certain death. Lutz desperately evaded the attack, and the demon struck straight into a large column. The beautifully engraved column crumbled from the impact, sending a tremor throughout the entire shrine.


      Rubble fell on top of the demon, pinning it down like an entombed king. Before the dust could even settle, Lutz came at it from the side and brought down his katana, but a new arm suddenly sprouted from the demon’s shoulder, deflecting the strike.


      Hey, no fair! That arm wasn’t there a moment ago!


      Lutz wouldn’t waste his breath voicing any of the complaints which bubbled up inside him. He gritted his teeth and gained some distance from the demon.


      The arm that had blocked the katana looked broken and mangled, but the demon didn’t seem to pay it any mind. The only thing it cared about was its original arms, and it wasn’t going to let the worm that cut off one of its precious hands go.


      It ripped off the broken arm with the other one that had sprouted from its abdomen and threw it at Lutz.


      Lutz cut straight through it but was again hit by the scalding shower of blood, burning his arms and legs. It was as though a thousand needles had pierced through his skin, reviving the overwhelming pain in his side.


      “Heh. Heh heh.” Lutz cracked. The pain and fatigue that ravaged his whole body, along with the hair-raising dance with death, sent endorphins pumping through his veins.


      The demon gazed at Lutz’s unsettling smile with vexation. It had agonized him, carved fear into his heart, but that man still stood before it. Just what was he?


      It couldn’t be. There was no way that the flame demon could be afraid of a mere human. Whether out of anger or distress, the demon roared as it swung its left arm down on Lutz. However, as Lutz was now, there was no way such a straightforward attack would land. He saw through it completely.


      Lutz dodged to the side as though he could perfectly predict the path of the demon’s rapid punch, then cut deep into the defenseless arm with his katana. He felt some resistance at the tip of the blade, but it soon gave way as Kyokasuigetsu cut straight through the elbow, severing the arm in half.


      “Guh, ghaaaaaaaah!” Writhing in pain, the demon reached out to Lutz with the arm coming out of its abdomen, but Lutz split that arm directly down the middle.


      By trying to make some use of its mangled arm, the demon sprayed boiling blood from the wound, and Lutz could see every single drop of that blood as it danced through the air. He slipped past the demon, untouched by the scarlet rain, and lopped off the leg growing out of the demon’s side as he went.


      One attack followed after another, a crazed flurry of flashes shining out in the darkness. Lutz’s platinum blade moved at blinding speeds, carving into the demon’s body cut by cut.


      “Ha ha! What in the world is that guy doing?!” Kevin watched in exasperation and awe as Lutz planted his feet into the ground and continued to recklessly slice into the demon in a frenzy. Wanting to help out in any way that he could, he unleashed the crossbow bolts at an even greater pace.


      The metal bolts struck the demon one after another. Since Lutz had begun his maniacal close-up fight with the demon, Kevin had fired a couple dozen of them, and it was then that he realized something. The bolts were no longer melting. The entire shrine room was starting to look dimmer as well.


      “Lutz, that bastard’s fire is getting weaker!”


      Lutz didn’t have the capacity to answer—of course he didn’t. However, it looked like he might have given him a little nod in response. Even if it was a trick of the light, Kevin was fine with that. If they could just hold out a little longer, they would be able to avenge his fallen comrades.


      Suddenly, Kevin heard an unfamiliar sound ring out. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it sounded like something had snapped.


      It was his crossbow. He had fired the bolts at a rate that far exceeded the ordinary, drawing back the string with a single hand each time. It was never meant to be used like that, and it had finally given out under that strain. Kevin almost fell back onto his ass in shock, but he somehow caught himself in time.


      Almost at the same moment, Lutz’s movements grew sluggish, and he fell down to his knees. He had no shortage of fighting spirit, but his body was having trouble keeping up with it.


      The demon didn’t know exactly what was happening to its enemy, but it understood that the tide of battle had turned in its favor. It was soaked in blood, countless bolts still sticking into its skin. The raging flames that once adorned it had fizzled down to a humble smolder. Regardless, the flame demon was the last one standing.


      I’ve won!


      The flame demon grinned and primed its right stump to crush Lutz’s skull.


      Unfortunately for you, we’ve bought plenty of time.


      Lutz’s lips curled up into a smirk. He was equally assured of their victory.


      A sole figure emerged from behind. It was the hero, Ricardo, gripping Oka tightly in his hands.


      The demon was surprised, but it soon changed its target to Ricardo. It availed him nothing, as he kicked off the incoming arm and jumped up to the demon’s eye-level. No human should have been able to move in such a way, but it was impossible to deny the reality of what had happened. The fearsome memory of their last fight played in the demon’s mind. That man had impaled its left eye, driving it down into that labyrinth to lick its wounds. Right then and there, that horrible experience was about to repeat itself.


      “Hey, you forgot something,” said Ricardo, the world around him in monochrome.


      Last time, he had lost—been looked down on by that creature. There were few things that Ricardo regretted more. He couldn’t hold back any longer. He had ventured all the way down into the putrid labyrinth for the sake of that single strike.


      The tip of Oka’s blade pierced through the demon’s eyeball and drilled all the way into its brain.


      “Gyaaaaaah!” The demon’s shriek could be felt in every corner of the shrine.


      Ricardo quickly pulled Oka out of the demon and landed on his feet.


      The demon froze with its mouth half open, looking like its soul was slipping out of its body.


      Ever so slowly, as if time itself had come to a crawl, the demon fell onto its back with a thunderous crash. There, its body began to writhe and twitch. None of them were too sure about the demon’s biology, but it seemed pretty clear that its life was coming to an end.


      “Ricardo, what happened to the zombies?!” asked Lutz, his face so devoid of vigor that it looked like he had just crawled out of hell.


      “Don’t worry, they’re all nicely piled up with their legs cut off.” Ricardo pointed over to a mound of a couple dozen squirming zombies.


      It seemed like they lacked the mental capability to understand that they couldn’t stand without feet, but they kept trying regardless, swinging their arms around as if they were sprinting toward their prey.


      Cera finished off the lively dead one by one as they tried to advance in vain, then ran over to join everyone else. Just happy to see that all four of them had made it out alive, they gave each other a relieved nod.


      “Here.” As if casually handing over a cigarette, Lutz passed Kyokasuigetsu over to Kevin.


      Kevin took some time to understand the intent behind that gesture, but Lutz glanced over to the flame demon, and it finally clicked. “Are you really okay with me delivering the final blow?”


      “Yeah. I think out of anyone here, you have the right to do so.”


      “You don’t want the honor?”


      “Can’t say that I have much interest. I just wanted to give it a good beating, so I’m perfectly satisfied.”


      Kevin looked over at Ricardo, but he just shrugged as if to say, Eh, I guess it’s fine. It seemed that he was happy leaving it up to Lutz.


      Ricardo had driven Oka straight through its eye and into its brain. That was enough for him.


      “I always thought that adventurers hated it when someone took their prey.”


      “Well, I’m technically just a blacksmith. If anything, it’s my job to let others use my katana.”


      “I suppose you’re right.”


      Honestly, Kevin was grateful for the opportunity to exact his revenge. He had sacrificed everything to stand there beside them, and he felt as though they were all reassuring him that he had made the right choice.


      Kevin gripped Kyokasuigetsu’s tsuka and drew the blade. He had never used a katana in his life, but for some reason it felt so comfortable in his hands. Perhaps that was the true mark of a great katana.


      Kevin approached the demon, proudly displaying the glistening blade. The demon looked back with a pitiful expression, shaking its head in terror.


      Was it trying to say that it didn’t want to die? After all it had done?


      “It’s the same for everyone.” Kevin’s voice was so calm and gentle that it surprised even himself. He brought down the katana, and it sliced through the demon’s neck without the slightest resistance, sending its head rolling onto the ground.


      The flame demon had seemed all but immortal with its cloak of fire, insane regenerative abilities, and its strange muscular form with flesh as hard as steel. In its final moments, it was so very pathetic.


      All of the color slowly drained from the demon’s body, and it became as solid as stone. Then it crumbled like sand, dying in the same way that giant zombie had back when Lutz first met Cera.


      All four of them were mesmerized. Not the allure of the alien or unexpected. In fact, it was almost like they knew how things would go down.


      Reduced to a mountain of sandy ash, the only other thing remaining, in place of the demon’s heart, was a beautiful, rosy, ruby red jewel.


      “There really does seem to be some kind of curse at play here, huh?” Furrowing his brow, Lutz pulled the jewel out of the ashes.


      Of course, they had been fairly certain that there was a curse involved after seeing that Tsubaki’s power didn’t affect it. Only a theory, now backed by solid evidence.


      “Are you all okay with leaving this up to me?” asked Lutz. “I’ll make sure that everyone gets their fair share.”


      “That’s fine by me.” Ricardo nodded as if to say that it was only obvious.


      They had talked about the possibility of a cursed object being involved and what to do with it. Lutz would hand it over to Claudia, and she would sell it off to Gerhard or whomever. It was their best option.


      Ricardo wasn’t a very strong negotiator and hated having to haggle over anything. It just sounded like a pain in the ass. Being able to get paid without actually having to do any of the dirty work himself was a wonderful thing indeed.


      “I’ve got no problem with selling it, but do you mind if we show it to everyone in the settlement first?” asked Kevin hesitantly.


      Lutz gave him a deep nod. If they showed the jewel to all of the villagers, they would surely be able to sleep just a little more soundly. Kevin had given up the title of leader, but he hadn’t given up the spirit of one. He still worried about them all and cared about them from the bottom of his heart. Those feelings hadn’t changed or weakened.


      Cera wasn’t even listening to what Lutz and everyone were talking about. A torrent of emotions raged in her belly as tears dripped from her cheeks. She fell to her knees, put her face to the ground, and sobbed. “I did it, you guys. I avenged you. I’m sorry for coming to resent you. I’m sorry for running. It must have been so horrible, so painful. But it’s okay—it’s all over now!”


      The young woman’s wail reverberated throughout the heathen shrine. Finally, she was able to give them all a real apology, able to grieve. The three men silently and warmly watched over her until her tears finally stopped.


      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to show you guys something so pathetic.”


      “Nothing pathetic about it. It’s just proof that you dedicated everything to this fight.”


      Grateful for Lutz’s kind words, Cera nodded, wiped away her tears, and rose proudly to her feet.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 6: Noblesse Oblige


      They had gone into the labyrinth fairly early that morning, but the moon shone brightly above their heads when they finally emerged.


      “There’s something special about the moon in winter. I feel like I can see it so much clearer,” said Cera.


      It wasn’t normally the sort of phrase you would expect to hear out of someone covered in blood, but no one was insensitive enough to point out the incongruity. They had slain a formidable enemy and made it back out alive. It was only natural to feel a bit sentimental.


      They all took a deep breath of fresh winter air, trying to replace as much of the lingering, rancid air from the labyrinth as they could. It nearly froze their lungs, but such pain was pleasant compared to their trials.


      After chatting for a while, they decided to stay in the lumberjacks’ settlement for the night before heading back to the city. Lutz wanted nothing more than to bury his face into his beloved wife’s bountiful breasts, or perhaps her ass, and enjoy a peaceful slumber, but his fatigued body refused to carry him that far. His shaking legs had gone on strike, and Lutz had no choice but to give in to their demands.


      If he were to try to make his way back to the city, he might even end up passing out right in the middle of the road. Having all of his clothing stolen by bandits and freezing to death would be a pretty pathetic end for a hero on his way back from slaying a flame demon.


      When they got close to the settlement, they spotted the light of a torch approaching them. Holding that torch was a man, probably around thirty years old, and upon closer inspection, his eyes and nose bore a striking resemblance to Kevin’s.


      “Dad, you’re safe!” said the man, a mixture of anger and relief in his voice. It seemed that he had been awaiting the return of his reckless, courageous father that whole time.


      However, as Kevin had all the emotional intelligence of a log, he didn’t quite pick up on his son’s worried expression. “What’s wrong, Bario? Isn’t it past your bedtime?”


      “God, your sense of humor is as awful as ever.” Kevin’s son, Bario, the man onto whom he had pushed the responsibility of leader, shook his head as if to say that he regretted worrying about him in the first place. “Anyway, I’m glad to see that you’ve come back to your senses and given up on that stupid idea to get revenge.”


      “Huh? Don’t go talking out your ass, now. Once a man has decided to do something, there are only two options left to him: do it or die trying.” Kevin glanced over to Lutz.


      Lutz pulled a brilliant red object out of his rucksack, similar to a crystal ball.


      “Ta-da! Look, look at this! After we killed that flame demon, this thing popped out like an egg.”


      Bario looked at his father as though he were speaking an entirely different language. He was one of the few that had survived the fight with that demon and had lived with the fear that battle instilled inside of him. He found it hard to believe that anything could kill such a horrifying being.


      “Wait, wait just a second, Dad. Do you have any proof of that jewel actually coming from the flame demon?!”


      “I’m not sure what to say to that. It’s not like the demon wrote its name on it or something.” Kevin pouted. He had gone through the trouble of bringing it back to show everyone, but his son still didn’t believe him. He took the jewel from Lutz and examined it from every angle, looking for something that could connect it to the flame demon, but he couldn’t find anything.


      Wanting to help Kevin out, Lutz stepped forward, grabbed the jewel from him, and held it up to the torchlight. It was as red as flowing blood and as beautiful as a dancing flame.


      Bario was at a loss for words, his eyes pinned to the gorgeous jewel.


      “This tantalizing beauty should be all the proof you need.”


      It was a rather convincing argument. The demon was so huge and terrifying that it wouldn’t be surprising for such a magical object to be at its core. It would be hard to believe that they readied such an incredible jewel for the sole purpose of deceiving him.


      “Did you really defeat it? Like, really?” asked Bario, his voice trembling.


      “Come on, that’s what I’ve been telling you!” Kevin grumbled back.


      “I’ll go let everyone know! You guys stay in the plaza!” Bario ran off without even waiting for them to answer.


      “Um, we’d really rather just get some rest for the—Damn, he’s already gone. Sorry about that stupid son of mine.” Kevin gave them an apologetic bow.


      The other three nodded back with gentle smiles.


      ***


      They all waited in the little plaza at the center of the settlement. It was the very place that Lutz had always come to sharpen their tools. Now, it filled him with a welling of nostalgia.


      The villagers gathered around Bario as he held the jewel up to the flame of a torch and yelled out to the crowd at the top of his lungs. It seemed that he had yet to even calm his own racing mind, so the explanation was a bit all over the place, but he managed to at least communicate that the flame demon had been slain.


      They had thought that the crowd might erupt in cheers and start a grand celebration, but the only thing that could be heard was sobbing.


      “Ah.” Kevin watched them from a distance, reflecting on his grave misunderstanding. Every one of them had lost someone precious to them, be they a father, son, or brother. In an act of unpredictable violence, the demon stole those young lives away. After hearing that the demon was dead, the first feeling to dwell inside of them wasn’t joy, but the hope that their loved ones might now rest in peace, a solemn prayer.


      Revenge wasn’t something to be celebrated. It wasn’t something cool or grandiose. It was just something to help those who remained move on, much like a funeral or a eulogy.


      Kevin hadn’t fully grasped that. There was a part of him that had allowed it to get to his head. He was again reminded that he had no right to call himself their leader. Even if others would overlook it, he would not.


      “Let’s go.” Kevin turned his back to the crowd and headed back to the shed.


      The four of them could surely split up and stay the night in some of the other villagers’ houses, but they wanted to give people some time to grieve as a family. No, even if it weren’t for that, they felt like resting in the company of their comrades.


      “Dad!” Bario called out from behind.


      Kevin turned around to see that his son had run up to them and was catching his breath, torch still in hand.


      “Um, I just—how should I say it? Thank you.”


      “I just did it for my own selfish reasons. There’s nothing to thank me for.”


      Bario slowly shook his head. “Things probably won’t change overnight, but you’ve given everyone the ability to move one step forward. Anyway, I just wanted to say how grateful I am.”


      “Thanks, son. That means a lot.” Kevin had always thought of Bario as a child, but in truth, he had already grown into a wonderful man, capable of understanding the hearts of others. He had come there to thank him on behalf of his people. Seeing his son become such a strong leader filled him with pride, but that pride was tempered by a touch of loneliness.


      “And with that, I can finally be done with this acting leader bullshit.”


      “What do you mean, acting? You aren’t acting anything; you’re the rightful leader of this settlement. My job is done.”


      “Oh, come on.”


      “No matter how you look at it, I’ve abandoned this settlement once. You’re the one who has been looking after everyone in my stead. Hold your head high and keep supporting our people. I know you can do it.”


      “But what are you planning on doing from now on, Dad?” asked Bario, obviously worried.


      Kevin thought for a moment, but a mischievous smile soon formed on his face. “Hmmm. Maybe I’ll become an adventurer.”


      “At your age?! You’re already in your fifties!”


      “It’s never too late to try something new. As long as this heart is still beating, anyway.”


      “I understand what you’re getting at, but why an adventurer of all things? Just how much are you looking to make us worry, you irresponsible shitbag father?!”


      “Ha ha ha! Even if I’m a shitbag, I’ll always be your dad!”


      The other three weren’t sure if they were having a family quarrel or just a bit of banter. Either way, it looked like it was going to take some time, so they headed back to the shed first.


      “They seem pretty close,” said Lutz.


      Ricardo and Cera smiled back with a nod.


      With the sounds of Kevin and Bario’s bickering still echoing behind them, they finally felt like it was all over.


      ***


      Lutz returned home a little past noon on the following day. As he opened the door and stepped inside, Claudia ran straight over, giving him a silent, emotionless stare.


      “H-Hey, dear. I’m hom—”


      Without even waiting for Lutz to finish his words, she nestled her cheek into his chest and squeezed him so hard he thought he might break. Still, she didn’t say a word. However, it was enough to let Lutz know how much he had made her worry.


      “I’ve just got back from the labyrinth, so I’m still a bit...stinky? I don’t want it to rub off on you.”


      “You were fighting in that putrid pit for so long, though.” After letting out a deep, deep sigh, Claudia continued. “I know it’s too late for me to ask why it had to be you to go down there. If you weren’t the sort of person to do this kind of thing, you would have never saved me, and we would have never fallen in love. But still... Still...” She looked up at him with her shimmering eyes.


      Lutz knew it wasn’t the time, but he couldn’t help but find her so very beautiful.


      “Just don’t think that I can sit here and wait for your return without a care in the world, okay?”


      “I’m sorry. I can promise you that no matter what happens, I’ll always find my way home to you.”


      “I was kind of hoping that you’d promise never to do something so dangerous ever again.” Claudia shook her head and pulled herself away. “Just to let you know, I’m not mad. I just felt like being a little selfish.”


      “At least when we’re alone like this, I am yours, body and soul. You can say anything that you want to me.”


      “Oh, is that so? I like that. In that case, I’ll be scrubbing you top to bottom for the next couple of hours, so you better get ready.” Claudia grabbed Lutz by the hand and dragged him over to the back of the workshop.


      The little water tub they used was all ready and waiting for him. Giving Lutz an enchanting smile, Claudia went over to the kitchen to boil some water. It seemed that she had bought some new soap too.


      “I hope you’ve prepared yourself. I’m going to clean every inch of you, from behind your ears to your butthole,” she said with a scary giggle.


      For two hours in the bathtub, then a whole day in the bedroom, Lutz was turned into Claudia’s plaything.


      ***


      A few days later, Lutz had fully healed up and regained his strength, so the two of them decided to pay Gerhard a visit. They needed to let him know how the fight with the flame demon went, but they mainly just wanted to sell him the jewel.


      “You know, I would have preferred to keep you locked up here for another month or so, but oh well.”


      Lutz put on a smile and nodded, unsure how much of Claudia’s menacing statement was a joke and how much of it was serious.


      “Oh, hey, Lutz, you came at a good time!” The Count’s advisor and personal enchanter, the old man Gerhard, greeted them at the castle gate. A little after, Djoser joined them too.


      Gerhard had already heard what happened with the flame demon from Ricardo, but he was also interested in hearing Lutz’s report on how Kyokasuigetsu performed in battle.


      Lutz did his best to recount the events, and Gerhard and Djoser listened intently while nodding along. Every so often, they would ask a couple of questions before letting him continue.


      It was an entirely pleasant conversation, but Claudia stared back at Lutz emotionlessly. Her husband had accomplished a heroic feat, there was no doubt. Still, she had a hard time deriving any pride from that.


      Soon, the topic changed from the demon to the strange jewel that they had taken from its body, and Lutz shot Claudia a quick glance. She nodded, then pulled a giant red jewel out of her bag and placed it on the table.


      “Whoa!”


      Gerhard’s and Djoser’s eyes were glued to the fantastic jewel.


      “What an incredible thing. It seems rather similar to the Iris of the Overlord.”


      “Perhaps it had also originally come from some kind of giant monster. Either way, wow. It’s wonderful.” Djoser never had that strong of an interest in precious metals or stones, but as he had been continuing his training as an enchanter, he couldn’t help but wonder what amazing enchantments he could perform with that jewel. Even from the perspective of a novice enchanter, it was abundantly clear that it was of the highest quality.


      “All right, Lutz, I’ll gladly take this off of your hands. I imagine two hundred gold coins should suffice, yes?”


      “Five hundred,” said Claudia, breaking her silence. “That’s our price.”


      Gerhard, Djoser, and even Lutz, for some reason, looked at her in utter shock.


      After a moment, Gerhard composed himself and scoffed as if to tell her to quit joking around. “Claudia. I will concede that this jewel is of the finest quality, but there is a limit to how much capital I can—”


      “And I’m sure that five hundred is well within your limits.” Claudia’s words were cold and sharp. It felt less like a negotiation and more like she was challenging him to a duel, anger seeping into her voice. “This entire mess is the result of a dangerous miscalculation made by you and the Count.”


      “What?”


      The very air between them felt thick with tension. The looming sense of hostility was so strong that Lutz subconsciously prepared to grab his katana. Surely Gerhard would never do anything to physically harm her, but Lutz readied himself to move at any moment. Looking over at Djoser, it seemed like he was doing the very same. Lutz would do anything to defend his wife, as Djoser would his master.
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      Claudia continued, the uneasy atmosphere of the room refusing to give way. “First, you sent Ricardo to fight the demon, then you used the city’s adventurers to track the demon’s movements in the labyrinth. Finally, you aided Lutz by enchanting Kyokasuigetsu. I have that right, yes?” Claudia continued to stare daggers at Gerhard. “However, even faced with a demon that evolved to be so powerful that it could put the entire Shander domain in peril, there was no further assistance from you or the Count. Wouldn’t it be fair to say that somewhere deep down, you all had distanced yourselves from the matter, knowing that Lutz and Ricardo would probably sort it out somehow?”


      “How dare you make such a shameless claim!” Djoser stood up so quickly that he knocked his chair back onto the floor. A mere merchant—and a woman, no less—had willfully made an offensive remark to the Count’s trusted advisor. Even if she was an acquaintance of sorts, it wasn’t something that Djoser could easily forgive.


      However, Gerhard held up his hand to stop him. “Relax, Djoser.”


      “But, Master—”


      Gerhard quietly shook his head. If his master was telling him to back down, he had no choice but to obey. Making no effort to hide his disgruntled expression, he picked his chair up and sat back down.


      “So, let me get this straight, you’re saying that I didn’t do anything to help this time around, so the least I can do is fork over some money, is that right?”


      “If I were to put it frankly, yes.” Claudia answered directly and without reservation.


      Lutz made a habit of sticking his nose in places it didn’t necessarily belong, and it wasn’t like Claudia wholeheartedly supported that behavior, but she took pride in the fact that her husband was the sort of man to lend a hand to those in need. It was one of the many things she loved about him. The one thing that she couldn’t stand was the thought that those in power would take advantage of his kindness, feeling lucky that they had a helpful fool to do their dirty work and belittling his contributions. She wasn’t going to be satisfied until they at least took the bare minimum amount of responsibility for it all.


      While the lower-ranking nobles in Count Shander’s circle might have been thinking something along those lines, Claudia knew that Gerhard would never think of Lutz in such a reductive way. Still, the reality was that Lutz had been put in unnecessary danger. She couldn’t contain her anger any longer.


      “And if I said that I couldn’t pay that amount, what would you do?”


      “Oh, nothing.”


      “Hmmm?”


      “If you can’t afford it, we’ll just take our business elsewhere. I’d imagine that Marquis Eldenburger, perhaps even His Royal Majesty, would be interested. You know, I might just give it as an offering to Princess Listill.” Of course, Claudia’s words implied this would be more than a single transaction. It was a promise to align themselves with someone outside the Shander domain, should Gerhard prove uncooperative.


      She had made an effort to develop powerful connections precisely for times such as that. If they received unfair treatment under one lord, she was fully prepared to move on to another. This was one of the many ways she had tried to ensure their safety.


      “Are you trying to threaten me?”


      “I’m not trying. I am threatening you. Consider it a courtesy, as if it weren’t for our friendship with you, Gerhard, we would have left without saying a thing.” As always, Claudia refused to mince words.


      If Lutz were to go elsewhere, the Shander domain would no longer be able to produce the high-quality katana they used to forge connections. They would also be losing a reliable fighter who had saved them on several occasions. The rest of the blacksmiths had gotten to the point where they could forge a katana able to withstand three runes, but they were far from being able to replicate Lutz’s sublime work. If another power were to poach Lutz, the Shander domain would no longer be able to call themselves a producer of fine weapons. Gerhard didn’t even want to think about what could happen if they resettled in the federation.


      Gerhard took a moment to mull everything over. During that time, everyone was completely silent.


      Eventually, Gerhard let out a huge sigh, leaned his body back into the chair, and raised up both arms in unconditional surrender. “All right, you win. I’ll talk to the Count and make sure you get your money.”


      “Thank you very much. It’s always a pleasure.” Claudia gave such a bright, graceful, and entrancing bow that it made her frosty demeanor until then feel like a strange dream.


      “However, Claudia, there really is a hard limit on the kind of money that we can move at the moment. Three hundred gold. You’re going to have to be satisfied with that.”


      “Hmmm...”


      “Come on now, don’t pretend to think it over. You knew that we didn’t have that much to give from the very start, I’m sure.”


      “Yeah, I just don’t know if that’s going to work for us.”


      Contrary to their harsh words, the two of them were now grinning from ear to ear. It all made Lutz and Djoser wonder what the hell had happened to the bloodlust they had felt hanging in the air mere moments ago, leaving them frozen in place with their mouths gaping.


      “I will accept full responsibility for getting you that money. On the off chance that the Count refuses to provide it to you, I’ll pay out of my own pocket. Do we have a deal?”


      Claudia nodded deeply. After dropping the act and quelling her anger, what was left was a sincere and beautiful smile.


      Even after Claudia and everyone had left Gerhard’s workshop, Djoser was still glaring at the door.


      “What’s wrong, Djoser? Are you dissatisfied?” Gerhard asked, not sternly, but slightly teasing.


      “I just can’t believe we’re letting a commoner, a woman get away with accosting you like you like that.”


      “She is the wife of the Count’s personal blacksmith, a man who holds equal status to a knight. I’m not sure that you could really call her a commoner.”


      “Yes, but that is only a temporary title. It isn’t like he can pass it on to the next generation.”


      “And by that logic, I would be a commoner as well.”


      “Master, you hold the vital role of advisor to the Count. It would hardly be appropriate to treat you in the same manner.”


      “It’s all the same, the very same thing. Don’t try to redefine nobility to suit your own interests.”


      Djoser grumbled to himself in thought. He was clearly far from convinced.


      Gerhard watched his apprentice with a knowing smile. Djoser was a stubborn one. His strict adherence to customs and rules could at times be a hindrance, but it was also part of what made him the man that Gerhard knew him to be.


      “What’s so special about the nobility, anyway? If you follow any of their precious family trees back far enough, they all come from pirates or bandits for the most part.”


      “Master, please refrain from saying that in the presence of anyone else.”


      “I know, I know. Even I have some common sense, you know?”


      Gerhard laughed it off, but Djoser’s doubtful gaze remained. He trusted many aspects of his master, but his common sense wasn’t one of them.


      “Nobles are trusted with protecting their people and guiding them down the path of the righteous. Therefore, they are deserving of the respect that their station affords them.”


      “That certainly is a noble cause. However, this time, we failed to do so,” said Gerhard with a subdued smile.


      The job of a noble was certainly something that required a great deal of specialized education from a young age, but it wasn’t to be seen as sacred. It was simply one of many roles that made the world go around.


      “So, Djoser, what have you been doing all week?”


      “I’ve been doing the same as usual, walking my rounds and sorting out paperwork. I’ve also been practicing my enchanting, of course. Is there any need to ask?”


      “So, you didn’t do a single thing to help take care of the flame demon. And I’m no better, mind you.”


      “But none of us were aware that the demon had evolved, so—”


      “Yes, precisely. That is exactly the kind of thinking that Claudia pointed out as being irresponsible and apathetic.” Gerhard’s chair let out a loud creak as he adjusted his position. “From the perspective of a politician, it doesn’t make much sense to get involved with personal matters such as revenge, and it could be said that Lutz and the others acted entirely of their own accord. However, it is also true that we should have moved more proactively, making sure to take the worst-case scenario into account. After hearing that the flame demon had retreated into the labyrinth and the Count called off the subjugation, we all treated the matter as settled.”


      Gerhard had tried to convince himself that he was aiding them by lending them the crossbow and enchanting Lutz’s new katana, but in truth, the Shander house should have been leading the offensive, not just extending a helping hand.


      “When you heard that people of a neighboring domain were suffering after an orc attack, you rode straight over there to help them. That’s the kind of man you are, Djoser. You are a proud knight, and you do your best to fulfil the responsibilities that the role carries.”


      “I’m grateful for your confidence.”


      “I’m sure that if the demon never crawled back into the labyrinth and continued its rampage on the surface, you would be one of the first to go fight it. What you lack is neither loyalty nor courage—it’s foresight.”


      They didn’t do anything. Those words finally sank into Djoser’s mind and rested heavily on his shoulders.


      “We took the wrong path this time. Now that we have accepted that, it would be juvenile to follow it up with excuses. We’ll just have to keep this mistake in mind when we make decisions in the future. Right, then...” Gerhard slapped his still limber knees and stood up. “I’m going to try to convince the Count to supply those funds. And I’ll make sure to slip in a bit of resentment as I do.”


      “Do you really think he will agree to such a large sum?” Knowing that the Shander domain’s finances were in dire straits as it was, Djoser couldn’t help but worry.


      “Oh, I’ll make sure of it. If I don’t do at least that much, I’ll be proving myself to be as useless as Claudia suggested.” With a wave of his hand, Gerhard walked out of the room.


      Left alone in the strange silence, Djoser entered a daze, staring at his hand. “I really didn’t do anything, huh?”


      He had kept the flame demon’s existence in the back of his mind, but nothing more. He should have at least sent out some knights to keep tabs on the demon’s movements, but the Knights Order was such a collection of imbeciles that he refrained from doing so. It would have been of little help either way.


      Writing it off as pointless was easy, but would the people of the domain accept an excuse like that? Would he? Djoser took hold of his faithful partner, Knight Killer, which had been leaning against the wall, then drew it. Staring deeply into the blade, he asked, “Just what does it mean to be a true knight?”


      The man who was staring back in the blade’s reflection seemed rather pathetic indeed, nowhere near his ideal.


      “Master!” Djoser quickly stood from his seat and shouted out to Gerhard from behind.


      He wasn’t sure if there was anything in his power to do, but he at least wanted to be present for the discussions with the Count. He would ask the Count to supply those funds on his behalf as well.


      When I went to fight the orc horde, I allowed my instincts to carry me forward. What am I hesitating for now? I must become a knight of action.


      Djoser caught up to Gerhard and asked if he could accompany him in the audience with the Count.


      Gerhard nodded. “Sure.” His response was brief, and he didn’t bother questioning Djoser’s sudden change of heart. It was as if he had known that Djoser would ask to join him from the very beginning.


      ***


      One week later, Djoser arrived at Lutz’s workshop with a bag full of gold coins.


      Claudia greeted him at the door and inspected the contents of the bag with a surprised expression. “I know it’s a bit strange coming from the person who asked for it, but I can’t believe you actually managed to gather the full amount.”


      “It took three arduous hours, but this is the fruit of my master’s labor.”


      “After listening to Gerhard talk for that long, I suppose even the Count had to give in.” Claudia shot Djoser a little grin.


      Djoser found himself laughing along, but his serious demeanor soon returned. “I don’t want you to think that the Count is especially stingy. There’s only a limited amount of money that he can draw on to govern this domain. In order to prioritize one initiative, he often has to neglect another. Not making the flame demon a greater priority was certainly a miscalculation, but we are also at fault for not keeping track of how the situation had evolved, so it isn’t the Count’s responsibility alone.”


      “I understand—or at least, I’m trying to be more understanding of that.” There was still much that didn’t sit right with Claudia, but she understood that the nobility had their own problems and limitations. It was also true that Lutz and Ricardo never fully reported the situation to Gerhard or insisted that they provide reinforcements. Giving up after they were rejected that aid once was a clear mistake on their part. At the very least, Claudia couldn’t say that the blame rested entirely with the Count.


      “It may be presumptuous of me to speak on behalf of my lord, but the fact that he doesn’t jump to easy fixes like increasing taxes when the domain is tight on money is an admirable thing.”


      “That much is true. Increasing taxes by a single copper can lead to the deaths of thousands, and it’s important for a ruler to recognize that.” It wasn’t like Claudia was without complaints, but Gerhard, Djoser, and the Count were all fairly understanding people. Claudia wasn’t going to press the issue any further.


      “Thank you all for everything that you did, and I’m sorry that we didn’t do more.” With that, Djoser left the bag of coins and promptly went on his way.


      Claudia counted up the coins and scratched the back of her head. “Well, I guess it isn’t such a bad little town.”


      ***


      A few days later, Lutz went to the city gates to see off some friends. Kevin and Cera were going to be leaving town.


      “Are you really set on leaving? No matter what?”


      “Yeah, I feel like I’ve already done everything that I can here. Staying any longer would just cause more pain.” Cera gave him a somber smile. In that city, she had experienced abandonment, resentment, and the guilt of putting others through the same thing. She wasn’t sure if her friends would ever forgive her, but she knew that she had fought hard to avenge them. “More importantly, Lutz, are you really sure that it’s okay for me to accept all this?” she asked, looking back and forth between the leather pouch in her hand and the katana on her hip.


      Lutz gave her a little nod. “If you hadn’t held off the zombie horde back then, we wouldn’t have been able to focus on the demon. I’m very grateful that you came along. It’s only natural to split the pot evenly.”


      “I kind of feel like I just forced my way in without thinking about how it might impose on everyone, though.”


      “That’s exactly what I did too.” Lutz laughed with a shrug.


      Showing any more reluctance would only have them going around in the same conversational loop. It also meant a lot to have a reliable weapon and some money in her pocket now that she was starting a new life full of uncertainty. Cera silently bowed to Lutz and put the leather pouch in her bag.


      “So, I hear that you’re planning to remain an adventurer when you get to the Österreich domain, right?” asked Lutz, checking to see that she hadn’t changed her mind.


      With her portion of the reward, fifty gold coins, she could easily start a new life doing anything she wanted. There was no need for her to continue doing such a dangerous job.


      As an aside, the money was split evenly between the four of them, fifty each, and the remaining hundred gold went to the lumberjacks’ settlement.


      Cera knew what Lutz was trying to say. Precisely because she understood the sentiment behind his question, she quietly shook her head and said, “I don’t know how to live any other way. As time goes on, I might change my mind, but I feel like keeping with it for a bit longer, anyway.”


      “That’s...admirable.”


      It seemed like she had already made up her mind. It would only be rude to try to talk her out of it. Surely there were still many hardships that awaited her, but that was the path that she had chosen. Lutz had plenty of things that he wanted to say; he swallowed every word. There was only one thing that he needed to say.


      “If you ever find yourself in trouble over there, seek out a man by the name of the Masked Samurai. He’s an adventurer in the Österreich domain.”


      Cera held tightly to Lutz’s hand and looked down at the ground. In all honesty, she didn’t want to leave. If possible, she wanted to continue to go on adventures with all of them, but there were some wishes that couldn’t be granted. Lutz was a blacksmith, and she was an adventurer. She couldn’t put on him any more than she already had. Eventually, she would have to stand on her own two feet.


      She brushed a tear away with the tip of her finger and smiled at Lutz. She knew that she was just forcing herself to smile through the pain, but that was fine. She wanted Lutz to remember that smile instead of all the tears she had shown him until then.


      “Well, then.” Lutz looked over at Kevin, his tone rather different from when he had been speaking with Cera. “I hear that you’re planning on becoming an adventurer too.” Lutz’s voice was almost accusatory.


      “Yep, can’t go back to the settlement after all this, anyway.” Kevin laughed with his whole chest, his shoulders bobbing up and down.


      “What about your son who you left to lead the settlement in your stead—Bario, was it? It seemed to me like he wanted you to stay. No, not just Bario. There’s surely no one left in that settlement who wouldn’t welcome your return.”


      “That might be true, but I just can’t.” Kevin’s face turned deadly serious. “I can’t allow everybody to start wondering who was right, the one who prioritized revenge over returning to daily life, or the one who stayed behind to protect them. The settlement needs to be built back up with Bario at the center of it. If I overstay my welcome, it’ll just cause problems for him down the road.”


      Was that really how it had to be? It seemed like the only one who was that concerned about it was Kevin himself. Lutz didn’t pretend to know what was the right way of going about it either, but if that was the conclusion that Kevin had reached, then there was nothing more to discuss.


      Instead of offering another word on the subject, Lutz reached out his right hand. Kevin offered his massive hand as well, and they exchanged a terribly unbalanced handshake.


      “So don’t you have any parting gifts or words of advice for me?”


      “I’ll grace you with a smile. How about that?”


      “I can’t help but feel like you treat the little lady a fair bit better.”


      “Why would you expect me to treat a grown-ass man the way I would a young woman?”


      “Yeah, good point.” Kevin let out another hearty laugh. Then he quickly turned around on his heels and walked off, waving his hand as he went.


      It could be the last time Lutz would ever see him. It was also entirely possible that he would show up on his doorstep after a couple of days. He didn’t know, and that was just fine. The life of a man was filled with such chance encounters and tentative goodbyes.


      “Okay, Lutz, I’m off.”


      “All right, you take care of yourself. If you ever need your katana sharpened, want a new katana made, or just want to chat, you’re always welcome to drop by.”


      Cera gave him a little nod, then ran off as to not give herself anymore time to change her mind. When she had first met Lutz, her heart was filled with despair, hatred, and regret. Those feelings had yet to fully clear, but thanks to Lutz, just a drop of courage and love dwelled alongside them. Holding tight to those bright emotions, Cera kept running. All of the fear and shame had left from her eyes, and they now fixed themselves straight forward to the horizon.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 7: The Devil Collects His Due


      In the enchanter’s workshop inside the Count’s castle, Gerhards’s sole apprentice, Djoser, sat before the ritual stand with a serious expression plastered on his face. On that ritual stand was a brand-new katana, and several jewels were positioned geometrically around it.


      Djoser poured in the mercury that would act as a catalyst for the mana. Then he made some fine adjustments to the amount of mercury with a lever and fiddled with the position of the jewels.


      When he finally began the enchantment, one of the jewels shattered, letting out a sound like breaking glass. Djoser inspected the rune he had engraved and saw that it was giving off a subtle glow.


      If he were careless and poured in too much mana, the katana wouldn’t be able to handle it, and cracks would form in the blade. However, if he held back out of fear, the katana would just turn out as a slightly shinier, normal blade.


      It was work that took intense focus. At times, it could even be difficult to know when it was appropriate to breathe. It was almost like working deep, deep down in the ocean.


      After some time, all of the jewels had crumbled into sand, and an ethereal glow dwelled within the second and third runes. He had completed a three-rune enchantment.


      Sweat streamed down his entire body. Before he could even experience the joy of his accomplishment, he was hit with the relief of it finally being over.


      He heard the sound of applause from behind. Turning around, he was met with the warm smile of his master.


      “You did a wonderful job. Congratulations.”


      After hearing it from his master, Djoser finally allowed himself to accept that he had really succeeded. He was so happy that he had decided to study under that great man.


      “If you can get to the point where you can perform a three-rune enchantment without fail, then you will be a full-fledged enchanter. You shouldn’t have to worry about putting food on the table, anyway.”


      “Without fail, huh?” Djoser put on a self-deprecating smile. The intense focus and anxiety had left him exhausted beyond belief. It honestly felt like a miracle that he was able to pull it off even once. To do that over and over without any room for failure seemed nearly impossible.


      “It’s all a numbers game. Once you get used to it, it won’t be a problem.” Gerhard had once been at that very milestone in his enchanting journey, so he knew how it felt. He reached out from the side, took the katana up in his hands, and gave it a few careful swings in the cramped workshop. “A katana with a three-rune sharpness enchantment, huh? Quite nice. Depending on where you sell it, I would expect it to go for twenty to thirty gold coins.”


      “This katana isn’t one of Lutz’s works, right?” Djoser had slowly developed an eye for fine weapons. Even without checking the engraving on the nakago, Djoser could tell that much immediately. It wasn’t a bad katana. While it was a bit difficult to describe, it just didn’t project the same sense of danger that made the hairs on his arms stand up straight.


      “One of the blacksmiths from the guild forged this one. It’ll still take some time before they can start up mass production, but they’re finally getting to the point where they can forge blades worthy of drawing some attention to our domain.”


      “Well, that is some much-needed good news.”


      They were talking about something that could potentially bring prosperity to the Shander domain, but Djoser still appeared somewhat anxious. Picking up on this, Gerhard asked him if there was anything bothering him, but Djoser strongly shook his head.


      “It’s completely unrelated, but I still can’t get over how I allowed myself to sit here and do nothing while others were off fighting that flame demon.” Djoser explained that his feelings of guilt and powerlessness had only been growing in the past few days.


      Gerhard gave him an understanding smile. “I get it. A mistake is a mistake, but it was also unavoidable to some degree. The Count had called off the official subjugation, and you had several other matters that you had to attend to as well. If Lutz had reported that the flame demon had likely evolved, things could have been very different.”


      “There is certainly some truth to that, but—”


      “My advice is to understand that we were lacking in foresight and apply that lesson in the future. It’s important to reflect on your mistakes, but that can all too easily turn to needless regret. What is it that is troubling you, really?”


      “I just keep thinking about how my inaction in this case makes me no better than the other useless knights, and that realization fills me with relentless self-loathing.”


      “Ah, so you’re comparing yourself to those mongrels, huh?” Gerhard struggled to find any words of consolation.


      The Knights Order of the Shander domain was primarily composed of the second- or third-born sons of lower-ranking noble houses. Unable to become heir to their houses and with little hope for the future, they rarely engaged with their work in any meaningful manner.


      They were a prideful collection of dolts, blaming the world or their parents for not recognizing their potential. They were talentless, useless, pieces of dog shit, elites in name alone who learned nothing from their parents other than how to accept a bribe. You could throw every imaginable insult at them and still not berate them sufficiently.


      Even if someone joined the Order with every intention of becoming an honorable knight, those around them would continue to slack off, not even pretending to do any actual work. What’s worse, they would actively target those knights who tried to live up to the ideal. Eventually, they would be drained of the ambition and morals that they once held on to, and succumb to the moral rot of the rest. The entire organization was a lost cause.


      The Order was clearly a plague on society, but if they were to try to do anything about it, there would be a great deal of pushback from lower-ranking houses, so they had no choice but to leave it as it was.


      Comparing himself to those vermin shook Djoser to the core, making him question his very identity.


      “Wait, wait, Djoser. No matter how you look at it, that’s a huge overstatement. You have always fulfilled your duty as a high-ranking knight. You defeated the leader of the bandits who kidnapped Princess Listill, and you even charged into the Österreich domain to help fight off an orc horde. A single mistake doesn’t take away from the great deeds that you have accomplished.”


      “It’s exactly as you say, Master. I understand, but it’s hard for me to fully accept any of it in my heart,” said Djoser quietly, a pained expression on his face.


      Djoser thought about everything far too seriously. That serious nature of his was now leading him astray. Through living to his old age, Gerhard had found a balance between strict morality and playfulness, and he wanted nothing more than to impart that knowledge on his dear apprentice and cheer him up.


      “Djoser, I can assure you that this domain of ours is heading in a positive direction.”


      “Do you really think so?”


      “If we can get the katana industry up and running and our tax revenue increases, the Count is thinking about instating a second Knights Order and placing it under your authority. The success of our domain is resting on your broad shoulders, so I can’t have you dragging along this regret for any longer.”


      “My word, I had no idea that His Grace thought of me so highly.”


      Gerhard was about to admit that it was basically a process of elimination, but stopped himself. While it was the truth, it wasn’t the right time to say it.


      The fact that the Count wouldn’t be able to dissolve the first Knights Order after the creation of a new one spoke lengths about the instability in his current position. He held the highest political authority in his domain, but he wasn’t an autocrat. He couldn’t turn a blind eye to the demands of the lower-ranking nobles.


      “But even if we start selling more katana, will that really lead to such a sharp increase in tax revenue?”


      “No, that won’t be enough on its own.”


      “Oh...right.” Djoser puckered at Gerhard’s sudden admission.


      “Don’t look at me like that, now. I’m perfectly sane. Our katana will just be the shiny lure that attracts more people. The most important thing is to increase the traffic in and out of our domain.”


      Traveling merchants would fill their inns and purchase their food. They might even patronize the bars and brothels. Even if they were coming mainly to acquire katana, they would be stimulating several sectors of the local economy. The Count was betting on that kind of cross-pollination.


      “If the population increases, so too will crime. You will play an essential role in the future development of the Shander domain.”


      Djoser nodded his head, trying to take it all in, but he was seemingly only half convinced. Recognizing this, Gerhard refrained from explaining the more minor details of the plan. For the time being, all he needed to know was that if all went accordingly, the domain would prosper. Part of him also felt like explaining it in any more detail would be a pain in the ass.


      “By the way, Djoser, if you don’t have anything that urgently needs attending to, would you mind inspecting the main road into the city?”


      “Inspect it, you say?”


      “There’s nothing that I’m looking for in particular, but as we are expecting more merchants to follow down that road, it would be good to make sure it isn’t too narrow or in disrepair. We should also make sure that there aren’t any major issues in the villages along the main road and that there aren’t any bandits lying in wait. That’s the kind of thing I want you to look out for.”


      “In other words, it’s a part of the Count’s plan to further develop our domain, yes?”


      “That’s right. We can’t invite so many guests into our company if the roads leading here are falling apart. At the same time, if we were to send out the other knights to inspect it, they would just take a nap in the sun and come back, saying all was well. It’s a simple task, but it needs to be performed by someone we can trust.”


      Djoser gave him a strong nod. “Leave it to me. I will start my preparations immediately.” Before he had even finished speaking, he was sprinting out of the room.


      The door closed behind him with a bang, sending dust flying into the air of the workshop.


      Left there alone, Gerhard let out an exhausted sigh. “I’ve got to say, he’s certainly as energetic as ever.”


      To tell the truth, inspecting the roads wasn’t even of that much importance. Gerhard had just given him the job to give him a bit of a change of pace and hopefully clear up some of his worries.


      When faced with such dilemmas, there were many who could just say, “Oh well,” and shrug them off, but Djoser wasn’t one of them. The only way he was going to move past his mistake was to work hard enough to make up for it. Gerhard also figured that it wouldn’t hurt him to move around and get some fresh air. After careful consideration, he decided to give him that job.


      However, wise as Gerhard was, he was not God. He had no way of knowing what would lie on the road ahead for his dear apprentice. This was the Shander domain, the home of devils’ bargains and endless conflict.


      ***


      Djoser got on his trusted steed and rode down the main road out of the city. He breathed in the cold winter air through his nose and filled his lungs. The brisk air was comforting somehow.


      I really am more suited to this kind of work, rather than just sitting in my office and taking care of paperwork.


      It had been quite some time since he had ridden such a long distance alone. He stayed in cheap lodging and ate rather humble food, but Djoser found himself enjoying his little journey. It took him a couple of days after leaving the city walls to realize that his master probably gave him that job for the express purpose of lifting his spirits.


      Just when he was thinking about what souvenirs he should bring back for his master, wife, and children, the wind carried a concerning scent to his nostrils: the stench of blood.


      He quickly observed his surroundings. In front of him was a little path through the forest, but the visibility was less than ideal. The scent was coming from that direction.


      He slowly let out the air that had been warmed up inside his body and drew Knight Killer from his hip. Then he urged his horse forward, moving carefully at a walking pace to be prepared for anything.


      Suddenly, a figure jumped out from the brush. He was an elderly man, short in stature and covered from head to toe in mud. The man took one look at Djoser and his shoulders began to tremble. Then, with terror in his eyes, he looked over his shoulder. He must have decided that Djoser was more trustworthy than whoever was chasing him and desperately called out to him. “Please help me! We were attacked by bandits!”


      Djoser could sense the bloodlust of two men in pursuit. He dismounted and stood in front of the old man. It would have been nice to get some more details beforehand, but there was no time. It was entirely possible that the man was actually the leader of some criminal syndicate and his pursuers were actually in the right. All he could do was trust his gut.


      Djoser heard hurried footsteps approaching, and two men with blades drawn eventually came into view. Their skin was oily and their entire bodies were covered in filth. It wasn’t the kind of filth that one could acquire in a single day either. More than anything, Djoser didn’t like the looks on their faces. They wore cruel grins while waving around the weapons, the mark of men who took pleasure in tormenting their fellow man. He knew that look well, as it was the very same face worn by all of the knights who surpassed uselessness and actually became a drain on society. Djoser clicked his tongue at the thought.


      Seeing Djoser suddenly standing in their way, the bandits stopped around ten feet away from them. “Who the hell are you?”


      “I am Djoser, a high-ranking knight of the Shander domain.”


      “Heh, heh. Did ya hear that? This guy’s a knight.”


      The bandits both pointed at him and laughed. It seemed that the Knights Order was such a public disgrace that even bandits laughed at the mention of it.


      “Go on, then. Run. You don’t want to die, right? I’ll be going for the kill.”


      The bandits continued to laugh as they waved their swords up and down.


      Djoser finally snapped, all of the blood in his body rushing to his head. He quickly closed the gap between them. More than running, it appeared as though he was sliding across the ground.


      “You fools!” A platinum streak of light shot from Djoser’s hip, cutting straight through one of the bandits’ leather armor, slicing through his ribs, and destroying his heart.


      Letting out a scream so horrible it didn’t sound like the voice of a man, the bandit coughed blood and looked up to the sky, the blood dripping down his chin.


      Through skin, through muscle, and through bone. Even with various materials blocking its path, the sublime blade, forged by a true master, didn’t even lose any momentum before emerging on the other side.


      Before the bandit could even fall onto the ground, Djoser had already moved on to his next target.


      The other bandit’s eyes shot open. Before he could even process what had happened, the tip of Knight Killer’s blade had already pierced his throat. He opened and closed his mouth like a fish craving water, and before long, he fell to his knees, then collapsed onto the ground.


      They had been chasing around a helpless old man, but they’d had the misfortune of running into a wild, high-ranking knight. Just how were they going to explain that when they arrived at the gates of hell? Surely their trials and tribulations were only beginning.


      “When I gave them my name, not only did they not respond in kind, they had the gall to point and laugh. Truly unforgivable.” Looking down at the corpses as if they were a mere pile of manure, Djoser wiped the blood from his sword and promptly sheathed it. Then he turned around to the trembling old man. It seemed that his knees had buckled out of fear. “My esteemed elder, would you be so kind as to explain what happened?”


      Djoser tried to speak to him in as soft a voice as possible, but he was a massive and intimidating knight, adorned in impressive armor. The fact that he just killed two people right before the man’s eyes didn’t help either. He was going to feel a bit frightened no matter how gently Djoser spoke.


      The old man just shook his head silently.


      “I’m assuming that there must be something going on up ahead.” Unable to wait for the old man to calm himself down, Djoser decided to go take a look for himself.


      However, as soon as Djoser was about to mount his horse, the old man suddenly shot up and dove down to grab onto Djoser’s leg. “Wait, please! I’ll tell you! I’ll tell you everything!”


      To interrupt and physically restrict a high-ranking knight, essentially a noble, in the performance of his duties was an offense punishable by immediate death. Djoser was so irritated by this action that one of his eyes started twitching, and he thought about mercilessly kicking the man away. However, he somehow managed to rein in those impulses and regained composure.


      It is precisely because of such actions that the Knights Order is so hated by the people. I’m not like the others. Not one bit. Definitely.


      Djoser repeated those words over and over in his mind like some kind of magic charm. “All right, tell me what happened,” he said, forcing a peaceful smile.


      “I am a traveling merchant who has residence in the walled city. We were on our way to sell katana in the Österreich domain when bandits attacked us.”


      “I’m sorry to hear that. That’s a horrible thing to have to go through. I suppose we should consider it lucky that even you alone were able to make it out alive.”


      “Lucky?!” The man suddenly raised his voice.


      Djoser was so surprised that his jaw dropped and refused to close again.


      The old man buried his face in his dirty hands and sobbed. “They killed my wife and children. They didn’t even spare my adorable little grandchild. I left them behind and ran off on my own.”


      The man probably tried to stop Djoser because he didn’t want anyone to see the result of his grave sin.


      Djoser had no idea what to say to comfort people at times like that. He crouched down to the old man and met his eyes. Choosing his words very carefully, he finally spoke. “Even if you were to have stayed, you would have only died as well. There is no need to feel any shame or responsibility for running.”


      “I should have had the courage to die alongside them.”


      “There is an important role that only a survivor can fulfill. No, a duty with which you are charged. Esteemed elder, if you had not lived to tell me of this, I would have never known it occurred. If you still believe living on to be a sin, please allow me to absolve you.”


      Strangely enough, Lutz had recently said something very similar to the young adventurer, Cera. If Djoser were to know this, as someone who neglected to participate in the demon subjugation, just what would he be feeling in that moment?


      The old man slowly looked up at him. His face was so devoid of animation that it sent shivers down Djoser’s spine. At the same time, he was filled with a sense of duty.


      “I’ll go investigate the scene of the crime. In the meantime, please stay here.”


      Deflated and weak, the old man simply gave him a little nod.


      Djoser was about to say that he would rescue the survivors if there were any, but he swallowed those words down. The despair in the old man’s eyes told Djoser that it was already too late for that. Any words of consolation would only be for Djoser’s own satisfaction; they could even add to the old man’s agony.


      Djoser climbed onto his horse and rode onward, a bitter feeling spreading through his chest.


      Increasing tax revenue, establishing a second Knights Order... What does any of that mean if we can’t protect the citizens who rely on us?


      He continued down the forest path, and the smell of death grew stronger. Before him was evidence of the bandits’ sin, the old man’s sin, and Djoser’s sin as well. It was a sight that he needed to bear with his own eyes. He couldn’t look away from it.


      ***


      A corpse. Another corpse. Yet another. The stench of death hung heavy in the air. The carriage had been flipped, and the motionless corpse of the horse had an arrow sticking out of its head. Three of the corpses appeared to belong to adventurers. Two of them seemed to be a middle-aged couple, husband and wife. Then there was the body of a young boy, no more than ten years old.


      Unable to shake the feeling that he might vomit, Djoser pressed his hand to his mouth. His own child was of about the same age. There was no more harrowing a sight for a father. However, he had to get himself together. There was still work to be done. It was the job of a knight to find the people who orchestrated that travesty and bring them to justice, allowing those who fell victim to it to be at rest. It was Djoser’s duty.


      “I’m sorry,” he whispered under his breath before continuing to inspect the surrounding area.


      There were no wares inside of the carriage. It seemed like the bandits had taken everything. That was to say that there were enough of them to move that much cargo in such a short time.


      The deceased adventurers were likely hired to escort them. He rolled over one of the corpses that was lying face down into the dirt with the tip of his boot. The poor adventurer stared up at the sky with pain and regret in his lifeless eyes. It was likely the deep gash in his chest that had proved fatal. Djoser couldn’t see any other major injuries. He had been cut down in a single blow. There must have been some rather skilled fighters among the bandits.


      Djoser meticulously scanned the area and saw that someone had dropped a wallet-sized pouch on the ground. A few coppers were spilling from the opening.


      Djoser figured that it might be best to take it back to the old man, so he bent over to pick it up, but then he thought about the bandits who had just fought. Their hair and beards were long and unkempt. Their clothes and leather armor were also tattered. They certainly didn’t seem like the wealthy type. Even if it were only filled with a few copper, were those bandits really the kind to overlook it?


      That realization, that single drop of doubt, saved Djoser’s life.


      He heard the sharp whistle of something flying through the air and quickly moved out of the way. An arrow flew mere inches in front of his face and stuck into a wooden wheel.


      “Who’s there?!” Djoser readied Knight Killer and faced the direction that the arrow had come from. He could make out the silhouette of a person, but it disappeared into the dense brush.


      Djoser went to chase after him, but he soon thought better of it.


      Could this be a trap?


      He was up against a sizable force, and there were likely some skilled warriors among them. They were probably hoping that the first arrow would hit its mark but planning to drag Djoser into the forest and ambush him there if it didn’t.


      Either way, Djoser wasn’t so conceited as to believe he could take on an entire group of bandits on his own. The best course of action was to rush back to the castle as soon as possible and speak with Gerhard or the Count.


      “I’m so sorry. I will avenge you all.” Djoser apologized to the corpses splayed out on the ground for a second time, then he got back up on his horse and headed back the way he had come.


      ***


      The old man’s name was Nabal. It took a rather long time to even get that much information out of him.


      Djoser had picked him up on the way back and brought him to the closest village. After renting him a room at an inn, he tried to get him to explain what happened in greater detail there. However, Nabal displayed no anger or grief. He just stared out in front of him in a daze.


      It wasn’t like he was looking at anything in particular. He was just looking that way because that was where his head was facing.


      “I’m sure it must be difficult to talk after just losing your family, but...”


      Djoser needed to know how many of them there were and what weapons they were carrying, but the only words that Nabal said in response were things like “Yeah, of course” or “Oh, thank you,” simply repeating such vague and meaningless phrases.


      How could such a large group of bandits be operating in that area without him hearing anything about it? That information must have stopped somewhere in the chain of command before it could reach Djoser’s ears. Did the knights refuse to report it to the higher-ups so they wouldn’t have to deal with it? Or had the citizens simply not reported it to the knights at all, deeming it to be a waste of time.


      Either way, it was the result of their reluctance to deal with the corruption in the Knight’s Order, putting it off forevermore out of a sense that no matter what they did, it wouldn’t change anything. Nabal paid for their incompetence with the lives of his dear family.


      “Nabal, is there anything that I can do to help you? As a high-ranking knight, I promise to do anything that is within my power,” said Djoser confidently, trying to put Nabal at ease, even if just a little.


      Nabal slowly turned to him, his face looking more like that of a skeleton than a living man. “There’s nothing you can do,” he said, his voice devoid of emotion.


      After a long and uncomfortable silence, Djoser reached into his pocket. “Use this to take a carriage home.” He placed the money in Nabal’s hand and left the inn behind him.


      “There’s nothing I can do, huh? I can’t accept that!” Djoser yelled, kicking the wall of his lodging.


      Nabal doubtlessly felt a deep loathing toward the bandits who killed his family, an unrelenting anger in his chest. Greater than the hatred, however, was that persistent feeling of helplessness. In his despair, he felt that it would make no difference regardless of what he asked of Djoser. He expected nothing of him. He trusted the knights no more than he did the bandits, so he saw no other choice but to numb himself to the horror.


      There was a deep rage roiling in the pit of Djoser’s stomach, but he wasn’t sure where he should be directing it. Was he angry at the bandits, at Nabal, at the useless Knights Order, at Gerhard, or at the Count? Or perhaps, was he just angry at himself?


      As soon as Djoser returned to the walled city, he rushed directly to Gerhard to report what he had witnessed.


      Gerhard had only sent Djoser to give him a bit of a change of pace, but he returned with a ghastlier expression than he had left with. Pronounced wrinkles rippled through his brow, as if carved into him by his pain and fury. Gerhard had known him for some time, and he had never seen him in a state so horrible.


      After hearing Djoser’s report, Gerhard grumbled a bit and then said, “I guess we’re reaching the limit for how much longer we can put this off.”


      “No, we are already long past that point. We merely didn’t notice it because it’s been the citizens that have been dealing with the brunt of the effects. How pathetic...” Djoser placed his hands on his thighs and squeezed them into a tight fist.


      Knowing the uselessness of the Knights Order, the Count made a point of sending out adventurers immediately after any report of wild monsters, but in truth that was all the aid they provided. To really protect the peace in such a large domain, they couldn’t just entrust random people to clean up the aftermath of these tragedies; they needed to reform their entire system from the ground up.


      “I’ll go speak with the Count and see if we can’t speed up the process of establishing the Second Order. I will warn you, however, even if we rush the plan along, there is no guarantee that it will lead to actual results.”


      “Of course.” Djoser gave him a deflated nod. He certainly wasn’t satisfied. There were people falling victim to these travesties as they spoke. The frustration of not being able to do anything sooner swirled around in his chest like a hurricane. However, even if he were to voice his complaints, it would only risk putting the Count in a less cooperative mood. He didn’t want to take out his aggression on his master either. He had to contain his emotions, accept the things he could not change. The path of a knight was never going to be lined with roses.


      “So, Djoser, are you planning to go hunt some wild bandits?”


      “Yes.” This time around, Djoser made sure to make his intentions perfectly clear. The only thing that he could do for that old man was to avenge his loved ones. He had told Djoser that he didn’t expect anything out of him, but that didn’t mean that Djoser couldn’t keep pressing forward of his own accord. He couldn’t allow himself to remain a bystander any longer.


      “All right. I’ll come with you, then.”


      “Are you sure, Master?”


      “Right now, my one and only apprentice looks like he’s standing at death’s door. I can’t very well leave you to your own devices.” Gerhard gave him a bright smile.


      Djoser was so moved that had to hold back tears. Having a skilled fighter like Gerhard was reassuring, but there was more to it. He felt as though his master was telling him that he wasn’t alone in his struggle. For that, he was eternally grateful.


      “Now that’s decided, we’ll have to think about who else to drag into this.”


      “Right.”


      From Djoser’s perspective, Gerhard was the greatest swordsman in the whole domain. He was a former adventurer, and even in his sixties, his muscular figure showed no signs of atrophy. Gerhard even went as far as asserting that he was currently in his prime.


      The quality of one’s weapon could greatly shift the tide of battle, but in terms of pure swordsmanship, neither Djoser nor Ricardo could hold a candle to him.


      That being said, running right into the bandits’ den with only the two of them would be worrisome at best. Djoser’s master, not only in enchanting but in swordsmanship as well, had expressed his will to join the fray. Djoser couldn’t allow him to take on all of the responsibility for the operation.


      “So, shall we ask Lutz for his assistance once again?” asked Gerhard with a teasing smile.


      Djoser quietly shook his head. “Both this case and the case of the flame demon were the result of us relying too heavily on others and letting them clean up our messes. Thinking about the future of this domain and the administration of its safeguarding, I believe it would be best not to keep dragging him out onto the battlefield.”


      “Hmmm, I see.” Gerhard was overjoyed to see that Djoser had seemingly straightened everything out in his head. Watching the younger generation learn and grow never proved tiresome, even more so when it was his own apprentice.


      Djoser was over thirty, so it was questionable if he could be called young, but from Gerhard’s perspective, everyone under fifty was a child.


      “However, there is one thing that I would like to ask of him as a good Samaritan of this domain.”


      “A good Samaritan, you say? Yes, I suppose you could call him that. So, what would you like him to do?”


      Both Djoser and Gerhard already had sublime weapons that had been forged by Lutz. Their enemies were just ordinary human bandits, unlike the flame demon, so there was no need to forge a specialized weapon to go against them. Just what was Djoser going to ask a blacksmith to do if not forge a weapon?


      “I would like him to write me a letter of introduction.”


      “Why would you need a letter of introduction from someone who isn’t even an official nobleman? Well, I suppose he does have quite a few friends in high places—more than you or me, anyway. So, who are you planning on dragging into this?”


      “A former knight. The scene of the attack was rather close to the Österreich domain, so I figured it would be worth asking for his help.”


      “It sounds like you think quite highly of him. That’s a bit surprising considering how much you hate the rest of the knights.”


      “He is a skilled fighter, but it is his courage and rectitude that I value most.”


      Djoser was speaking about a man who had slain two knights, then run to the Österreich domain to continue his work as an adventurer. In order to atone for the sins of his past, he had taken on a request to kill a giant orc and the rest of an orc horde, a job so dangerous that no one else would even think of accepting it. During that mission, he dove into a burning building to save the life of a young hostage. He was truly a brave warrior.


      While he was in the Österreich domain, he couldn’t be prosecuted for the crimes he committed in the Shander domain. Even though Djoser could have technically extradited his former subordinate back to the Shander domain to stand trial, he chose not to. However, the case that they were working on was caused in part by the past failings of the Knights Order. Therefore, Djoser didn’t feel too bad about asking him to lend a helping hand as well.


      Djoser thought highly of Donaldo, also known as the Masked Samurai, and was moved to his very core when he saw him rush into that burning hut, though he would never admit it to his face. Even though Djoser’s hair nearly caught fire as he and Lutz dragged him the last few feet out of the door, it was a very fond memory indeed.


      “Are you also planning on recruiting him to join the Second Order?”


      “I would certainly like to, but I’m sure that he would decline.”


      “Yeah, I suppose that wouldn’t be a very comfortable situation for him.” Gerhard nodded with a laugh. It seemed that he didn’t have any objections to asking for the Masked Samurai’s help.


      “Let’s invite Ricardo too. He is the Count’s personal adventurer, after all. It shouldn’t be a problem to call on his help at times like this.”


      Ricardo, the hero, was the proud wielder of Tsubaki, a katana that could compel anyone within a sixteen-foot radius to take their own lives. There were few people more suited to taking on a large group of bandits. There was a chance that the whole issue could be settled by just letting that human weapon charge into their hideout.


      Unfortunately, Gerhard shook his head. “Just the other day, he got sent out on another monster hunt. He won’t return for another ten days at the soonest, maybe even a whole month at the latest. What do you want to do? Should we wait?”


      A month. That was plenty of time for more innocents to fall victim to those bandits. Going in without Ricardo was a bit perturbing, but they didn’t have the time to sit by idly.


      “No, let’s head out as soon as we can. We’ll leave a message for Ricardo and ask him to catch us up if he gets back in time.”


      “All right. I’ll go inform the Count and start preparing for the expedition. In the meantime, you can go get the letter of introduction from Lutz. We should expect to set out in—let me see—three days, I suppose.”


      “Three days...”


      “What? Were you thinking about heading out this instant? Hmph, if you go out in your condition, you’ll end up collapsing on the side of the road somewhere. Get some rest. That’s nonnegotiable.”


      Djoser was about to protest, but Gerhard shut him down with a piercing glare. Though he was usually quite a laid-back old man, when that sharp danger in his eyes was brought to bear, it was enough to bring even a high-ranking knight to his knees.


      “We can’t have the architect of this expedition falling ill and becoming dead weight. Rest. Then rest a bit more. Use these next couple of days to cool your head down.”


      “Understood...” Djoser thought himself to be perfectly sane. He wasn’t even that tired. Thinking about that poor old man, there was no way he could just sit back and rest. He wanted to fight back, but if he said anything more, Gerhard might actually leave him on his own. His master’s stern words left no room for complaint.


      Djoser stood up, gave Gerhard a bow, and left the workshop. He intended on closing the door slowly, but he put far more force into it than he thought, letting out a pronounced bang. As he walked down the hallway, it felt as though his feet were turning to lead. That was when he glanced at the window on a whim. Instinctively, he took a step backward, and his shoulders began to shake.


      “What is that?”


      He took another look, this time calmer than before. There was a dead man in that window. His cheeks were bony, and his eyes appeared to sink into his face. It was difficult to tell how pale his skin was, but Djoser could assume it must have looked pretty bad.


      “Is that me?” murmured Djoser in his sudden realization.


      He couldn’t believe that he was gazing at his own reflection. He didn’t want to believe it. It did explain why Gerhard was so insistent that he get some rest, though. If Djoser really wanted to make a difference in the lives of others, he had to make sure he was in peak condition as well. If he collapsed before he could accomplish his goal, it would all be for nothing. There were times when you had to rest, even if you had to force yourself to.


      “All right! I’m going to bed!” Making a firm commitment to himself, Djoser straightened out his back and walked on.
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      When Djoser returned home, his wife met him at the door, her mouth wide open in shock.


      His son immediately started crying at the sight of him as well. “Daddy’s gonna die!”


      Even his first daughter, only a baby in his wife’s arms, started wailing in sympathy.


      Djoser had merely returned home, but it sparked a small family crisis.


      “Wait, wait, Maria. You too, Erwin—stop crying. I’m not going to die. I’m just a little indescribably tired. That’s all. If I just get some sleep, I’m sure my face will return to normal. Master Gerhard has given me some time off to aid that process too.”


      “Oh my, is that so? Would you like anything to eat, Djoser?”


      “Hmmm...” Djoser was running on an empty stomach, but he didn’t feel particularly hungry. Perhaps that was another effect of his tremendous fatigue. “I’ll just get a good night’s rest first. I’ll get something on my stomach after that.”


      “As you wish.”


      “Don’t worry, Erwin, I’m perfectly fine. I just need to sleep for a while.”


      “Really?” The young boy suddenly perked up, looking up at Djoser with a bright smile.


      Djoser couldn’t help but laugh at how fast children of Erwin’s age could go from despair to joy.


      “Hey, Daddy, I want a slime sword, just like you!”


      “A sublime sword? Well, I think it’s still early for—”


      “My friend’s daddy was saying that it’s better for kids to start with the real thing while they’re young.”


      Honestly, that was rather good advice, but Djoser wished that Erwin hadn’t heard it. It was hard to decide at what age a child who was aiming to become a knight should receive their first blade.


      Djoser never stopped Erwin from playing with children of common birth. He wanted his beloved son to grow up strong and wise. In fact, he worried that the children of other knights might even be a worse influence on him. However, he was a bit curious as to the social standing of that one friend’s father.


      “What does your friend’s daddy do for work?”


      “Um, he was a...corn mentalist?”


      “Corn—like the grain? I’m not sure I get it.”


      As Djoser was lost in thought, Maria walked behind Erwin and picked him up into her arms. “Come now. Daddy’s tired. You can talk all about it later.”


      “Come on!”


      Erwin made his displeasure known with a pout, but Maria pushed his lips in with her finger, shutting down the argument before he could even start it.


      “In order for Daddy to do his noble job, it takes the cooperation of a whole family. You are the son of the high-ranking knight, so you can be patient, right?”


      “Yeah, I can do it! That’s part of our job!” Erwin stood up straight and ran happily out the door.


      “Thanks, Maria. I just can’t say no to him.”


      “He’s getting to the age that we’re going to have to start teaching him some manners, I suppose.” Maria bent over the cotton-lined crib and picked their baby back up into her arms.


      The baby must have been able to sense that she was in safe hands, as she didn’t even stir.


      “Oh, I’m sorry. Now even I’m holding you up.”


      “Don’t worry about it. All right then, I’m going to go to sleep.” Djoser walked into their bedroom and dove under the covers. He thought that he would pass out immediately considering how tired he was, but he had passed the point of fatigue and now his body was in survival mode, unable to rest.


      He lay there with his eyes closed for some time, but eventually he heard the sheets rustling beside him. When he opened his eyes, he saw his wife’s calm visage, and she was holding their little miracle between them.


      “Isn’t it a bit early for you?”


      “Well, it’s been a little while, so I figured we could sleep together.”


      Djoser still didn’t quite understand her actions, but he didn’t ask her to leave either. He would surely be able to sleep much more soundly surrounded by the warmth of his family.


      “Do as you please, then.”


      “I always do.” Maria gave him a bright grin.


      They had been married for more than ten years, but no matter how much time had passed, Maria was still as adorable as she was the day he met her.


      Djoser was so happy. But the very thought that, on any random day, that happiness could be taken away from him was a terrifying thing.


      Nabal, I swear that I will deal swift justice. I will avenge your family.


      Reaffirming his conviction, Djoser slowly closed his eyes and entered a deep slumber.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 8: The Fratricidal Knight


      When Djoser finally opened his eyes, the sun had not moved since he first closed them. For a moment, he thought that he had only slept for five minutes or so, but when he walked into the living room and asked Maria, she said that he had been asleep for an entire day.


      Djoser quickly got something to eat and went straight over to Lutz’s workshop. He wouldn’t be able to face his master if he were to be so tempted by the allure of slumber that he completely forgot to get the letter of introduction from Lutz. After all, it had been Djoser’s idea to go to Baron Österreich’s domain and invite the Masked Samurai.


      Lutz had a tendency to wander around the city when he wasn’t busy with work, so Djoser feared that he might not be in. Fortunately, his worry was unfounded, and Lutz happily greeted Djoser at the door, inviting him in. It seemed as though Lutz had completely forgiven him for leaving them to deal with the flame demon all on their own. Or perhaps he had already forgotten.


      It could be said that Lutz possessed a magnanimous heart, but beyond that, he just seemed like the type to want to move on with his life instead of holding on to petty grudges. Even after becoming the Count’s personal blacksmith and forging the katana of two great kings, Lutz remained a humble and friendly young man living outside of the city walls. If it weren’t for that, he would surely never seek to help so many or reveal the secrets of his craft for the sake of the city’s blacksmiths.


      There was one question that Djoser had always wanted to ask him, and there was no time like the present. “Lutz, do you have any regrets?”


      “Hmm, regrets, you say?” Being asked such a thing out of the blue, Lutz didn’t quite know how to respond. Lutz had always considered his life to be an amalgamation of countless mistakes and endless embarrassment, but there were two things that he knew he did right: becoming a blacksmith and marrying Claudia.


      “I mean, do you ever regret teaching the other blacksmiths about katana smithing?”


      “Ah, I suppose there are a lot of craftsmen who would rather take their techniques to the grave. I’m not too bothered by it, though.”


      Djoser was taken aback by his response. Lutz was speaking as though the matter didn’t affect him at all.


      “Is it really that strange? I taught them how to forge katana, and all the blacksmiths in the city now have a new skill under their belt. Would you consider that a bad thing?”


      “Of course not! The Count and all of the other blacksmiths are truly grateful for your generosity.”


      The plan to use the increased tax revenue to form the Second Order was only possible because of Lutz’s willingness to share his techniques. Djoser wasn’t trying to criticize Lutz by any means. He couldn’t thank him enough.


      “Right? I gave away my techniques for the sake of others—for the sake of a better world—and people still point at me and call me an idiot for it, all because they don’t understand it themselves. God, it’s such a cruel world out there.” Lutz shook his head dramatically. It certainly didn’t seem like it bothered him as much as his exaggerated monologue would suggest. “I mean, if I had a workshop with a hundred or so craftsmen working under me, I’d feel a much bigger obligation to keep my techniques a secret to ensure their livelihoods as well. But as it stands, it’s just me and Claudia trying to live a humble life. What good would it do to take all of my techniques to the grave?”


      “But, Lutz, you can’t deny that by sharing your knowledge of katana smithing, you have in some ways endangered your current standing.”


      Just the other day, a katana that was forged by a blacksmith other than Lutz held up to a three-rune enchantment. The other masters of the city were improving at a frightening pace.


      “I’m not saying that it’ll happen overnight, but ten or twenty years from now, they might even be able to forge katana that can withstand four or five runes.”


      “When that happens, I’ll just have to step up my game as well. A little bit of friendly rivalry between craftsmen can be a healthy thing indeed.”


      Hoarding your techniques and thereby protecting your standing was common sense in their world. However, Lutz viewed such truisms as unimportant, irrelevant. While in a different field, Djoser was a craftsman in training, so it was a matter to which he couldn’t remain apathetic.


      “I’ve got to say, you’re amazing. I really respect that mindset.”


      “I just don’t have the same kind of responsibility as others. If I had apprentices, they would have almost certainly tried to stop me, and I might even live to eat my words later down the road. I’ll admit that part of me is just trying to grin and bear it.” Lutz let out a laugh, then looked up at Djoser as if just remembering something. “By the way, Djoser, what really brings you here today? If you honestly just came for a little chat, I’ll serve you some tea upstairs, but something tells me otherwise.”


      “Huh? Ah, right.”


      Djoser had been so absorbed in the conversation that he forgot why he had come there in the first place. He cleared his throat and said, “I’d like you to write me a letter of introduction.”


      “Hmmm?”


      A letter of introduction? Ordinarily, a person of Lutz’s status would go their entire lives without someone asking for such a thing from him.


      Lutz seemed rather suspicious, but just as Djoser was about to explain, Claudia came down from the second floor.


      “Oh, Djoser, welcome. Are you here to make another shameless request of my husband?”


      Djoser could sense a twinge of contempt in her eyes. It seemed like Lutz’s better half had retained all of the resentment for him. Of course, Claudia’s reaction was only natural. It was Lutz’s indifference that was far stranger.


      “He said that he wants me to write a letter of introduction for some reason.”


      “A letter of introduction? From Lutzy?” Claudia cocked her head. It was a sudden and confusing request, especially without context. “Um, well, why don’t you come up to the second floor and have a seat? We’ll discuss the details there.”


      After the three of them sat down in the living room, Djoser was the first to break the silence. “I’m really not sure where to start. First, I suppose I should tell you that me and Gerhard will be heading out to take down a group of bandits.”


      “Ah, you mean the ones who have been attacking merchants traveling down the main road out of the city?” asked Claudia without a second’s pause.


      It always seemed like such vital information reached Claudia before anyone else. It was to the extent that Djoser almost found it suspicious. “Don’t worry, I haven’t come to ask Lutz to join us this time. The bandits appear to be hiding out near the Österreich domain, so I was thinking of dragging the Masked Samurai, Donaldo, along if I could. That man looks up to you as though you were a god, so it would be helpful if you could write a letter of introduction asking him to cooperate.”


      “Wait, wait just a second. Aren’t you guys already well acquainted enough? What’s the point of introducing you now?”


      Djoser was Donaldo’s former boss, and the two of them had fought alongside each other during the battle with the orc horde. Writing a letter to the Masked Samurai saying “This fellow here is a knight called Djoser” would be so beyond pointless that it would sound like some kind of joke. It was like asking someone to introduce you to a girl whom you’ve already been on four dates with.


      “It is precisely because of our prior relationship that this is difficult. I am a high-ranking knight of the Shander domain, and he is a former knight who is wanted for fratricide. Don’t you think that’s just a bit...awkward?”


      “I could definitely see him trying to wriggle out of helping you.” Claudia gave him an understanding nod.


      If Djoser filled out the proper paperwork, he could extradite Donaldo back to the Shander domain anytime he wanted. He could probably even justify killing him on sight. For a man who had made a name for himself as the Masked Samurai, a hero who fought for all that was just, Djoser’s visit would be akin to a sudden natural disaster. Asking him to help out purely because of his former affiliation with the Knights Order was also pushing it.


      “That’s why I need an official letter of introduction. I would be grateful if you just wrote a brief letter asking Donaldo—no, the Masked Samurai—to help fight these bandits.”


      That was all that Djoser needed. He wasn’t going to put Lutz in harm’s way, and it would lead to a safer city for them all. There wasn’t a single demerit.


      At least there shouldn’t have been, but Lutz didn’t seem too enthusiastic about the idea. “It’s true that if I told him to, the Masked Samurai would join the fray without a second thought.”


      “Right?”


      “However, knowing that he admires me to that extent, I can’t very well betray his trust by forcing him to do something dangerous for my sake.”


      Djoser narrowed his eyes, glaring at him. Lutz really was a stickler for that kind of thing. He quickly accepted requests from just about anyone, but he was cautious about asking the same of others.


      “Lutz, I understand what you are trying to say, but this is an emergency, urgent enough to justify being a little selfish. Just hear me out, okay?” Djoser told Lutz about the bandit attack he had witnessed, about Nabal, who had become a shell of a man after losing his family, and about how they were planning to establish the Second Knights Order.


      As Djoser suspected, Lutz started to look a bit more cooperative after hearing about the old man. He was grumbling to himself thoughtfully, but the scales in his heart were clearly tipping in Djoser’s favor.


      “Okay, I understand. I’ll write you a letter of introduction. However, I won’t tell him to take on the job. I’ll just explain the situation to him and ask him to lend a helping hand if he is able to.”


      Coming from Lutz, a man whom the Masked Samurai worshipped, that likely differed little from a formal command. Lutz understood that well, but while it pained him to get the Masked Samurai involved, he also couldn’t ignore the plight of that poor old man.


      “Make sure that you pay him well for his work. He doesn’t serve under you anymore—he is an adventurer, free to do as he pleases.” That was the very least that Lutz could say on the Masked Samurai’s behalf. In his mind, it also served as a little apology.


      Before they had even finished discussing the matter, Claudia had already brought over some parchment, a pen, and a bottle of ink. She set them down on the table beside a candle and a stamp with the official seal of their workshop. Claudia was well prepared as always.


      Lutz could read, but he struggled to write. The most crucial aspect of that letter would be the fact that it was written by Lutz himself, though, so he couldn’t very well ask Claudia to write it in his stead. He gripped the pen tightly in his hand and racked his brain, sluggishly scratching words onto the page.


      It seemed like it was going to take a while. As Djoser was trying to think of what to do in the meantime, Claudia broke the silence.


      “This Nabal who you were talking about—has he made it back to the walled city?”


      “I gave him some money and told him to use it to get back home, but...” Djoser had been careless. While he was concerned for Nabal’s well-being, he hadn’t even confirmed that he had made it back safely. Thinking about it rationally, it was highly unlikely that he would have been able to make the journey on his own in the state he was in. Cold sweat dripped down Djoser’s back at the sudden realization.


      Claudia let out a frustrated sigh as if to say, That’s what I thought. “I’ll go ahead and look into it on my end. If it looks like he’s still where you left him, I’ll have someone go out and retrieve him. If he was a merchant with enough capital to deal in katana, then he surely has a few servants in his employment.”


      “I’m sorry. I’ll leave him in your care.” Djoser was once again reminded of his tendency to be blind to those smaller, yet important details. It was something that he would need to reflect on. “I must say, you are being far kinder to me than I expected. I was under the impression that you hated my guts, to be perfectly honest.”


      “I was angry that Lutzy was put in unnecessary danger during the battle with the flame demon, but I don’t particularly hold any animosity toward you as an individual. Also...” Claudia looked down to her feet. “I think that working to establish the Second Knights Order is an admirable endeavor. We can just treat those scumbags as distasteful window dressing while a more capable organization protects the peace. If successful, all of the merchants who have fallen victim to their violence should be able to rest just a bit easier.”


      Djoser knew that those words weren’t necessarily directed at him, but they held a darkness that sent a shiver up his spine. Just how deeply did the citizenry’s hatred for the nobility run? It seemed entirely possible that a single spark could set off a full-blown revolution. What’s worse, if such a thing were to happen, it would be Djoser who was charged with cutting down the insurgents.


      “Okay, all done.” Thankfully, Lutz finished in time to drag Djoser out of that horrible line of thought, passing the parchment over with a smile.


      Well, I don’t think I’ll ever be able to recommend Lutz for an administrative role.


      That was the first thing that went through Djoser’s mind when he skimmed over the letter. It certainly didn’t seem like an official correspondence, more like a sloppily written grocery list. Calling it a letter could get you arrested for fraud. It wasn’t impossible to make out the words, but that was as much praise as Djoser could offer. Was there really any man alive who would be moved to action by such a letter? Djoser’s worries only compounded.


      Claudia grabbed the parchment out of Djoser’s hands and checked that the ink was dry before rolling it up and sealing it with wax. She pressed in the stamp bearing the seal of their workshop, making it at least look rather official on the outside.


      “Is there really any need to dress those scribbles up so much?”


      “That masked weirdo respects and looks up to Lutzy, right? I imagine that he’ll be overjoyed to receive such a formal correspondence from him and quickly agree to help you out. It’s important to show him that the man he respects put a good deal of thought and care into it.”


      Djoser listened to Claudia’s explanation, but he still didn’t quite get it.


      Is that how it works? I guess that makes some sense.


      Djoser bowed to the two of them and left Lutz’s workshop behind, letter in hand. Would such a thing really shine a ray of hope on his quest? Djoser had a hard time believing that it could.


      ***


      That evening, Djoser sat before the ritual stand in the dark of Gerhard’s workshop, the windows not even open.


      Gerhard was going to help him. With that letter of introduction in hand, they would also be able to drag the Masked Samurai into it. Djoser had done all that he could. At least, that was what he would have liked to be able to believe, but for some reason, it felt like there was a gaping hole in his heart.


      He would avenge that old man and strive to create a world where no one else had to go through what he did. That was what they would be fighting for. For Djoser, it was akin to a holy crusade.


      It should be my cross to bear, my war to fight, but all I’ve been doing is relying on the kindness of others. Have I really made any effort to improve myself?


      He had to change, to hungrily seek out the power to protect the people of their domain.


      Djoser stood up, took Knight Killer from where it had been propped up against the wall, and placed it on the ritual stand. When Djoser first took Knight Killer in his hands, his master had told him that he would be the one who would enchant that weapon. When he had gained confidence in his abilities as an enchanter, he would engrave the runes with his own two hands.


      If Djoser was being honest with himself, he was still far from confident. He was an amateur, only barely capable of completing a three-rune enchantment, and not even consistently. Only when he was able to do so every time without fail would he be considered a full-fledged enchanter.


      However, Djoser couldn’t wait any longer. He needed that power now. It wasn’t something that he could rely on his master for either. This was a battle that he had to fight on his own.


      He poured mercury into the side of the ritual stand. When he placed the jewels around it, it began to give off a faint glow.


      There was no guarantee that he would succeed. Putting everything on a gamble like that right before their battle was perhaps foolish—meaningless even. There was no real reason for him to do it at all. However, he felt an existential need to do it, regardless.


      Keeping a close eye on the flow of mana going into Knight Killer, Djoser pressed the graver into the blade. After witnessing the defeated face of that old man and the mangled corpses of his family, Djoser couldn’t allow himself alone to take the safe path. No one had told him this; it was merely another selfish whim, and he understood that well.


      God, I’m such a fool.


      Focusing more intensely than he ever had before, Djoser engraved the second rune, then the third, pouring mana into them all the while. The enchantment was finished. By any measure, it should have been complete. However, Djoser felt as though the blade was calling out to him, saying, Are you truly satisfied?


      The great smith, Lutz, had forged that blade. Surely it could still hold a vast amount of mana. Knight Killer was a blade forged for fratricide, a sword that asked its wielder to prepare himself to bathe in the blood of his countrymen in the name of loyalty and justice. Could Djoser uphold such a mission if his lack of confidence left it with a mediocre enchantment?


      As time passed, the mana would seep into the metal itself, making further adjustments impossible. If he were going to do it, it would have to be now.


      As if guided, or perhaps possessed, by some unseen force, Djoser stood up and walked over to his master’s cabinet. It was locked, but Djoser broke his way in anyway and took out several jewels that were hidden there.


      It was reckless, a crime against his master, and a clear act of betrayal. Alarm bells were sounding in the corner of his mind, but they could no longer stop him. As long as he could produce his masterpiece, everything else was of little concern.


      The flow of mana grew far more complicated. If he messed up the timing by a mere second, cracks would likely start to form in the blade. However, Djoser had entered a flow-state, steadily completing the grueling task.


      “Ha. Ha ha.”


      Djoser had successfully engraved a four-rune enchantment. He wanted to smile at his achievement, but he could no longer move the muscles in his face.


      He finally understood the feeling that the craftsmen around him had always described. It was like God himself had descended to bless his masterpiece. He couldn’t believe that the brilliantly glowing runes were an act of his own creation, and he was certain that he would never be able to replicate that exact enchantment ever again.


      With that sword in his possession, it would make no difference how many bandits stood in his way or how deft they were in their cruelty. He would never taste defeat at their hands.


      As soon as Djoser felt that relief wash over him, he collapsed face-first into the ritual stand and entered a deep sleep, still clutching Knight Killer in his hands.


      When Djoser opened his eyes, the first thing he realized was that Knight Killer was no longer in his grasp.


      You’ve got to be kidding me! What?!


      Overwhelmed by fear, he shot up and scanned the small room. When he saw Gerhard sitting on the other side of the ritual stand, closely inspecting Knight Killer, Djoser felt a rush of relief followed by an entirely new kind of unease.


      This is bad. This is really bad.


      Djoser had used the ritual stand, used up mercury and jewels, broken into Gerhard’s cabinet when they weren’t enough, and had done it all without Gerhard’s permission.


      Ordinarily, Djoser would be excommunicated, banished from the domain, and likely face a lawsuit on top of that.


      “U-Um... Master, I would like to offer my deepest...” Djoser’s mouth was so dry that his tongue stuck to his palate, making it difficult to speak.


      Gerhard looked back and forth between his panicked apprentice and Knight Killer with a sly grin forming on his face. “So you really engraved this, huh? It’s a fine piece of work.”


      “I am grateful for your praise. But, Master, I am ashamed to admit that I stole your precious jewels to perform this enchantment. Surely my life alone is not enough to atone for my sins. Tell me, Master, what shall my punishment be?”


      “Oh, stop with all that bullshit. If you were to die, who would be around to protect this city? Or your wife and kids? I’m sure as hell not doing it for you! That’s your job.”


      Gerhard’s words were crass as ever, but under it all was a simple message: don’t even think about dying on me. While Djoser was deeply grateful for his kindness, he still didn’t quite know how to react.


      “Anyway, don’t worry about it too much. It descended upon you, right? Once that happens, there’s no going back.”


      “It was such a strange experience.” Djoser’s words were halting, as though awaking from a dream.


      “It is a world that can only be seen once you cross the horizon, the very limit of your focus. Failing to seize such an opportunity would make you a failure as a craftsman.” As if displaying his utmost respect for Djoser’s labor, he carefully sheathed Knight Killer and handed it to his apprentice with a forceful nod. “Djoser, you did well.”


      “Master...”


      “That being said, I will make sure that you pay me back for those jewels.”


      “Master?!”


      Now that the time-honored ritual of recognizing his apprentice’s growth had come to an end, Gerhard’s usual stern gaze returned. “That much should be obvious, you dolt! You think you can just rummage through your master’s things, use up all my jewels, and get off with a little apology? I think it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to call me a saint for agreeing to settle this matter out of court!”


      “It is exactly as you say, but it just felt like the flow of the conversation was going in a very different direction, so—”


      “Like I said, I am very proud of you, but this is a different thing entirely. You should only apologize after you have made an effort to actually atone for your actions. Asking for forgiveness before doing anything to address the issue shows a clear lack of reflection.”


      “By the way, how much did those jewels cost?” Djoser asked reluctantly, visions of abject poverty playing in his mind.


      “Hmph. Thirty gold coins.”


      “Thirty gold?!”


      “I’ll go ahead and say it right now, but I’m not even including the cost of repairing that cabinet. That’s just the original price of those jewels. Don’t even think about haggling; you’ll just be digging your own grave.”


      Djoser’s face was illuminated only by candlelight, but even then, you could tell how pale it was turning.


      “Well, there’s really no need to worry about it too much. In fact, I know a way that you can pay me in full and even make some money on the side.”


      “How, Master?”


      “It’s easy—you just have to sell Knight Killer. I’ll gladly purchase it for eighty gold coins.”


      Eighty gold coins. What allure those words held. All Djoser had to do was agree to those terms, and he would receive his master’s forgiveness along with a small fortune.


      Djoser clutched Knight Killer’s scabbard, his hands dripping with sweat. Eventually, he opened his mouth to speak. “If you would be so forgiving, I would like to pay in installments.” It was as though he had to squeeze each and every word out of his lungs.


      Gerhard clicked his tongue. “I guess that’ll do.”


      His demeanor was juvenile at best, but this didn’t upset Djoser one bit.


      My own master wants the sword that I enchanted that badly!


      Desire, greed, envy—those somewhat ugly emotions were the greatest form of praise that you could offer another craftsman.


      Djoser could feel a fire spreading in his chest. In that single day, he had learned much of the joys that come from the life of a craftsman.


      “Master, with this sword in hand, I will accomplish greater and greater deeds, earning the money to pay back this debt!”


      “All right, then. I’m not going to count my eggs before they hatch, but good luck with that.” Gerhard’s gaze still lingered on Knight Killer, regret in his eyes.


      ***


      “Ugh.”


      Djoser couldn’t help but be offended. For someone to react like that at the mere sight of his face... He knew that he wasn’t necessarily well-liked, but he didn’t think that his presence would be so unacceptable.


      The man before Djoser was none other than Donaldo, the adventurer who had been making a name for himself in Baron Österreich’s domain as the Masked Samurai.


      Not only had his former commanding officer stopped by unannounced, but he had brought his superior along with him. From the Masked Samurai’s perspective, it smelled like nothing but trouble. No, he was certain that unimaginable hardship awaited him. If he hadn’t finally started to settle into his life in that town, he would run away at full speed and never look back.


      “We’re going to deal with some bandits. You’re coming with us.”


      “Like hell I am.” The Masked Samurai made sure there was no room to misinterpret his intentions.


      After being shut down so completely and without hesitation, Djoser grew increasingly frustrated. “Why? Aren’t you supposed to be some kind of hero who fights for all that is just? This is a battle to defend the masses from the oppression of evil bandits.”


      “Yes, well, I’m sure that it is a very noble cause. However, I am an adventurer of the Österreich domain now. If there is a problem in the Shander domain, I would suggest that you handle it with those who are affiliated with the Count.”


      “You know all too well why we can’t do that.”


      “Ah, yes, I suppose the Knights Order is about as useful as dog shit is potpourri.” The Masked Samurai was once among those ranks, but he had long cut ties with them.


      Djoser glared at him as if to say, This bastard... making no effort to hide his contempt.


      “Djoser, how long are you planning on playing around?” asked an older, white-haired man from behind. While he was at an advanced age, his posture was straight, leaving not a single opening.


      The Masked Samurai didn’t know the depths of the old man’s capabilities, but he knew that he wouldn’t want to pick a fight with him.


      If possible, Djoser had wanted to settle everything by himself, but he just ended up being reminded of how unpopular he was. He put his bag down on the ground and pulled out a letter.


      It looked rather official indeed, complete with a wax seal. Still wary, the Masked Samurai took it into his hands, but the second he saw the design that had been stamped into wax, his eyes shot open. “Oh, this is Master Lutz’s...” He stared at it in awe.


      Djoser watched the Masked Samurai’s reaction, displeased by the vast difference in how he treated Lutz over him, but soon noticed that he had frozen in place, almost as if in a trance. “What’s wrong?”


      “Sorry, it just seems like such a waste to break such a beautiful seal, a wonderful gift from Master Lutz himself.”


      Djoser knew that he idolized Lutz, but he hadn’t quite grasped the intensity of his devotion.


      Gerhard swiped the letter out of his hands from the side and broke the wax seal.


      “Nooo!”


      “Oh, come on. Read the damn thing.”


      Contorting his unmistakable face, marked by a long scar and burns, the Masked Samurai took the letter back from Gerhard and quickly opened it.


      The words contained inside of it only barely qualified as human language, seeming to be random scribbles. Not only was his handwriting shaky, several words appeared to be misspelled. However, thinking about it logically, Lutz was neither a noble nor the successor of a merchant company; he was a blacksmith. It was actually quite impressive that he learned to read and write to the extent that he had. Knowing that Lutz must have struggled through every single stroke of the pen to write him that correspondence, the Masked Samurai was moved to his very core.


      There was also one part of the letter that caught his attention in particular.


      “The family of a poor old man fell victim to these bandits. That man has now been reduced to a shell of his former self, drowning in despair.”


      That single line made the matter personal. The Masked Samurai remembered the day that Denis, the merchant with whom he was currently living, had come to seek his help, features pale and desperate. Surely, that old man wanted to break down into tears. Surely he wanted to scream out in agony, to cry out for someone to help him. However, he found himself unable to rely on anyone.


      Isn’t it the Masked Samurai’s job to fight for the people like that, the weak and the voiceless?


      The Masked Samurai reached into his clothes and pulled out a mask that would cover just the top of his face. It was a hannya mask that was handmade by the great ornamentalist Patrick.


      “The voices—no, the anguished roars of the innocent have just reached my ears!”


      Djoser and Gerhard stood silently, trying their best not to cringe. Just what was that guy going on about?


      The adult inside of them flat-out rejected the Masked Samurai’s dramatic demeanor, but the children inside of them couldn’t help but find it just a little cool.


      The Masked Samurai put on his mask and looked back up at them. The man standing before them was no longer a former knight, but a hero.


      “We set out posthaste, for I am the Masked Samurai!” Donaldo—no, the Masked Samurai drew the katana that was on his hip and raised it to the sky. Nameless, the work of the great smith Lutz, reflected the radiant light of the sun and gleamed triumphantly.


      “Will you really help us, Donaldo?!”


      “You know, this is the part of you that I really can’t stand.” A scowl forming under his mask, the Masked Samurai sheathed his katana. It seemed that Djoser still struggled to read the room.


      Gerhard found himself chuckling at the exchange. “Djoser, you deserved that one.”


      “Huh?” Hearing his master take the Masked Samurai’s side, Djoser was frozen in shock.


      Ignoring his somewhat unfortunate apprentice, Gerhard extended his right hand out to the Masked Samurai. “I am Gerhard, the personal enchanter of Count Shander. Pleased to meet you.”


      “I am the Masked Samurai, a humble adventurer. For the duration of our battle, I will gladly entrust my back to you.”


      The two of them joined in a firm handshake. From the strength of Gerhard’s grip alone, the Masked Samurai was reaffirmed of his initial assessment. He was not a man to be trifled with. It seemed like a rather fun battle lay ahead of them.


      “Hey, Donal—Masked Samurai—there’s something that I want to ask you.”


      “By all means, ask away. So long as it doesn’t have anything to do with my secret identity.”


      Djoser completely ignored his little joke and pressed on with the conversation. “Are the knights in the Österreich domain... How should I say it? Are they decent people?”


      It wasn’t very tactful, but the Masked Samurai understood what Djoser was trying to get at. “They have assembled some very competent and decent knights. Unlike in the Shander domain, Baron Österreich doesn’t have to tread on eggshells around his retainers so much, so if any knight starts to slack off, they get a well-deserved kick in the rear.”


      “That certainly sounds convincing coming from a former knight of our domain, but it stings all the same.”


      “Well, it isn’t like we don’t have our fair share of problems over here too.” The Masked Samurai didn’t feel great about airing out the dirty laundry of his newfound home, but he scratched the back of his head, averted his eyes, and continued regardless. “We’re just a bit...in ruins. Financially, that is. The knights are all so poor that pretty much everybody has to take on side jobs.”


      Hearing about the dire situation in the Baron’s domain, Djoser and Gerhard exchanged glances. They wanted to laugh, sure that it was just a little joke, but stopped themselves.


      “Even back when we were dealing with that horde of orcs, it seems like there were many in the Knights Order who wanted to assist, but after reviewing the potential expenses and a few other hurdles, the Baron refused to sign off on it, and they were stuck waiting on standby.”


      “You seem rather knowledgeable about the whole thing.”


      “After that, the Knights of the Österreich domain came to me to offer their apologies and their gratitude, though it was just a simple ‘thanks, we owe you one.’”


      Money, money, money. It was just an unavoidable plague on society. The Masked Samurai shook his weighty head, then clapped his hands together, trying to clear away those darker thoughts. “Sorry, I went off on quite a tangent. Right, let’s get going. If we can line up two or three of those bandits’ heads, surely that old man should feel some closure at least.” With that, the Masked Samurai ran off back to where he was staying to borrow a horse.


      The young man appeared so dazzling to Djoser and Gerhard that they had to squint as they saw him off.


      “It really is a shame. I would have loved to pull him into the Second Order,” said Gerhard.


      “Me too. However, it seems that the people here need him just as much.”


      The winter breeze ruffled their hair. Even within the frigid air, they could feel the warm breath of spring.


      ***


      The three of them left their horses in a nearby village and walked through the woods by the main road for a few hours before arriving at the scene of the bandit attack.


      It didn’t take long to recognize that they had reached their destination, as the carriage and corpses remained where Djoser had last seen them, though it seemed like some animals had started picking the bodies apart.


      The remains of the married couple, their little child, and the adventurers who fought to their last breath to protect them all had been exposed to harsh wind and rain during his absence.


      Djoser offered those poor souls a silent apology and a prayer. Just what had they done to deserve such an end? Had they done something so heinous as to deserve having their lives stolen and not even being afforded a proper burial?


      No matter what, I have to cut down those bandits with my own hands and put these souls to rest.


      Seeing that Djoser had finished praying, Gerhard said, “Let’s get going,” and walked back into the woods. There was not an inkling of hesitation in his steady footsteps.


      Djoser couldn’t quite understand how, but it seemed like Gerhard could see every one of the bandits’ footprints, as though they created a well-paved path for them to follow.


      It was still a little before noon. The sun should have risen high into the sky by that point, but the canopy was so dense that hardly any of the light reached them. It was as though they had wandered into the realm of a nightmare. The feeling reminded them that they were now entering enemy territory.


      “About ten of them by my count,” said Gerhard, analyzing the footprints and damage to the surrounding trees.


      “You can tell that much from a few footprints, Master?”


      “Well, don’t hold me to an exact number. That’s just an estimate.”


      “It’s helpful to even have a guess. We wouldn’t want a repeat of what happened during the Princess’s rescue mission.”


      “Oh, I remember it like it was yesterday. Honestly, wish I could forget.”


      They were, of course, referring to the time that the third princess of the kingdom, Princess Listill, was kidnapped by a group of thirty returning soldiers in a bid to negotiate for improved treatment on behalf of their comrades. Thanks to Ricardo rushing in with Tsubaki and drawing half of them away from the hideout, they somehow managed to fight their way through, but if they were to try to take on such a force using ordinary methods, it would have surely been impossible. Even with such a tactic, it was a hard-fought battle, against some supremely skilled warriors. To be perfectly frank, none of them ever wanted to go through something like that again.


      “Um, what’s all this talk about rescuing a princess?” asked the Masked Samurai casually.


      Djoser glared back at him with anger and exasperation. “How? How?! How could someone who was affiliated with the Knights Order not know about Princess Listill’s kidnapping?!”


      “Well, after this scar on my cheek healed up, I went straight to train in the mountains, so...”


      “Long story short, we went on a mission to defeat a rebel group of returning soldiers. If you lot had proven even the tiniest bit useful, we might have dragged you all along as well!”


      “I’m sure we’d all just be wiped out in no time.”


      “Maybe we really should have done it, then!”


      Gerhard watched their exchange with a playful grin, just enjoying the show. Suddenly, though, he came to a full stop, his face turning deadly serious.


      Seeing this drastic change in his demeanor, Djoser and the Masked Samurai followed suit, carefully scanning the area and placing their hands on their weapons.


      A man sprang out from the brush and silently charged at Gerhard, the tip of his sword aimed directly at his neck. If Gerhard were just an ordinary adventurer, it would have likely pierced straight through his throat, and telling from the man’s exceptional form, it wouldn’t be the first time that he succeeded in that endeavor.


      However, Gerhard could read his movements perfectly. With just a minute adjustment to his stance, he dodged the enemy’s blade, and a glorious arc of platinum light flashed from Gerhard’s hip.


      A single slash of the grand katana, Ittestu, was all it took to split the bandit in twain, carving a great rift through his midsection. His lower half remained standing in place as his upper half alone fell forward onto the ground. It was as impressive a feat as it was cruel.


      Denying Djoser and the Masked Samurai the opportunity to admire Gerhard’s swordsmanship any longer, two more bandits sprung out at them. Djoser dodged the downward strike of one bandit, but as soon as the bandit recognized his folly, he jumped back into the dense forest.


      The Masked Samurai clashed blades with another bandit a few times before gaining some distance and puffing out his chest. “Come out, evildoers! When you reach the gates of hell, I will permit you the honor of saying that it was the Masked Samurai who sent you there!”


      They were right in the middle of a life-or-death battle. No matter how you looked at it, putting on a ridiculous mask like that and giving such a dramatic introduction was something only a fool would do.


      The bandits before him, swords drawn and at the ready, were left frozen in confusion, though. Just what was that guy’s deal? It didn’t make a lick of sense.


      Even the bandits who were still in hiding were scratching their heads, puzzled by the strange man. It was entirely incomprehensible.


      He was an idiot, but, while it was frustrating to admit, they couldn’t take their eyes off him. He at least had the sword skill to fend off a sudden ambush, as he had just demonstrated, and that glistening katana he held in his hands was unmistakably a high-quality weapon.


      Still waiting at the rear, the leader of the bandits clicked his tongue. It was just a vague intuition, but it seemed like a bit of their momentum had been stolen.


      For the Masked Samurai, that kind of heroic symbolism wasn’t just a useless bit of theater. He was a former member of the thuggish Knights Order. During his time with them, he had come to think of hunting bandits as a team sport where they would surround a weaker foe and beat them mercilessly. Going up against a band of practiced killers in an environment with such low visibility was terrifying to him. Of course it was. If at all possible, he wanted to run away right that instant.


      However, by loudly proclaiming himself to be the Masked Samurai, a hero of the people, he was able to embolden himself. The mask and his katana gave him the power and the courage to stand against evildoers.


      The Masked Samurai took a huge step forward and swung down his beloved katana, Nameless, with a roar. It was the katana that his savior, the man who pulled him out of the darkness, had forged for him, urging him to start over from a blank slate.


      He wasn’t significantly more skilled than the other bandits; nevertheless, his intimidating aura overwhelmed them.


      He charged at them head-on and sliced off one of the bandits’ arms. Blood spurted from the open wounds as the other bandits watched on in terror.


      The bandit desperately tried to stop the bleeding, but he no longer had a hand to compress it. He let out an anguished screech, begging for help, but the Masked Samurai just mercilessly kicked him to the side.


      “As soon as you’ve finished playing your part, get the hell off of my stage! Okay, who’s next?”


      They were gaining momentum, but a single arrow would put a stop to that.


      The Masked Samurai stepped forward, looking for his next opponent, but he sensed that someone was watching him from afar and stopped in his tracks. As soon as he heard a distinct whistle in the wind, he quickly flung himself backward. An arrow flew right past his eyes and struck deep into a tree. If he hadn’t heard beforehand that there could be archers, that arrow would have surely gone straight through his head.


      He had overcome one near-death experience, but his stance had become sloppy. Not wanting to overlook that moment of weakness, more bandits flooded in and went on the attack.


      Gerhard jumped in between them and held off the bandits’ advance. He attempted to launch a counterattack, but the archer wouldn’t allow it. Gerhard spun around and blocked the incoming arrow with his katana. Along with the sharp clink of metal, sparks momentarily danced in the dark forest, and the archer quickly slipped back into hiding.


      Ordinarily, archers were put at a disadvantage in such low-visibility environments, but they appeared to be using the abundant cover to their advantage, peeking out for a single shot, then concealing themselves once again.


      “We’ve wandered into their trap, huh? What a nuisance...” muttered Gerhard. While he was the strongest swordsman in the Shander domain, it didn’t do him much good if he couldn’t see his opponent.


      Djoser glared at where the arrow had seemingly come from. “I’ll put a stop to that archer. In the meantime, Master, I’ll leave the other bandits to you and the Masked Samurai.” Without even waiting for an answer, Djoser readied Knight Killer and jumped into a sprint.


      “Wait! Djoser?!”


      The Masked Samurai tried to stop him, but Gerhard quietly shook his head.


      “Let him go. This is a battle he has to fight.” Gerhard’s words were strict, but they conveyed the bond that they shared as master and student.


      The Masked Samurai nodded and adjusted his grip on Nameless’s tsuka. While Djoser was dealing with the archer, they would just have to thin out their numbers as much as they could. That was the only way to pay respect to Djoser’s resolve.


      ***


      Djoser chased the archer’s silhouette through the forest. Even from behind, he recognized the shady figure. It was the man who had shot an arrow at him when he first witnessed the scene of the massacre.


      It was like a perfect recreation of that fateful day. If that were the case, the archer would surely be leading him straight into a trap.


      They emerged into a clearing. Standing there waiting for him was the man who appeared to be the bandit leader, holding his bow, along with two lackeys standing on either side. In each of their hands were weapons so formidable that they could pierce through full-metal armor with a pull of a trigger: crossbows.


      “God, you must be one hell of an idiot, huh? We spared your life once. You should have treasured it a little more, don’t you think?” The leader let out a patronizing laugh. He appeared to be in his thirties, around the same age as Djoser.


      “I have come here so that I can live out the rest of my life with my head held high.”


      “Is that so? All right, hold that head up real high so we can speed up the process!”


      The leader signaled to his lackeys with a quick upward nod, and in the next second, two deadly bolts released from their crossbows. The monstrous draw weight of the crossbow was instantaneously transferred to those bolts, sending them hurtling through the air so quickly that they were impossible to evade.


      “Hmph!” Djoser focused his energy into Knight Killer, and a swirling barrier of wind formed around him.


      Caught up in the sudden gust, one of the bolts flew off in a completely different direction, and the other one lightly grazed his arm before disappearing into the thicket.


      “What?!”


      The leader was left stupefied, and Djoser took that opportunity to charge toward him. The leader shot off an arrow, but no matter how skilled an archer he might have been, in his current panicked state, there was no way it would ever find its way to Djoser.


      Djoser brushed the arrow away with a stroke of his sword, not losing any momentum. When he was finally within range, he swung Knight Killer to the side, tearing straight through the leader’s bow and his pride. The tension in the bowstring was suddenly released, and the remains of the bow sadly dangled from the leader’s arm.


      Before finishing the leader off, Djoser redirected his attention to the other two lackeys. Ignoring them now could lead to trouble later.


      Knight Killer’s new power didn’t provide a constant barrier of wind around Djoser. It only activated for a moment when Djoser concentrated his energy. Every time he used it, it also placed a great mental strain on him, so it wasn’t something that he could use continuously. The smart thing to do was to take the crossbows out of the equation while he still could.


      This was when the two lackeys made a grave miscalculation. Even though their enemy was practically within reach, they started to load their crossbows. They wielded great power in their hands, but that power had clearly made them complacent. It was a fatal mistake in the most literal sense.


      Refusing to miss his chance, Djoser drove the tip of Knight Killer’s blade straight through one of the cowering lackeys’ throats. Like water from a burst pipe, fresh blood spattered everywhere as the light slowly left his eyes.


      Djoser quickly turned around and brought his sword down on the remaining lackey. He pointed the unloaded crossbow at Djoser, but of course, this was a meaningless endeavor. Swung with Djoser’s full force, Knight Killer tore through the bandit’s muscles, bones, and organs with ease.


      Before the two of his lackeys had even hit the ground, the leader had run up behind Djoser and swung his sword down toward Djoser’s head.


      No, it wasn’t an ordinary sword—it was a katana. Djoser could see the three runes engraved into the blade. They were giving off a pale blue glow, indicating that it had been imbued with a sharpness enchantment.


      Djoser swung Knight Killer upward, and the two enchanted weapons clashed with explosive force, repelling each other.


      The two of them jumped back to gain some distance, and both seemed just as shocked as the other.


      There was no way. Why couldn’t they cut their way through? Both of them had come at each other with the intention of splitting the opposing weapon in two, and they both had enough faith in their weapons to believe that to be possible.


      “You bastard. Where did you get that katana?” Djoser’s glare was fixed on the blade.


      The leader laughed through his nose. “I picked it up from a very generous old man.”


      Until recently, Djoser would have surely snapped at that remark, allowing the blood to rush to his head. However, the battles he had overcome and the weapon in his hands, one which he had enchanted himself, instilled a confidence that allowed him to keep his emotions in check.
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      “Thank goodness you turned out to be a piece of shit. Now I can kill you without losing a wink of sleep.”


      “Still playing the good guy after murdering all my men? Each and every one of them was just doing their best to survive. Don’t you feel even a bit bad?”


      “If a rat wandered into your house, you’d kill it, right? Of course you would, and I’d do the same.”


      “You nobles sure love that kind of thing, creating a hierarchy of life, even among your fellow humans.”


      “If you had lived your life on the straight and narrow, I might have paid your complaints some heed.”


      “If we just kept our heads down and did what you said, you’d keep using us until the day that we die!” The leader held firm to his katana and swung at Djoser.


      Djoser managed to block it, but the force of the blow knocked him off-balance.


      The leader let off a violent flurry of attacks, keeping Djoser on the defensive. Pure fury burned bright in the leader’s eyes. Each and every attack carried his resentment, stinging Djoser’s hands as he parried them.


      Djoser wanted to ask him what had made him hate the nobility so much, but even if he did, he was sure that the leader wouldn’t answer. If he used his grudge against the ruling class as an excuse to torment the powerless, that was something that Djoser couldn’t forgive, even if he wasn’t the progenitor of this cycle of hatred.


      Suddenly something hit Djoser’s back with a thud. He had been pushed back all the way into the trunk of a grand tree.


      The leader wore a twisted smile as he lifted the katana over his head, seeming assured that it was over.


      “Haaah!” Djoser let out a roar from deep within his belly.


      A powerful gust formed with Knight Killer at the center of it, pushing the leader backward. It seemed that he had misunderstood Knight Killer’s ability. It wasn’t just a sword that could stop arrows in their tracks; it had the power to bring forth a small whirlwind.


      The katana still held above his head, the leader was knocked off-balance, leaving him wide open to attack.


      Djoser used the tree as a springboard to accelerate himself forward and sliced into the leader.


      Blood spurted from the leader’s body and, still seemingly unaware of what had just happened to him, he collapsed onto his back.


      Djoser somehow managed to hold on to his fading consciousness, kicking away the leader’s katana with burdened breath. Now that he had truly used the last bit of his energy, he couldn’t allow any chance for a counterattack.


      “If you have any last words, I will hear them for you.”


      “No, I’ve got nothing.”


      “You have nothing to say to that family you murdered?! To the old man you left to suffer?! You can’t offer a single apology to the countless innocents who you have slain as you pleased?!” Djoser’s furious voice resonated throughout the still forest.


      For a moment, the leader stared back at Djoser, his eyes like glass beads, but a little grin soon spread across his face. “Eat shit.”


      Djoser was possessed by a rage so intense that it defied words and drove his foot into the leader’s head. As his boots were reinforced with steel, they easily cracked through his skull, killing him almost instantly.


      Surely they all had their own problems in life. Nobody fell into a life of crime entirely by choice. However, even if Djoser retained the ability to pity them, he wouldn’t allow the leader to die a warrior’s death.


      “Feel free to resent me. I have no intention of stopping, either way.”


      Djoser thought about cutting off his head, but considering that half of it had been completely crushed, it would be a bit difficult to carry back. He felt a twinge of regret for letting himself be controlled by his emotions, but he soon arrived at another idea. He bent down and pulled the saya off the leader’s hip, then picked up the katana that was lying on the ground and sheathed it.


      This should serve as sufficient proof that we defeated the bandits. I’ll take this back to the old man.


      Djoser turned his back to the three corpses and went on his way. He wouldn’t look back at them once as he continued down the path that he had forged for himself.


      ***


      The bandits excelled at fighting in that dense forest, where they could jump out or conceal themselves as they pleased, but when they chose to attack, they still had no choice but to show themselves. Calling such an obvious thing a weakness felt like an exaggeration, but Gerhard and the Masked Samurai focused on that, taking the bandits down one by one.


      “Did they run?” asked Gerhard, scanning the brush. He could no longer sense the enemy’s presence.


      Among the bandits collapsed on the ground, there were still a few that were breathing, but they must have decided that it wasn’t worth risking their lives to save them.


      “Should we chase after them?” the Masked Samurai asked.


      Gerhard shook his head as if to say, You’ve got to be joking. “We’re right in the middle of enemy territory—even if we gave chase, we’d never catch them. They might even have more traps set up for us.”


      “Master Gerhard, I get the feeling that you might be able to walk through such traps like a field of flowers; am I wrong?”


      “I’ve only lived this long because I don’t make a habit of pushing my luck. Even the mightiest heroes usually end up catching a stray arrow. That’s war. Someone my age doesn’t have a shot.”


      The Masked Samurai was about to ask whether those bandits would continue their evil deeds if they let them go, but he stopped himself. He didn’t want to accept it as something inevitable, but there was no way that they could eliminate all the evil in the world with just the three of them. That was too much responsibility for anyone to bear.


      He was still far from satisfied. He felt the scar on his face with the tip of his finger while falling deeper into thought. “When we get back to the village, we can go our separate ways. I’m going to go check out a few nearby villages and warn them about a few potential bandits, then I’ll head home too.”


      “Ah, right...”


      It was a good idea. Gerhard shot the Masked Samurai a suspicious glance. Was he really a former member of that detestable Knights Order? From what he had heard from Djoser, it didn’t seem like he had always been such a capable knight either.


      The Masked Samurai picked up on Gerhard’s stare and gave him a reserved smile. “I’m just always thinking about what I can do for others.” That was his way of atoning for his sins, so it wasn’t something that he could puff out his chest and say with pride.


      He wasn’t so conceited as to think that he could save the world on his own, but he still wanted to do everything that he could. For the man who once called himself Donaldo before donning the mask, that was his way of the knight.


      “I see that,” Gerhard answered briefly, giving him a satisfied smile. “Right, shall we go see what Djoser’s been up to, then?”


      The two of them began walking in the direction that Djoser had run off in.


      “I hope he’s okay.”


      “That’s a bit surprising. I thought you hated the guy,” said Gerhard with a playful grin.


      “I just find it a bit difficult to work with him, and for some very selfish reasons at that,” the Masked Samurai admitted awkwardly. “However, I greatly respect and empathize with his desire to protect the people.”


      “But you’d still rather not see him.”


      “If at all possible.”


      Suddenly, they heard footsteps coming from in front of them and quickly quieted their chatter. They hid behind a couple of trees, just peeking out a bit to keep watch. Luckily, it was only Djoser.


      The Masked Samurai was relieved to see that Djoser had managed to take out that troublesome archer, but Gerhard just nodded as if he knew how things were going to play out from the very beginning.


      On closer inspection, there was something rather unsettling about Djoser’s appearance. He wore a sword on one hip, a katana on the other, and in his hands were two crossbows. While he had succeeded in taking out the bandit leader, it wasn’t triumph on his face, but utter exhaustion, both mental and physical.


      Ordinarily, they would’ve been praising him as a glorious hero, but they couldn’t see him as anything but an unfortunate ghost who had crawled his way out of the battlefield.


      Spotting Gerhard and the Masked Samurai, Djoser jogged over to them. “Everything is settled on my end.”


      “It sure seems that way. So, would you like to explain why you have those dreadful contraptions in your hands? I’m afraid they would make for rather poor souvenirs.”


      Djoser nodded as if to say, You’re certainly right about that. Honestly, it would have been strange for him not to bring it up.


      “I chased the bandits into a small clearing, but the leader and his lackeys were waiting for me there, and they were armed with these. I couldn’t leave prohibited weapons like these just lying around, so I decided to take them with me.”


      Gerhard held out his hands and accepted one of the crossbows. He spun it around, shouldered it, and examined it from every angle. It seemed to be surprisingly well made. It clearly wasn’t fashioned by those bandits, anyway.


      “Why did a small group of bandits have access to weapons like these?” asked Djoser.


      “Might have stolen them from smugglers,” Gerhard answered without a second’s pause.


      There were likely some merchants who tried to smuggle crossbows into the kingdom, and those bandits were lucky enough to steal them. It was certainly a viable theory.


      “I’d like to think that Nabal wasn’t involved in such a thing, but...” Djoser clenched up, almost as though it was his own moral character that was in question.


      Djoser was still young in many ways, but Gerhard found that youth precious indeed. “This wasn’t the first time that those bandits had attacked merchants,” he explained while walking. “It could have easily been a different merchant in an entirely different domain. Also...” Gerhard directed an icy stare at his beloved apprentice. “This Nabal... It’s not like you have known him long enough to be sure of his nature.”


      “That might be so, but—”


      “You think that just because he has been the victim of a crime that he cannot be the culprit of another? That’s just a baseless assumption. That isn’t enough reason to remove him from the list of potential suspects.”


      “Of course, Master.” Djoser didn’t even want to consider it, but he had no choice but to do so. That internal conflict quickly leaked out onto his face.


      He really does take these things so seriously...


      Gerhard waved his hand and tried to speak in a brighter voice. “Sorry, sorry, I might have gone too far. It’s not like I’m blaming you, and I’m not saying that I think that old man is a smuggler. I’m just trying to tell you that it’s good to keep your eyes open and examine every possibility.”


      “No, you’re right. I had already decided that Nabal was innocent just because he was a victim. Thank you for your teachings, Master. I will engrave those words into my heart.”


      “Ah... Good.” Gerhard had only meant it as some idle chatter. There was really no need to take it so seriously. It almost made him feel guilty somehow.


      “However...”


      “Hmm?”


      “I will doubt, question, and doubt some more, but all the while I will be praying that I prove his innocence.”


      “So that’s your answer, huh? It’s a good one.” Gerhard nodded and continued to silently walk on.


      Perhaps my apprentice is finally starting to outgrow me.


      That thought filled Gerhard with pride and just a drop of loneliness. He charged forward to make sure Djoser couldn’t see the complicated expression on his face.


      Djoser hurried his pace so as not to lose sight of him, chasing the broad back of his master.


      They made it out of the woods and returned to the nearby village. Just as the Masked Samurai was about to get on his horse, Gerhard called out to him.


      “Thanks for all your help, Mister Samurai. I look forward to working with you again if something else pops up.”


      “Oh, I’d reeeally rather not. Unless something absolutely terrible happens, please just leave me alone.”


      “Unfortunately for you, this world is full of absolutely terrible people. If you look away for even just a minute, they multiply. I’m sure we’ll be using your services again before long.”


      The two of them grinned and bumped fists.


      The Masked Samurai then turned to Djoser, an awkward smile on his face. Djoser saw this and just gave him a nod in return.


      Take care of yourself, you maniac.


      You too, tightass.


      The Masked Samurai jumped up on his horse and rode off, kicking up dirt as he went. Djoser and Gerhard watched until he disappeared into the distance, then they both climbed onto their horses and set out on the long road home.


      While there were still a few loose ends to tie up, the bandit hunt had officially come to an end.


    


  



  

    

      Chapter 9: Before the Soup Goes Cold


      After returning to the city and delivering his report to the Count, Djoser made his way to Lutz’s workshop. This time, however, he wasn’t going to see the bladesmith; he needed to speak with Claudia.


      Claudia unlocked the door, and as soon as she saw Djoser’s face, she said, “Ah, Djoser. I heard that everything went well with the bandit hunt.”


      He had only just reported everything to the Count. How the hell could she know? Djoser couldn’t help but feel a bit creeped out, but when he asked how she heard about it, she just brushed it off by saying, “Rumors spread fast, you know?”


      Djoser wanted to ask where, exactly, she was hearing all these rumors, but surely she would never tell him. For a merchant like her, such things were a trade secret, the tools by which she did business. For better or worse, she wasn’t as loose-lipped about those things as her husband.


      Coming up to the living room on the second floor, Djoser skipped past the pleasantries and got straight to the point. “How is Nabal doing?”


      He was, of course, referring to the old man whose carriage had been attacked by bandits, leaving him as the sole survivor. Before Djoser set out to take on those bandits, Claudia had said that she would look into how he was doing.


      Claudia detested knights, the nobility, and all who would attempt to bring Lutz harm, but she was a very kind person at her core. There was no way that she would have forgotten such a promise. Djoser struggled to get along with her at times, but he trusted that admirable side of her.


      “Um, you see...” Claudia’s expression grew darker.


      “Wh-What’s wrong?! Don’t tell me—” Djoser stood from his seat, his mind instantly jumping to the worst-case scenario.


      Claudia quickly tried to dispel his worries. “Wait a second. Let me start off by saying that Nabal is alive, and no harm has come to him.”


      “Oh, thank goodness.” Djoser breathed a sigh of relief and sat back down. Remembering how bad he looked when Djoser had last seen him, it seemed more than possible that he would no longer be with them, so he had started to worry.


      He was alive. That was good. However, judging by Claudia’s expression, it didn’t sound like she was about to deliver much more good news.


      “I’ll do my best to explain everything in order. First, I investigated Nabal’s merchant company, and...” Claudia ran her fingers through her slightly wavy hair.


      When Lutz was about to broach a difficult subject, he had a habit of scratching his head. It seemed that Claudia had perhaps picked up that habit as well.


      “It seems like he owns a medium-sized general store, and it was still open for business. There was only one employee working there—um, a married woman, probably in her forties—but she seemed completely unaware that the owner and his family had been the victims of a bandit attack.”


      “I suppose she wouldn’t have,” muttered Djoser sadly.


      There were only so many ways to distribute information like that. The death of an ordinary citizen, no matter how horrible, almost never even made the news. Even if a relative passed away, you could go for years not knowing unless someone told you directly.


      It really should have been Djoser who went to inform those close to the deceased. He had neglected that duty, not out of complacency, but as a matter of capacity. There was a limit to how much a single person could do.


      Hypothetically, if Djoser were able to come straight back from witnessing that horrible scene and report to a group of reliable knights in the Second Order, someone could go around to Nabal’s shop to inform everyone. In fact, Djoser would love to scout Claudia for a role in that order given her prowess for looking into finances and gathering intelligence, but her deep-seated hatred of knights made her entirely incompatible.


      It was partly Djoser’s lack of supervision that led to Claudia’s distrust and hatred, so he didn’t really have the right to complain.


      “She said that she had been worried because the owner and his family were taking much longer than expected to return, but when I told her that Nabal was likely still staying in a village along the main road, she seemed terribly shocked.”


      Djoser had given Nabal more than enough money to return home in a shared wagon, but it seemed like he was still unable to do so of his own volition. Even back then, he had a feeling that might happen, but he still just left him with the money and went on his way. That defeated look in the old man’s eyes appeared to Djoser as condemnation. You could even say that he just wanted to run away from it.


      “Wait, Claudia, right before we went out to fight those bandits, we left our horses in that very same village. I checked the inn where I had left him, but Nabal was nowhere to be seen.”


      “You must have just missed us. I borrowed a carriage and went over there with that woman and Lutzy as an escort. When we talked to the people at the inn, they led us straight to Nabal, and we brought him back to the city.”


      That all must have happened while Djoser was in the Österreich domain, trying to hire the Masked Samurai.


      “Now, about Nabal’s condition... He seemed able to hold a normal conversation and could walk just fine on his own. However, he just seemed devoid of life, like his soul had been sucked out of his body. That’s how I saw it, anyway.”


      “Has Nabal returned to his home?”


      “Yes, but...”


      However. But. Every time such words slipped from Claudia’s lips, Djoser’s chest tightened. Still, it was something that Djoser needed to hear. When someone suffered an attack like that, the pain didn’t end with the death of the perpetrator.


      Djoser had done what he could. It wasn’t the job of a knight to move the nobility to enact change. Surely Djoser’s heart would weigh lighter if he could actually force himself to believe that.


      For believing that he could really protect the innocents in the kingdom, he was an arrogant man indeed.


      For feeling the unrelenting need to do so anyway, he was an exemplary knight.


      “The ground floor of his house is the shop, and the living areas are on the second floor, but it sounds like he’s been spending his days locked away up there, just sitting and staring off into space. The woman who is running the shop for him tried to prepare him some food, but she was only able to get him to eat one or two spoonfuls of soup. When she tried to force him to eat more than that, he threw it all up immediately.”


      “Do you think... Is he trying to starve himself?”


      “From what I’ve heard, he still understands that he needs to eat. He apologized profusely to her after spitting it all up. He knows that he needs it, but his body just didn’t allow him to keep it down.”


      They had slaughtered his family right in front of his eyes, and he was forced to leave them behind. The self-hatred in his heart must have cursed every breath he took while his family lay in the dirt, cold and still.


      “Thank you, Claudia. I really am grateful. If possible, I would like to give you something in return, but...” Djoser shook his head. He didn’t have anything to offer her at the moment.


      Claudia wasn’t expecting to get anything out of it from the very beginning, but she put on a teasing yet enchanting smile and said, “Let’s just say that you owe me one.”


      “Ugh.”


      Claudia had no intention of actually collecting on that debt. She just wanted to see him squirm a bit.


      After asking for Nabal’s address, Djoser left Lutz’s workshop behind him. He had to see him with his own eyes. He wasn’t sure if there was really anything that he could do for him, but he would never know until he spoke with him face-to-face.


      The next day, Djoser paid a visit to Nabal’s store. It appeared to be closed, so he knocked loudly on the front door. When there was no answer, he did so again.


      He began to worry, all the very worst possibilities rushing through his mind. Just as he was seriously considering kicking down the door, a sound came from the other side.


      “Who is it?” It was a woman’s voice, tinged with fatigue and suspicion.


      Djoser straightened out his back before responding. “I am Djoser, a high-ranking knight of the Shander house. I have come to see the owner of this establishment, Nabal.”


      After a moment of silence, the woman said, “I am terribly sorry. The master is currently unwell and is resting in bed. He is certainly not strong enough to meet with a knight at this moment.”


      “I understand his circumstances. I’ve come to inform him that I have successfully slain the bandits who murdered his family.”


      The woman took some time, weighing this strange man’s words. It had the potential to bring some life back to Nabal’s heart, so should she allow him in? Either way, if a high-ranking knight were to insist on seeing him, she would have no right to deny him entry. Perhaps it was just best to let him in before he broke down their door.


      The woman opened the door and poked her face out ever so slowly. Standing before her was a giant man with a katana on his hip and a basket in his left hand. To be honest, the first thing that went through her mind was Who is this weirdo? However, judging by his regal armor, it seemed that he was at least truly a knight.


      The woman’s eyes were filled with wariness. Wanting to put her at ease, he thought for a moment before saying, “Um, Claudia drew my attention to the situation here.”


      “Oh, really?” In the blink of an eye, the woman dropped all of her tension and suspicion.


      Just how close had Claudia gotten to her? How much support had she received? Claiming to be a knight got him dirty looks, but a merchant’s name earned trust? It felt unfair. Honestly, he was saddened. That feeling sat in the pit of his stomach like a rock.


      It just feels a bit... This feels like... I mean...


      At the end of the day, that was just the public’s perception of the Knights Order.


      ***


      Djoser was led up to the second floor, and when he entered the room in the farthest corner of the house, he saw an old man sitting up and looking out the window as if in a trance. It was Nabal.


      “Nabal.”


      It was only after Djoser said his name that he turned over to him, as if he hadn’t even noticed that he was there.


      Djoser gulped instinctively at the sight. The old man’s face was white as a sheet, thin and haggard. Djoser wouldn’t have been surprised if the Grim Reaper was Nabal’s next appointment.


      “Ah, Sir Djoser, was it?” Nabal squeezed out through his dry throat.


      Djoser worried that even such a simple action could scrape away at the little life Nabal had left. He chose a chair at random and sat down next to Nabal’s bed, then pulled the katana off his hip, saya and all, and held it out horizontally. “Nabal, do you remember this katana?”


      “Is that...”


      It was the katana that he had ordered from a blacksmith in town and intended to sell in the Österreich domain. It was a new and exciting business opportunity that should have provided hope for the future.


      “We eliminated the bandits and decided to bring this back to you. I have avenged your family. There is no need to blame yourself for this tragedy any longer.”


      “You did?” Nabal asked with some difficulty.


      Those detestable bandits now lay dead. Surely Nabal should have been happy. However, at that time, the thing that weighed heaviest on the old man’s heart was the reality that nothing could ever bring his family back and that nothing would ever absolve him of his sins. The katana that Djoser presented to him was nothing but a cursed object imbued with the memory of those bandits.


      An uncomfortable silence once again filled the room.


      Djoser forced a smile, something that he rarely did, and opened up the basket he had brought along. “I hear that you haven’t been eating much. That’s no good—you have to get something in you. This is some freshly baked bread along with some soup that my wife made this morning. Go ahead and eat some.”


      The basket was filled with lovely homemade food. For the first time in Djoser’s life, he filled up a shallow bowl with soup and carefully carried it over to another, a task that proved more challenging than he had expected.


      Nabal gave the food that was spread out on his side table nothing but a passing glance. “I’m so sorry, but...” He shook his head. He just couldn’t imagine himself being able to stomach food. If at all possible, he just wanted to shrivel up and die like an autumn leaf. While he was grateful for Djoser’s sympathy, part of him wished that he hadn’t even come. Nabal turned his head to the window again.


      Djoser looked back and forth between Nabal and the food for some time, then spoke to him as softly as he could. “Once we get a hold of the finances in the Shander domain, we’re planning on establishing the Second Knights Order, you see.” Djoser had no idea if Nabal was even listening, but he continued on anyway, even if he was just talking to himself. “It’s embarrassing to admit, but the Knights Order is useless as it is now, and it’s long past the point of saving. I really did try to discipline them, but they are all the children of lower-ranking nobles, so they would just go running to mommy and daddy to complain. It was like trying to implement reform while I had both my arms and legs tied up. There was no way it was going to work. The whole organization is a crate of rotting apples.”


      In their recent battle, the Masked Samurai, a former knight of the domain, fought impressively. His demeanor and manner of speech were questionable, but his desire to atone for the sins of his past was genuine, and he was more than willing to risk his life to protect the innocent. He was a great enough warrior to even earn Gerhard’s respect. Even a man of his prowess and potential was reduced to a common thug during his time in the Order. It was terrifying how much one could be influenced by their environment.


      Djoser had entirely given up on reforming the current Knights Order. If he wanted an organization of proud knights who wouldn’t forget their duty to protect the populace, he would have to build it from the ground up.


      “I am going to change this domain for the better. I’ll make it a place where bandits do not dare enter, a safe and peaceful place where people can go about their lives free of fear! Until then!” Djoser grew more passionate with every word. It wasn’t some prepared monologue. As he spoke, he gradually came to realize what his true purpose was. “Until then, I want you to live on, to see the world that your family inspired!”


      Hearing a sudden movement, Nabal turned around. Djoser was bowing his head deeply. A high-ranking knight was bowing to an elderly merchant, begging him to live. Ordinarily, such a thing would never happen. There was simply too much disparity between a normal citizen and a noble.


      Strangely, Nabal came to his senses only to be further confused. “Are you really asking me to live on in shame?”


      “There are things that you simply can never do if you don’t keep living. Asking this of you is a selfish request, but even then...”


      Nabal didn’t know how to respond to such an earnest plea. He closed his eyes and pondered for a while before reaching out to the soup on his bedside table and brought the spoon to his mouth. One, two, then three spoonfuls. He was keeping it down. Nabal surprised even himself with this accomplishment.


      Seeing this, Djoser’s expression suddenly lit up. But soon, another thought popped into his head. “Oh, sorry. The soup has probably gone cold by now, right?”


      It was piping hot when his wife had made it, then he put it in a basket with plenty of cloth for insulation, and the lid was closed tightly on the container, but quite some time had elapsed since then. It was still a rather chilly time of year as well. Of course it had gone cold.


      “No, it’s...” Nabal’s voice was shaking. A single tear spilled from his eye, tracing the wrinkles in his face as it fell. “It’s so very warm.”


      ***


      “I managed to pry this from the Count’s miserly clutches!”


      A leather bag plopped down on the well-used table in Gerhard’s workshop, the wonderful sound of coinage ringing out through the room. Even the voice of an angel couldn’t compete with that sound.


      Lately, Djoser had slowly been letting go of the idea that it was unsightly for a knight to desire money. The more money he had, the more options opened up for him and the more he could accomplish.


      Money itself has no moral quality. It is the moral quality of the one who uses it that is tested.


      In order to achieve his dream of establishing the Second Knights Order and making the Shander domain a safer place to live, Djoser couldn’t allow his own ideas about the nature of money to get in the way. Even if it was going to take some time, he would have to change his outlook.


      Djoser opened the bag and took a peek inside.


      Gerhard let out a little chuckle. “Fifty gold coins. In terms of how we should split it, I’d like you to hear me out first. If you have any objections, feel free to voice them after I’m finished.”


      “Please, continue.”


      “First, five gold coins each will go to me and the Masked Samurai, then I’ll take an extra five to pay down your debt. The remaining thirty-five gold coins will all go to you. What do you say?”


      Djoser’s eyes opened wide. Out of fifty gold, he would be getting thirty-five? No, more than that. Five of the ten gold would be going toward Djoser’s debt, which meant he was, in essence, getting forty gold coins. It was simply too much.


      However, when Djoser tried to voice his complaints, Gerhard grinned and said, “This is a job that you found, planned, and executed. The Masked Samurai and I were just hired to come along. To most adventurers, five gold coins is a hell of a lot of money for just taking down some bandits.”


      “But...” Djoser still looked troubled. He couldn’t bring himself to take all the profit and leave his master with a pittance.


      “Okay, how about this, then? You take five as a reward for the job and keep the other thirty safe for the next time.”


      “The next time?”


      “When more bandits eventually cause trouble, it’ll take money to hire people or buy the necessary weapons and supplies. If you have money set aside, it means that you’ll be able to respond faster. It’s for the good of others, a brighter world. Would you still feel bad about taking it knowing all that?”


      “I am grateful for your teachings.” After giving his master a bow, Djoser took ten gold coins out of the bag and handed them over, then tucked the leather bag into his pouch.


      It was heavy. Was it just the weight of the coins, or was he feeling the weight of responsibility as well?


      ***


      A few days later, Djoser was curious about how Nabal was doing, so he paid his store another visit. There, he ran into someone unexpected.


      “Oh, Lutz.”


      It was the blacksmith, Lutz. He was loading things from the store into a wagon. “Hey, Djoser, what a coincidence.”


      “What are you doing here?”


      “Nabal said that he was closing down the store, so Claudia bought up the rest of his stock at a great price.”


      “Ah, he’s closing down the store, huh?” Djoser said quietly, looking up at the two-story construction.


      Djoser had avenged his family and encouraged the old merchant to keep on living. Even then, he didn’t have the motivation to start his business up again. He certainly didn’t have the energy or resources required of a merchant.


      It was pretty much inevitable, and Djoser had no intention of coercing him into continuing. Even though he had killed the bandits, it wouldn’t bring Nabal’s family back. It wasn’t like everything could just go back to normal.


      Djoser gently shook his head and stepped into the store. All the items had disappeared from the shelves, leaving everything looking desolate. Nabal and Claudia were sitting around on wooden crates, talking as though they had known each other for years.


      As Djoser approached them, Claudia turned to him and said, “Oh, hey,” with a friendly wave.


      Nabal also looked over at him and gave him a bow. “Welcome, Sir Djoser. I’m afraid I don’t have much here to entertain you—or rather, there isn’t anything left at all—but please have a seat.” Nabal gestured over to another wooden crate.


      Djoser pushed it over closer to them and sat down. “Sorry to interrupt. Were you discussing business?”


      “No, no, we’ve already wrapped that up for the most part.” Claudia handed a leather bag over to Nabal.


      From the sound of jingling and the way that the bag was deformed by its contents, Djoser could guess what was inside.


      “That’s seventy-two gold coins and twenty silver, as agreed.”


      “Very good. Thank you for your patronage.” Nabal accepted the bag with a smile. After opening it up to quickly check the contents, he placed it down by his side.


      Djoser didn’t know the exact details of what Nabal had remaining in his stock, but that seemed like an awful lot for a bulk sale of items that Nabal was just trying to get rid of.


      Seeing that Claudia and Nabal had mostly finished their business, Djoser said, “Nabal, I heard that you’re closing down the store. What are you planning on doing from now on?”


      “Good question...” Nabal appeared to stare off into space. “First, I’m planning on giving this money to all of the employees who have stayed with me to the very end. It should be more than enough to start up a new business somewhere.”


      Djoser glanced over to Claudia for confirmation, and she gave him a little nod. That was a fortune large enough to not just set up a small stand, but purchase a full store and the land it sat on.


      “What about after that?”


      “Um, let me see. Djoser, this might sound a bit off-topic, but have you secured a plot of land or a building for the Second Knights Order yet?”


      Nabal was right; that certainly was off-topic. Djoser tilted his head in confusion. “Um, no, not yet.”


      It would still take quite some time to establish the Second Order. They hadn’t even recruited any members yet outside of Djoser himself. They would only really be able to begin operating once the katana industry brought an increase in tax revenue to the domain.


      “If it is all right with you, I would like to offer you this building to use as the knights’ station.”


      “What did you say?” Djoser sounded nearly breathless. “I mean, I am truly grateful that you would offer, but...”


      It was only a three-minute walk away from the main street, a perfect base of operations for an organization that was trying to promote public safety. Djoser was overjoyed to have so much support from a private citizen, but it was such a huge donation that it almost felt unsettling.


      “What do you wish in return?”


      “Peace.”


      “That is an honorable thing to desire. Truly wonderful—I really mean that—but is there nothing that I can offer you individually? Can I offer you money or a title?”


      “In that case, there is one thing that I would like.” Nabal rubbed his white beard, speaking in a reserved tone. “Would you care to employ me as a member of the Second Order?”


      “You? In the Knights Order?” Djoser instinctively looked his aged body up and down.


      If someone told him that Nabal was the patron saint of bean sprouts, Djoser would’ve believed them, given his lankiness. Djoser imagined Nabal clad in armor and riding a horse as he took down bandits left and right. It all just seemed like a bad joke.


      Picking up on Djoser’s strange expression, Nabal waved his hands and said, “Oh, no, no. I don’t mean as a knight. I’m talking about managing the finances and logistics.”


      “So, you’d take care of the salaries, food reserves, order new gear... That kind of thing?”


      “Yes.” Nabal gave him a strong nod.


      He had biceps like cotton balls, but he was more than confident in his ability to balance a budget. Djoser really couldn’t have asked for anything more reassuring.


      At the moment, the First Knights Order had very little money. That wasn’t just because of their relatively small budget; it was the result of reckless spending. Because of that misappropriation, they funded much of their operation through bribes and extortion.


      In order to appeal to the public that the Second Order was a clean organization that ran solely on taxes, they would need a capable accountant at the helm. Talent like that, capable of reading, writing, and arithmetic, was more valuable than any treasure. While Djoser didn’t really want to admit it, he needed an accountant far more than he needed knights.


      “If you really want to help me, Nabal, I’ll throw up my arms in joy and welcome you immediately, but I can’t help but feel like I’m still reaping all of the benefits. It doesn’t really feel like you get anything out of it.”


      Nabal looked down at his feet and shook his head somberly. “I’ve been thinking about this for a long time. Why was it that I alone survived that attack, even though I had already had my chance at a long life? Why did God want me to live on? Is there any point in letting a coward such as me see tomorrow?”


      Djoser wanted to say that he was no coward, but he was sure that words of encouragement wouldn’t reach Nabal at that moment. He stayed silent and waited for Nabal to speak.


      “Sir Djoser, you saved my life, avenged my family, and now you’re working to establish the Second Order. I can’t help but feel like there’s a greater, unifying purpose behind all this—no, I want to believe it.” Nabal lifted his head. Still far from fully recovered, he had the face of a frail old man. However, his eyes alone carried an unbreakable spirit. “Please, allow me to make this a peaceful land, free from the oppression of bandits. Give me the opportunity to atone for my sins. Please.”


      Seeing the determination in Nabal’s eyes, Djoser’s whole body shook in awe.


      He is trying to confront his own destiny head-on. What a noble and virtuous man! This, this is the kind of compatriot that I have been so yearning for!


      Knowing that he couldn’t let that opportunity slip through his fingers, Djoser grabbed hold of Nabal’s wrinkled hands. “I couldn’t ask for anything more. Nabal—no, Staff Officer Nabal—please support us in our mission!”


      “It would be my honor!”


      Until then, every time that Djoser talked about the Second Order, it just felt like something vague and nebulous. Now, it had started to take form. There was nothing that made Djoser happier.


      There was one more person whom they needed to thank. Djoser and Nabal looked around the empty store, but Claudia was nowhere to be seen.


      ***


      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” Claudia called out to Lutz, who was playing around with the random items that were packed into their uncovered wagon.


      “Hey, everything all settled in there?”


      “Yeah, it’s all wrapped up nicely. All that’s left for me to do is to slip away mysteriously like the cool woman that I am.”


      “Is that how it works?”


      “That’s how it works. I can’t encroach on the lovey-dovey atmosphere those old guys are letting off. Best to head out before things get too awkward,” Claudia teased as she ran her fingers through her long, wavy hair.


      She jumped up into the driver’s seat, and Lutz sat beside her. The horse brayed as Claudia took to the reins, and they set off at a leisurely pace, the gentle clopping of hoofs echoing through the street.


      Lutz stared lovingly at the profile of his beautiful wife. She seemed to be having so much fun.


    


  



  

    

      Side Story: Cera the Unrelenting


      What’s up with this weirdo?


      That was their first impression of each other.


      One of them wore a black cape and a peculiar mask. The other was a cute girl who had yet to rid herself of the unique aura of novice adventurers. Ordinarily, these two would never have crossed paths, but they were brought together by a single katana.


      They were currently in a town on the border of the Shander and Österreich domains. After emerging triumphant from the battle with the flame demon, Cera left the Shander domain, the place she had grown so accustomed to. Heeding the advice of the great blacksmith Lutz, she set out for the Österreich domain in search of the Masked Samurai.


      Cera could sense the suspicion in the Masked Samurai’s eyes even through the holes in the mask. However, after looking down at the katana on Cera’s hip, he gave her a little nod.


      “Ah, so that’s how it is, huh? That katana is unmistakably one of Master Lutz’s works.”


      “You can tell?” asked Cera casually.


      The Masked Samurai twisted the corner of his lips up. At that point, Cera had already realized that she had touched on an inadvisable subject, but it was too late.


      “But of course, of course!” he started, brimming with confidence. “Every single night before bed, I gaze at the beautiful blade of my beloved Nameless, a sublime work of Master Lutz, complete with a four-rune enchantment. I could never mistake one of his works for some lesser blade. When I look at that katana on your hip, I get the same kind of feeling. If I were to lick the blade, it would surely taste the same as well! Aha, ha ha ha! I won’t do that, though.”


      Cera looked left and right, making sure that she had a clear escape route. Was he really the man whom Lutz said she could depend on?


      She wasn’t sure if he picked up on her anxiety or not, but he pounded his chest and said, “All right, I understand everything. Leave it all up to the Masked Samurai! I’ll support your new life as an adventurer over here with every fiber of my being!”


      “Ah, um, thanks?” After coming that far, she couldn’t very well turn him down, so she just gave him a tentative nod.


      Why were all of Lutz’s friends lunatics? Of course, it wasn’t lost on Cera that she was part of that mad and merry band.


      “First, let’s head to the Adventurers Guild and get you registered over there. Can you write, by the way? If you can’t, I’ll serve as your amanuensis and fill everything out for you.”


      “I can write my name, at least...”


      “Okay, that should be fine.”


      The Masked Samurai just confidently used a crazy word like amanuensis. Cera cocked her head at him, wondering if there might be hidden depths to this strange man. Even if there was, he certainly didn’t seem it at first blush.


      Adventurers often lived by the rule that there was no time like the present. The two of them quickly left Denis’s store, where the Masked Samurai was currently living, behind them.


      “After I show you the adventurers’ bar, I’ll point you in the direction of a nice, cheap inn. Ah, just so you know, it’s got lots of private rooms with sturdy locks. I’m sure that would be your preference, yes?”


      “Yes, thank you.”


      “After that, I’ll tell you which restaurants are worth your money and which ones you should avoid. Then the market where you can buy gear. Oh, and when you just need some daily necessities, please come by Denis’s store. If there’s anything else you need to know, you can ask me at any time!”


      The Masked Samurai almost seemed drunk with joy. However, he wasn’t showing off for a cute girl; he was simply overjoyed that his lord and savior, Lutz, had enough confidence in him to leave her in his care. Cera also got the vague feeling that might be the case, leaving her unsure of how to react.


      When they entered the adventurers’ bar, an older woman at the counter slammed her large hands down with a bang, not even trying to hide the fact that she was ogling them. “Oh, my! Oh, my!” she said, a smile coming to her face. “Little samurai, where did you find yourself such an adorable darling? I suppose our little samurai is a boy after all, huh? I get it—I understand completely. Oh, just to let you know, we have a room open on the third floor if you’d like to use it.” She laid the room key on the counter before they could even respond.


      “It’s not like that! The man who I owe my life to entrusted me with the safety of this woman. I’m here to register her with the Guild,” the Masked Samurai said with a tired expression.


      The woman at the counter seemed disappointed somehow. “Hmph...” she slid over some ink, a pen, and a piece of parchment. “Do you have any experience as an adventurer?” she asked, watching Cera nervously sign her name.


      “I worked as an adventurer in the Shander domain for about a year.”


      The woman chuckled through her nose. “Okay, I suppose I don’t have to explain the finer details of the job, then. Bars like this are pretty much all the same no matter where you go, so just make yourself at home.”


      “Thank you very much. I’ll do just that.” Cera passed over the signed parchment.


      The woman quickly looked it over and accepted it with a nod. As there were many eccentric and ill-mannered people in their field, she quickly took a liking to Cera—at least to the point where she didn’t feel like berating her for her poor handwriting.


      “Oh, actually, there is one thing that I need to warn you about. Don’t worry, it’s nothing big,” the Masked Samurai said suddenly.


      Cera prepared herself for the worst. Her experience told her that when people phrased something like that, it was usually a pretty big deal.


      “We don’t actually have a labyrinth in the Österreich domain.”


      “Whaaat?!” Cera raised her voice in shock, and far louder than she had intended.


      To Cera, the job of an adventurer was to go down into the labyrinth, kill monsters, and bring back jewels and the like. If you took the adventure from adventurers, you’d just be left with a bunch of ers. She didn’t understand the point of their existence.


      “So, what the hell do all the so-called adventurers do around here? Are you just a bunch of unemployed drunkards?!”


      Cera could be much more foulmouthed than the Masked Samurai had expected. He held up his hands as if trying to calm a frightened horse and continued his explanation. “Oh, don’t say something so awful. Only about a third of us are like that.”


      Cera couldn’t quite tell if that was a joke or not. Either way, it seemed best not to pry any further, so Cera quietly listened.


      “There are plenty of jobs that an adventurer can do outside of delving into the labyrinth. We collect medicinal herbs, transport goods, take down bandits, fight wild monsters, and guard envoys. In some strange circumstances, I’ve seen people fight a duel or get revenge on another’s behalf.”


      “I’ve certainly never heard of an adventurer getting revenge for someone,” said the woman at the counter with a laugh, seeing that Cera was looking worried.


      “Well, it’s not like people are exactly advertising that service.”


      The Masked Samurai started laughing too, but Cera didn’t get the joke. It seemed like she still lacked the experience to be able to decipher the refined humor of adventurers. She wasn’t sure that she wanted to understand them.


      After laughing for a little while, the Masked Samurai’s face suddenly turned serious, as though someone had flipped a switch. “Cera, I’d like you to tell me a bit more about yourself.”


      “Oh, are you trying to hit on me now just because I’ve got a cute fa—”


      Right as Cera was about to finish, the Masked Samurai gave her a little whack on the forehead.


      “Ow! Hey, it was just a girl joke, okay?!”


      “I don’t even want to think about it, but you didn’t say that kind of thing to Master Lutz, did you?” The Masked Samurai furrowed his brow.


      Cera waved her hands as if to say, Of course not. “No, at that time I wasn’t even in the right mental space to tell any kind of joke. I wanted to die, but I was afraid of death. I had no clue what to do with myself. After all this time, I’m just finally starting to settle down a bit.” Cera was staring off into the distance as she spoke.


      The Masked Samurai knew those to be the eyes of someone who had seen hell. She might have looked like an ordinary girl, but she had come there on Lutz’s suggestion. While it was a bit late to realize, it was safe to assume that she had a complicated past. Perhaps it would be best to adjust his initial appraisal.


      “Not only that!” Cera leaned forward and started speaking rapidly. “Lutz is already in a loving marriage, Ricardo seems to be head over heels for his katana, and Kevin is way older than me. Far from turning into some kind of crazy love triangle or something, none of them even showed the slightest bit of interest! I mean, it’s not like I wanted them to make a move or anything, but as a woman, you at least want someone to feel the tiniest bit of temptation! You know what I mean?!”


      “No, not a damn clue...”


      “Try harder!”


      “I’d rather not.”


      Their conversation had gotten so far off track that it fell off a cliff.


      The Masked Samurai cleared his throat to signal that he was trying to get them back on topic, and Cera quickly understood that intention as well, her face turning serious.


      “Have you ever taken a human life?”


      Cera couldn’t find an immediate response to that question. Surely, that was the Masked Samurai’s way of saying that if she wanted to live as an adventurer in the Österreich domain, it wasn’t just the monsters that she would have to fight. There would be times when she had to cross blades with her fellow man.


      She would have to answer carefully. Her next words could change the course of her life. It was just a matter of how she wanted to use that life.


      Why am I hesitating? I am Cera, a proud adventurer. I’ve already made up my mind.


      Cera held tight to the saya of the dear katana she had received from Lutz and took a deep breath before answering. “I have never killed a living person, but in the labyrinth, there was a time when I was surrounded by a horde of zombies and had to cut every last one of them down.”


      “And you lived to see the light of day, huh?”


      “Yes, I did.” Cera gave him a strong nod.


      She had guts. There didn’t seem to be any point in prying any deeper. The Masked Samurai turned to the woman at the counter and said, “Give her a job as an escort for a caravan. If you tell them that the Masked Samurai recommended her for the job, they should be fine with it.”


      “Oh, my. Are you sure you’re okay with giving her a formal recommendation? If she messes something up, it’ll be your responsibility, you know?”


      “I don’t mind. She has the eyes of a warrior—she won’t run away when the going gets tough. If I’m wrong, it’ll just mean that I’m a fool.” Leaving them with those words alone, the Masked Samurai turned his back and wandered off. The rest was up to Cera.


      “U-Um! Thank you so much!” Cera bowed her head deeply.


      The Masked Samurai gave her a little wave as he left the bar, not turning around once.


      ***


      Thus started Cera’s new life in the Österreich domain.


      “Wow, it’s already this late, huh?”


      “Yeah, let’s get back to the mansion as quickly as we can.”


      Cera and her client walked through the dark with torches raised.


      Her client, a middle-aged man, stared at Cera’s back with tired, suspicious eyes. The Masked Samurai had given her his seal of approval, and she was rather cheap to hire because she was new. That was all well and good, but would they really be okay? What would happen if bandits attacked while he only had one little girl to guard him? She would probably either run at the first sign of danger or die as soon as the fighting began. If that were to happen, he would have no choice but to pull out his wallet and beg for his life. Even then, there was no guarantee that they would let him live.


      He had hired an escort to put his mind at ease, but now his worries only escalated. The only benefit was being able to stare at her tight ass from behind.


      Either way, he would be hiring a different adventurer next time. It wasn’t easy to find someone who was both skilled and reputable, though. If they weren’t skilled enough, they would lose to bandits, but if they weren’t trustworthy enough, they might try to threaten and steal from their own client.


      For really important jobs, he would rather hire the Masked Samurai, but he was so popular among the masses that he was often away on other business.


      It was always the worst kinds of premonitions that came true. Or perhaps tragedy was simply drawn to those with the darkest thoughts.


      They walked down a quiet, narrow road, but a large man soon stepped in to block their path. In his hands were an axe and a knife so big you might mistake it for a sword.


      “You’ve got to pay a toll. Leave it on the ground.” The giant thug grinned from ear to ear.


      As far as intimidation attempts went, it was lacking in originality, though Cera gave him points for clarity.


      Cera’s client was so overcome with fear that he forgot about her entirely and reached for his wallet.


      Cera stepped out in front to protect him, then pulled her katana off of her waist, still sheathed in its saya.


      The client let out a disappointed sigh. It seemed that she was trying to pay him off with that weapon of hers. He wasn’t really expecting that much out of her, but watching it all play out before his eyes was almost embarrassing.


      “What’s wrong, little girl? Don’t you want to play with me a bit first? Eh heh heh heh...”


      Just as an unscrupulous smile came to the thug’s face, Cera drove the end of the saya straight into his throat.


      “Ughaaah!” Letting out a desperate scream, the thug fell onto his back with a great thud.


      Cera walked over to his side and looked down at him as if he were a dying frog, drying out on the side of the road in the summer heat. She drew her katana and pointed the tip directly between the thug’s legs. “Don’t you think it’s a bit unfair that only women have to deal with blood coming out of their crotch?”


      “Wait, please! That’s my precious little son!” the thug pleaded from the bottom of his heart.


      “Yeah? What about it?! My client and my honor are just as important to me! Far more important than your pitiful little son!”


      “Waaaah! Please, just let me go! My son! My precious son!”


      It was getting hard to tell who was the thug and who was the victim. People nearby must have heard the ruckus, as Cera could feel the intrigued stares of onlookers piercing into her back.


      After clicking her tongue, she pulled her katana away from the thug. “Leave this town. If I ever see you again, I’ll make you understand a woman’s pain tenfold.”


      “Y-Yes! Of course!” So desperate that he forgot all about his crushed windpipe, the thug scurried away. His son was far more important than his reputation or his shame.


      With that, they were out of danger, but Cera could still feel the gazes of nosy passersby. Cera looked around as if she were searching for her next prey, and they all promptly placed their hands between their legs and ran.


      Cera’s client had been unable to process anything that happened after she jabbed the thug in the throat. Only then did he finally snap out of his trance. He still hadn’t fully understood the situation, but he was salient enough to know that he should be thanking her.


      “Hey, Cera, that was pretty good. You really saved my skin there. I suppose I should have expected no less from someone the Masked Samurai recommended.” He felt a bit guilty for having doubted her before, but he forced a bright and cheery voice.


      However, he couldn’t quite tell if Cera was actually listening to him. No, something seemed really off with her.


      She sheathed the katana and placed it back onto her hip, then crossed her arms, looking down with a terribly pale complexion. “I’m sorry. I know it’s over now, but I just can’t stop shaking. I’ve only really ever fought monsters, so I’m really not used to having another human life in my hands,” she explained apologetically.


      Even hearing her admission, the client didn’t think of her as unreliable. Fighting a thug like that was a scary thing for anyone. Of course it was. To feel that fear and be able to act regardless—that was the important part.


      Suddenly, the client could feel himself taking quite a liking to Cera. She seemed like a true warrior, overflowing with courage and sincerity.


      “Cera, I would like to hire you as my escort next time too. Would you be okay with that?”


      “Huh? Oh, yes! Of course!” Cera immediately perked up. She wasn’t quite sure why he had suddenly seemed to take so much of a liking to her, but having regular work was a wonderful thing indeed.


      As it turned out, that client wasn’t just saying that as a pleasantry. He went on to employ her services time and time again. He also must have given a very positive report to the Adventurers Guild, as more merchants began asking for her by name, one after the other.


      Cera took on every escort mission, saw them to completion, and returned home safely. No matter how cruel the bandits or ferocious the monsters, she never once ran from a fight. She knew all too well that the only thing that came from running was pain and regret.


      Every time she faced a new enemy, the same thought ran through her mind.


      Compared to the flame demon, this is nothing.


      Bandits didn’t breathe fire, and a blade could cut straight through them. That didn’t change the fact that they were dangerous, but it was more than enough to calm Cera’s mind.


      The rest of the adventurers couldn’t run either, knowing that a girl half of their size was digging her heels into the dirt and putting her life on the line. They would be laughed at by their peers and have to live in shame. As a result, the other adventurers had no choice but to fight just as wholeheartedly as her.


      After a while, the word spread that anyone who hired her would safely reach their destination without a single one of their goods stolen.


      “So, anyway, I’m super happy that everyone appreciates the work that I do, but...”


      That day, Cera was sitting across the table from the Masked Samurai at the adventurers’ bar, having a meal. She wanted to thank him for getting her set up in the Österreich domain, and the Masked Samurai also wanted to check in on how she was doing, as his savior had left her in his care.


      “They all keep handing me hard candies and trying to set me up with their grandchildren! I’m really not sure how I feel about people treating me like that, you know? I feel like I just keep getting more and more popular with the elderly,” said Cera with a sigh.


      The Masked Samurai burst out into laughter, holding a tankard of beer in one hand. “You’ve become quite the idol among the merchants, it seems!”


      “Uugh... It’s a fair bit different from how I imagined things going, anyway. Even worse, people have apparently started calling me Cera, the Ball Crusher in private. What kind of dishonorable nickname is that? Isn’t that awful?!”
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      While Cera looked somewhat displeased, it certainly didn’t seem to be affecting her appetite. She crammed one sausage after another down her throat. The Masked Samurai watched with a smile and a nod. That side of her truly made her fit to be an adventurer.


      “Hey, Cera, you’ve built up quite a reputation for yourself as an adventurer who will never run in the face of danger, but...” His expression suddenly turned serious. “One of these days, that reputation is going to kill you.”


      “Standing my ground in front of an enemy that I could never defeat is suicide—that’s what you’re trying to say, right?” Cera gave him an understanding nod. Sure, she knew that well. In fact, she knew it better than most.


      Honor was important. Her clients and the goods they transported were important. However, if she were to lose her life protecting those things, it would all be over.


      “Even then, I just don’t want to run.”


      “I see that you’ve already made up your mind.” The Masked Samurai nodded, refusing to protest any further.


      Every adventurer had to choose for themselves how they wanted to live, and there was no one else who could make that decision for them, even if that meant following those ideals to their death. The Masked Samurai himself had done countless things that others might consider reckless, so he had no right to criticize her.


      “Do you think that wanting to stand my ground, even knowing that there are so many who are stronger, is selfish of me?”


      “Eh, I think it’s fine. Those kinds of little fixations are often necessary for a man to become stronger.”


      “I’m a girl, though...”


      “Don’t sweat the small stuff.”


      “I feel like that’s a pretty big distinction!”


      The Masked Samurai just shook his head and shrugged off her complaints. “Anyway, if you aren’t planning to run from stronger opponents, all you have to do is make sure that you get stronger.”


      “So, I guess I’m just going to have to keep working at it little by little, huh? Samurai, where do you think I should start?”


      “I suppose—”


      Just as the Masked Samurai opened his mouth to speak, someone started a ruckus over by the counter. It was the voice of a desperate man. Apparently, some vicious wild monsters had appeared in his village, and he was looking for anyone who would be willing to take them out.


      However, the woman at the counter was explaining to him that they would first have to confirm the information he was giving them, then settle on an appropriate difficulty level and reward for the job. They weren’t able to just send out adventurers at the drop of a hat.


      Of course, everyone understood his desire to protect his village, but as a business, the Guild had rules that they had to follow. The woman at the counter explained that they couldn’t just act entirely out of goodwill.


      “As I was saying...” The Masked Samurai drank down the last swallow of beer in his tankard. “First, you have to train your body and buy some decent gear. After that...” He looked over to the counter with a grin. “You’ve got to fight as many powerful enemies as you can.”


      “Are we going to do this?”


      “I don’t see any reason why not.”


      They gave each other a nod. They didn’t know how many enemies they were facing or how dangerous it would be. It would likely pay well below the market value for that kind of job too. Even then, their priorities lay elsewhere.


      Cera stood up with enough momentum to knock over her chair, rushed over to the counter, and gave the distressed man a pat on the shoulder.


      The two of them went on to perform great deeds in that village. Ferocious monsters came at them one after the other, and they came close to death on several occasions. However, there wasn’t a drop of regret in Cera’s heart. Far from it, the experience was gratifying.


      I’m sorry, everyone. There are plenty of things that I want to tell you all about, and loads of things that I have to apologize for as well, but it’s going to be a bit longer before I can join you on the other side.


      Cera smiled, covered in the blood of her enemies, and with that unyielding smile, she brought her katana down on the neck of a giant monster.


      After witnessing such an unsettling yet beautiful display, there wasn’t a single person who could call her a novice anymore.


      Cera’s story began with her running from danger, but through standing in the way of it, the curtains were raised on a brand-new stage.


    


  



  

    

      Afterword


      I would like to start off by offering my sincerest gratitude to everyone who picked up a copy of this fifth volume of The Bladesmith’s Enchanted Weapons.


      This time around, there were quite a few changes that we made from the original web novel. Cera, the brave young woman who joined the mission to kill the flame demon, despite being a novice adventurer, was originally a guy, but I scrapped all that and gave him boobs. Perhaps you could say that I followed the global trend of pulling a gender swap.


      Why did I do that, you ask? If I were to be completely honest with you, the old character was severely lacking in charm. Even I, the person who wrote the character in the first place, found myself saying, “What’s this guy’s deal?” That’s how bad it was.


      Even the greatest works of fiction in this world rarely get it right on the first draft. No matter what you do, there’s always going to be something that feels off. As time passes, I often find myself realizing that I should have done this or that, or that some parts of the story were completely unnecessary to begin with. This was one of those times.


      I quite liked the themes surrounding the flame demon and carrying guilt that was almost forced upon you. The only real problem was how unlikable the character that the story centered around was.


      It’s not like I gave birth to such a flat character because I didn’t put enough thought into it. I intended to make him into someone who was perhaps a bit careless and bigheaded, but could get the job done when he really needed to. With characters like that, though, getting the right balance can be rather difficult. In the end, his carelessness and troublemaking came off too strong, making it difficult to really root for him. He just felt like a clone of the Masked Samurai, but without the same satisfying character arc.


      When writing a story, making sure the characters are likable is incredibly important. We love reading about our favorite characters making big waves in a story, but if we are indifferent to or actively dislike a character, it doesn’t matter what they do—we simply won’t care.


      Oh, uh-huh, hmmm...


      The reader is left with nothing but those lackluster sentiments, making it hard for them to enjoy the overall story.


      Publishing a novel that even I didn’t find that interesting would go against my conscience and honor as an author, so I took the opportunity to make some drastic changes. After experimenting with this rewrite, I couldn’t be happier with the results. I think that the theme of having the burden of sin foisted upon you really came out clearly. The only demerit was the fact that my workload increased by a fair bit. As I continue to write, I want to hold on to this desire to always put out better, more interesting stories than the last.


      In this series, there are many characters who bear the burden of their sins and work to confront them. Even in this volume alone, we have the Masked Samurai, who is working to atone for his sins, Cera, who attempted to run from her sins, Djoser, who overlooked the sins of another, and Gerhard, who committed the sin of forgetting the sins of his past, if only for a moment. They all carry their own kind of guilt and deal with it in their own ways.


      By the way, it’s not like this idea of confronting one’s sins is the overarching theme of this series or anything. It just kind of naturally drifted in that direction.


      In that case, just what is the actual theme of this series? I would say that it’s just a collection of all the things that I love. I took everything I like about katana, craftsmanship, and old samurai dramas, then shoved it all into a fantasy world, stirred it around, and let it stew. There really is no deeper connection to the nature of guilt or sin. If I had to take a guess as to why that feels so prominent, it’s likely because I included my love of those samurai dramas into the mix.


      As proof of this, the main character of the series, Lutz, doesn’t really grapple with any sins of his own. There are only three things on Lutz’s mind: Claudia, the katana smithing skills that he inherited from his father, and his romantic ideals.


      After all, Lutz’s role in the world is to look at all the people who are trying their hardest to confront their sins and say, “All right, I’ll forge you a katana that will help lead the way.” That might be another way in which Lutz is similar to the main characters of such historical dramas.


      In future volumes, we’ll meet even more characters who are struggling with guilt. There will be those who are able to flee but choose to face punishment, regardless. There will be those who deeply regret their past mistakes yet are never forgiven. There will be those who agonize over their sins yet continue to add to them.


      If you would all be so kind as to watch over these characters as they face these most human of struggles, putting one foot after the other, it would make me a very happy man indeed. 




      —Kazuma Ogiwara


    


  



  

    

      All of the blades Lutz has forged so far


      Tsubaki, the camellia flower — Katana


      A bewitching katana that makes the wielder hallucinate. 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 in mind of murdering every one of the thug knights of the walled city. Its wielder, Djoser, engraved a four-rune enchantment into the blade with his own two hands.


      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 was damaged in Lutz’s battle with the flame demon.


      Rose Garden — Katana


      An offering to King Rathbard Wollscheid. Lying under its seductive elegance is the terrifying power to crush anything under its 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.


      Ginshiki, the silver-threaded princess — Katana


      A katana that has the ability to cut through all illusions. It is the trusted partner of the silver-haired warrior, Melty.


      Oka, the cherry blossom — Katana


      The Hero’s second katana, forged to be the Yang to Tsubaki’s Yin. It has the ability to heighten the wielder’s focus to their very limits.


      Nameless — Katana


      A katana forged for a former thug knight, a man who threw away his name. That man now lives his life as an adventurer who fights for justice.


      Kyokasuigetsu, the mirrored flower and reflected moon — Katana


      Lutz’s very own beloved katana. The name of Shirayuri, the Madonna lily—the weapon that Lutz melted down to forge it—is also engraved into the nakago.
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  Sign up for our mailing list at J-Novel Club to hear about new releases!


  Newsletter


  And you can read the latest chapters (like Vol. 6 of this series!) by becoming a J-Novel Club Member:


  J-Novel Club Membership
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