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After that, we came to the tall hedge that was difficult to climb . . .
My hands were _frozen, so in truth, I couldn’t feel a thing, although it
had really stung at first. Actually, I don’t think I really noticed it because
I was so preoccupied with what we were doing. But my palms were full
of cuts and grazes and my heart was beating so loudly. It’s the first time
I ever felt that way.

I still can’t believe it was real. Could I have really done all that?

Anyhow, we found the statue of the dog in the gardener’s house—I
wonder how that girl is? She’s probably feeling safe now, making dinner
with her grandfather.

When we finally had the statue of the dog and the book in our
hands, we went back to Father to try and convince him to be bait to lure
out Senzrabur. . . .

As Charles ran through each and every bewildering
memory, he could feel excitement bubbling up inside him.

Not just anybody. 1 did it—1 conquered it, with these scratched
hands! And it was so difficult and dangerous. . . .

It was an incredible sense of achievement! He felt a
sense of accomplishment that, with Duan’s help, they had
triumphed.

Charles took a deep breath in and exhaled slowly. He was
in the mood for whistling. He was smiling to himself when
there was a knock at the door and Loren returned

Loren was on his own.

“Oh, where are they, Loren?”

Loren, still smiling, replied, “Come, Your Highness, we
have to get ready.”

“What?”

“It must have slipped my mind: The celebration ceremony
is starting. We don’t need to hurry, but Agnis and the others
are busy getting ready for it, t0o.”

“Oh, I see.”















chatting up the girls. They responded happily, their cheeks
blushing.

They seem so grown up, Duan thought as he looked on at
a distance. Then, he remembered that Charles had promised
to introduce him to some aristocrat girls. I wonder whether he’ll
remember that promise?

In contrast to the fuss rising up around the men, the guest
room where Agnis was dressing was peacefully silent. Agnis,
who had gotten changed into a magnificent dress studded with
purple gems, was getting her hair put up while K’nock waited
slightly away from her, lying on his belly. Her brilliant scarlet
hair was wound up and clasped with a gemstone the same color
as her dress. A smooth, shiny silk ribbon was woven into her
hair and tied here and there to look like flowers. With her hair
done like that, Agnis looked slightly grown up.

“You look beautiful.”

The women who were helping her were the queen’s
attending maids. They sighed in appreciation over and over
again. But Agnis sighed quietly for a different reason.

I wonder why I couldn’t use my magic back then . . . Why? I just
don’t understand it.

She had tried to chant a spell just after she woke up. But this
time, even her rod hadn’t responded. And no characteristic wave
had spread through her body when she chanted a spell, either. It
was quite a big shock to her. It would’ve made sense had she not
been able to use her magic only when she was tackling Senzrabur,
as his magic powers could have been blocking hers. But in the end,
she could find no reason why they wouldn’t work at all. What had
happened? She couldn’t think of a single cause.

In fact, when I unleashed my Fire Magic on the Red Knights,
powerful flames came out—but they did nothing to stop them. I wonder
what that was about?
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Agnis was confused. At that moment, the person who
would’ve been able to give her the best advice was her mother,
Rubis, who was a Fire Elementaller and might know something
Agnis didn’t.

Should I go back to the mansion by myself as soon as possible?
Duan and Olba probably will stay here for a while. After all, the
king and Charles would never allow them to leave so soon. And
anyway, they probably would wait a little while for me if I asked.
Bur . ..

There was a prick in Agnis’ small heart.

What will that strangely charming warrior, Clay Judah, do? He
attracts all who wmeet him. I could imagine him declining the king’s and
prince’s demands and leaving as soon as possible. And then, I'd never
meet him again.

These thoughts created such a longing in her that she felt
her chest tightening. She had never felt this way before.

Is this what they call love? I've only ever read about this feeling
in books, where all the young girls are crazy when it comes to love, even
refusing to eat their meals.

Agnis had only ever been able to imagine it and had
never quite understood it. But in the throes of it now, she
despaired when she realized that it was not a fun experience
at all.

She had imagined it would be fun—more like floating
around on a rainbow-colored cloud. But now, all she could
feel was pain—suffocating, sad, and helpless. She knew that,
in Clay Judah’s eyes, she was all but a child. He wouldn’t even
look at her. Yet being close to him was enough for her—all she
wanted was to be near him for as long as possible.

I want to keep hearing his voice. I want to see his smile.

“Oh? Isn’t this the popular Star of the White Horse? Is Your
Highness reading it, too?”



She looked up in surprise at the sudden question, asked
by one of the maids who was sorting out her clothes and
belongings and held the book in her hands. It was the book that
Manuela, the servant who had cared for Agnis since she was a
small girl, had lent to her—the dramatic adventure story of a
nobleman’s daughter, Lulu Chatelaine.

Agnis remembered Lulu: At times, she was the Star of
the White Horse, the warrior of justice feared by corrupt
noblemen. But she was really a young girl who yearned after
Andre Ruben like a brother and loved him enough to endanger
her own life for him.

Agnis imagined Clay Judah’s profile in the illustration
of Andre. And just with that thought, her cheeks blazed up
brightly. She couldn’t sit still and was almost pulling at her hair
that had just been beautifully arranged.

Gosh, no! No, no, no, no!

Seeing the princess in front of them blush, sigh, and stamp
her feet, the maids-in-waiting tilted their heads and regarded
one another with curiosity. K’nock looked up in worry, too,
but when he found there was no real change in his master, he
closed his eyes quietly and lay his chin upon his crossed legs.

There is no one as astute as a woman in love—the poets
of the past weren’t wrong with these words. Agnis’ prediction
was entirely correct.






the others were standing in place in front of the thrones, where
they’d been made to wait.

The king, the queen, the prince, and the ex-King Liesbeck
made their appearance at the top of the grand staircase.

The trumpet was soon exchanged for solemn music, and
the royalty slowly made their way down the stairs. The Black
Knights, the noblemen, Lord Schneider, and everyone else
concerned lowered their heads deeply until the royal family
settled down in their thrones.

This is amazing! So luxurious. So, this is a real palace!

Duan, also lowering his head, suddenly started to
appreciate what was happening around him. Check, who was
hanging on to his shoulder, opened up his big eyes and looked
frantically around him.

When all the royalty finally were seated, the celebration
ceremony began.

“After a succession of misunderstandings and confusion,
major tragedy was surely on its way. Would the heroes who
foresaw this calamity and rescued this kingdom from this
predicament please rise,” ordered the king in a slightly shrill
voice.

At this, Edward Zamut, the leader of the Black Knights,
lowered his head and announced the names in a resonant voice.

“Clay Judah Anderson.”

A happy commotion welled up from the crowd.

Of course he’d be called first, thought Duan gladly.

Clay Judah bowed to the sides and behind him, and then
he stood in front of the king.

“Olba October.”

It was Olba’s turn next. He looked a little embarrassed
as he made cursory bows himself before standing next to Clay
Judah.
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“Land Boots.”

What? I didn’t know Land’s name was Boots! Duan looked at
Land in surprise.

With a serious face, Land walked out and stood beside
Olba.

Duan thought that maybe he’d be announced right
about now, and his heart was racing—but it was Agnis who
was next.

Of course it’s her. I'm at the bottom of the ladder really. And
DI’'m not a princess like Agnis. I'll be called last. Well, that’s expected!
Ha ha.

“Princess of Fiana, Princess Agnis.”

When Agnis was called, Duan looked at her in her dress
and was deeply moved again. Well, he had seen it earlier
and was impressed then, but he couldn’t stop himself from
sighing however many times he saw her in it. When she was
dressed like this, she looked amazing and had a divine beauty
about her.

And speaking of beauty—K’nock was beside her,
straightening his posture. He had been combed down
beautifully, and he sparkled in the light.

Wow—they look gorgeous. What a majestic world!

And just when he was feeling overwhelmed with
excitement, he realized that everyone who had stepped out in
front of him had turned around to look at him.

“What?”

W-what? Did I get called? Oh man, did I miss it?

He frantically stepped out, at which point everyone
started to clap. And it wasn’t just those who had turned to look
at him, it was everyone who had gathered in the grand hall. To
his surprise, the prince, the ex-King Liesbeck, the king, and
the queen all stood up and started to applaud him, as well.
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“What?”

Duan still couldn’t understand what was going on. His
face went bright red and he fidgeted. Without thinking, he
touched his head with his hand. Sweat was pouring off the top
of his head. He was almost at the end of his limit when Agnis
thankfully motioned him toward her.

“Come on! Quickly!”

O-oh . ..

He hurried to her side and the clapping finally stopped.
This time, in the order they were called, they stepped out in
front of the king, who pinned a sparkling silver medal with a
thick ribbon to each person’s breast.

“Well done. For fighting, I thank you from the depths
of my soul,” repeated the king to each of them. And then,
he shook their hands firmly. Prince Charles and the ex-King
Liesbeck also shook their hands, whereas the queen allowed
each of them to kiss the back of her hand.

Wow—my heart is pounding again!

Duan could see Olba and the others also were blushing.
And just as he was getting excited, it was his turn again.

The king attached the medal to Duan’s breast and firmly
shook his hand. Still holding his hand, the king looked around
and spoke in a loud voice: “Although he is still young and is
delicate-looking like a girl, he saved our kingdom from crisis.
He used his wits and supported my son and devoted himself to
the cause. If Senzrabur had managed to restore his full power
and summoned the devil, then not only this country, but the
entire world would have been destroyed. A congratulatory
address has arrived from our neighbors and from King Tylus.

“From your neighboring country: Please receive our
congratulations on the safety of your country and a prayer for
continuing success.”
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His head was going blank, and he knew that he would collapse
where he stood if he didn’t focus. He withstood the feeling
and looked around at his friends who were watching him: Clay
Judah, Land, Olba, Agnis, and K’'nock, too . . . they all were
offering praise from their souls.

Oh yes, Check also was sitting cheekily on Duan’s
shoulder, accepting the praise from everyone with one hand
raised.

Duan looked at Prince Charles last. He also was clapping
happily, and when he felt Duan’s gaze, he smiled sweetly. They
conversed eye to eye: We both did well. Bravo!

Charles was a prince, and Duan was only an adventurer,
but together they were already something more than that.
Together, they applied their wits and overcame crises and
fought danger. . . . They were friends.
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“This is delicious!” Duan was thoroughly appreciating
each bite of his meal, which didn’t smell like it was rotting,
unlike the prison food.

“Duan—gosh, you’re just eating and eating,” commented
Agnis.

“Of course he is—our hero of today!” teased Olba,
holding a teriyaki chicken drumstick in one hand and a mug of
beer in the other.

“S-stop it, Olba—you too. I just don’t know what to do.”

“Hey, here they come again!” called Charles.

“What?” Duan turned around and found three noblemen’s
young daughters standing there, wearing dresses like flowers.
They giggled with one another and shyly looked at Duan and
the others.

“Um .. .” started one.

“May we,” continued another.

“Have your autograph?” finished the last, after which
the girls descended into giggles and embarrassed laughter.
The three of them held hands and danced around in
circles.

Wow, they’re so cute and girly! How sweet!

Duan couldn’t prevent a grin from spreading across his
face, although he could sense the considerable displeasure
coming from Agnis next to him.

Ican’t help it. They are really cute. Agnis is cute, too, but she has
such a strong personality.

It was actually the third time that a group of girls had
come to request autographs. Although most came for Clay
Judah’s, they also wanted Duan’s. As they approached, Duan
could smell an indescribable sweet scent, and he also caught
a glimpse of slightly exposed soft, plump white breasts—and
with that, he thought he might faint from excitement.
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title like that? And anyway, as a baron, you’ll get land, too. And
that means you'll get land tax. Hey! That’s a fixed income!”

“Yeah, but I'm an adventurer. It’s not like I'm going to
settle down here, nor am I originally from Orland,” replied
Duan.

Charles’ face went pale. Without noticing, Duan
proceeded to ask Sven Giesen, “I suppose if I receive the title
and get land, that would mean I'd have to reside here and
serve the king? And if there were an emergency, I would be
summoned?”

“Hmm, that’s probably true as a genera! rule. You should
ask the king frankly. I'm sure he’ll say there is no obligation. I
think this is purely a way of showing his gratitude.”

“I see. In that case, I should confirm this later. But
how would I go about doing it? I couldn’t possibly ask him
directly.”

“Not to worry—I will request an audience through
Commander Zamut.”

“Th-thank vyou!” replied Duan with a relieved
expression.

Sven smiled and nodded in response.

After a pause, Duan looked at the others and asked, “So,
have you all decided what to ask for?”

Land, who had been goofing around, replied with a
straight face, “I know what I'm asking for. [ want to request my
withdrawal from the Assassin Guild.”
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it remained unclear to Duan what Clay Judah was thinking
or what sort of person he was. Ultimately, Duan decided to
question Clay Judah when the time was right, because Duan
made up his mind to be a sorcerer warrior like him.

When Duan had been training to become an adventurer,
the examiners had told him to choose the path of sorcerer,
because his intelligence was absurdly high, and he had a bit
of magic power. People who possessed magic power were
rare, so they were valuable commodities. Magic was more
powerful than any weapon, and it could both control and
fascinate people. It wasn’t surprising that the examiners pushed
with all their might for Duan to change his direction. At the
time, however, Duan had felt so strongly about becoming a
fighter like his brother, Gaeley, that he was annoyed by the
examiners’ advice. He had been inexperienced at that point,
though, and hadn’t known the amazing power of magic. It was
understandable—he had still been just a child.

He felt differently about magic now. During the fight
with the powerful witches, Ogma and Samra, he witnessed
firsthand the power of magic. The Hydra, the Griffin, and the
Minotaur . . . the spells that summoned the great legendary
beasts were terrifying—but at the same time, their force
was so exciting that they made his body tremble. There was
also the astounding two-headed wizard with whom he’d
journeyed to the Island of the Red Dragon; the extraordinary
might of Golden Eye’s and Silver Eye’s combat magic; and, of
course, Agnis, with whom he traveled, who could manipulate
powerful magic, as well.

When he thought about it, he felt lucky to have had the
opportunity to meet people who possessed this rare talent, not
to mention people with such high levels. But they were purely
sorcerers, not fighters. And because the image of his brother,
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Sven laughed. “Roger. Well, you have good sense to
choose a horse. Our horses are excellent, especially the ones
that would be given to you as a gift. If you sold them, you could
fool around for a whole year.”

“That would be nice, too,” replied Olba in a half joking,
half serious kind of way. He then turned to Clay Judah. “So,
Mister Clay Judah, what are you getting?”

After finishing his glass of crimson wine with a glug, Clay
Judah wiped the wine from his pale lips with a napkin. “Let’s
see. | think I'll ask for a horse, as well. I've recently separated
from a horse I'd been riding a while.”

Clay Judah had exchanged his horse with someone before
he left for the swamps, where the monster Saras lived. A horse
was an indispensable item to an adventurer going on harsh
journeys.

“H-hey, you're not planning to leave soon, are you?”
Land straightened up and moved closer to Clay Judah. “Can’t
you stay here until my wound is a bit better? Please?”

Land put his hands together, but Clay judah shook his
head. “No, I'm sorry, but I'm going. If I can have a horse, I'm
hoping to leave tomorrow.”

“What?”

“What?”

“W-whaat?”

Land, Agnis, and Duan let out a simultaneous scream at
Clay Judah’s words.
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But then, Clay Judah said something unbelievable: “Okay.
I was thinking of going to visit my Master of Magic next, anyway.
I have something I want to ask him. I can take you with me.”

Duan opened and closed his mouth and swallowed his spit
several times in disbelief. He never imagined that Clay Judah
would agree so willingly. And now, he was going to accompany
the sorcerer warrior to see a Master of Magic! Overcome with
pleasure, he continued to stand there, motionless, his mind
once again going blank.

He finally returned to his senses, bowed his head, and
said, *“Th-thank you so much!”

Clay Judah laughed and stopped him. “No, no, it’s okay.
I'm going, anyway, and I think you have potential. If you
didn’t, I wouldn’t take you, no matter what. So, instead of
thanking me, you should thank your own talent.”

Having listened to this transpire, Land, looking confused,
asked, “Hey, so what about me?”

“You should stay here until your wound heals.”

Land smiled in response to Clay Judah’s words. “Fine.
You two go visit your Mister Magic or whatever. I'll wait here
with Olba.”

But Olba, still drinking his wine, said, “Don’t be stupid.
I'll leave when I leave. I won’t go tomorrow—TIll rest a while
first—but I'l go when I find a good quest.”

Duan gazed at Olba. I guess he wouldn’t wait for me.

Duan knew that it would happen eventually, but now, when
their separation had become a reality, it was truly heartbreaking.

Olba didn’t even look at Duan as he continued to eat his
meat and drink his booze silently.

Taking it all in, Land’s expression turned sour. His
embittered look seemingly fixed, he asked Agnis, “So, what
was your question?”
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Still young . . . ? Agnis was so mortified that she had to
hold back her tears. With a shaky voice, she said, “If you’re
saying that I'm still a child, then I say Duan is the same! And
in terms of strength, I can’t imagine that there is much of a
difference between him and me.”

“What?” Duan, suddenly dragged into the conversation,
stared at her, wide-eyed.

“Even though I'm a woman, I'm a fully fledged
adventurer. And my levels are higher than his. And I have a
companion called K’'nock. [ won’t be a burden to you. Please
take me. If I do get in the way, I won’t mind if you leave me
behind!”

Hearing his name, K’nock looked up from where he was
sitting at their feet.

Olba took this opportunity to take a quick jab at Duan.
“Man, she’s dragging you down, isn’t she?”

Clay Judah stared back at Agnis with a troubled expression,
but he finally answered with a nod. “Fine. But on one
condition: Please remember what you just said. If I decide
that things are getting too tricky, you must agree to go home
without question.”

Agnis let out a huge sigh. Although somewhat relieved,
there was something that bothered her that she couldn’t shrug
off—it was the way that Clay Judah spoke to her. She wondered
why he was suddenly speaking to her so formally.

Itwasn’tas though they had engaged in many conversations,
but she was fairly certain that Clay Judah used to speak to her
more casually, and with the same tone of famiharity he’d used
when talking to Duan and the others.

Oh, why am I bothered by such a trivial detail? It was so unlike
her. Agnis lowered her gaze and bit her lip.

Duan closely studied her pale profile, perplexed.
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“W-what is it?” Duan asked. Charles surveyed the room,
and when he saw Olba lying down on the bed, he drew back.

“S-shall we go to Your Highness’ room?” suggested
Duan.

Olba abruptly got up and said with a sniftle, “I get it. It’s
fine. Let me get out of your way.”

Charles shook his head in disagreement. “It’s okay. I don’t
mind if you stay. Duan, [ want to talk to you about something.
Actually, I want you to do something for me.”

Duan stood upright and nodded. “I see. What 1s 1t?”

Staring at his feet, Charles asked, “Duan, you're planning
to go on a journey with Clay Judah, aren’t you?”

“Yes, | intend to.”

As he looked up, Charles grabbed both of Duan’s hands
and held them in his own. “Please don’t go.”

“W-what?” Duan didn’t understand what Charles was
trying to say.

“Basically, I want you to stay here,” Charles declared,
with a hint of anger in his voice. “It won’t happen for a while,
but I will probably take the throne one day. And until then—
no, even beyond that, [ want you to stay and help me—but
not as an aide or anything. If you wanted, I could assign you
to the Black Knights. You could practice your swordplay and
study magic whenever you desired. TI've even thought about
calling in an expert sorcerer as soon as possible. And speaking
of which, we don’t have a resident sorcerer here in the palace.
It’s a problem, right? Even more so when things like last night
happen.”

“U-um, Your Highness . . . ?” called Duan, but Charles
wasn’t listening, and he continued on with great intensity.

“I had a dream, and it felt real. 1 was king, and you
were the leader of the Black Knights. Agnis was there, too.
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Isn’t that amazing? I woke up from the dream and thought,
‘That’s it! The dream is a premonition. This is the future I've
been searching for.” I'm not very good at making friends—or
rather, there were never people around me that could be my
friends.

“Duan, you’re the only one besides Agnis with whom I
can talk so openly. Oh, and if it’s all right with you, I thought
you could start using the room next to mine. And we could
dine together. You’re a hero in this country now. They’ll allow
that, I'm sure. Although you’ve recently received a title, so it
wouldn’t be bad to visit your land. Oh, have you been yet? If
you haven’t, I could take you there now. I often used to go
there when I was little . . .”

There was no end to Charles’ speech. When Duan
tried to say something, Charles carried on as though he were
purposely neglecting giving him a chance to speak. Duan,
looking bewildered, glanced over at Olba, who had gotten up
from bed and sat down on a nearby sofa. He squinted at Duan
with one eye open.

They both were speechless. Regardless, Charles droned on.

“Oh, yes. Duan, I promised that I'd introduce you to a
nobleman’s daughter. [, um . . . have someone in mind. She’s
really cute. And she comes from a good home—and she’s
good-natured . . .”

With no end in sight, Duan decided that, first and
foremost, he had to stop Charles from talking. He placed his
hand on Charles’ shoulder.

“Your Highness, please listen to me,’
assertively.

’

Duan spoke
“Oh, it’s okay. If you don’t like her, you can tell me after
you've met her. I'm sure she might—"

“Your Highness!” Duan shouted.
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If Clay Judah’s going to let me ride with him when we cross rivers,
maybe he would let me ride with him during other parts of the journey.
If U'm traveling alone with K’nock, it’s fine, but when we’re traveling
with others, they’re much too fast.

Agnis let her mind wander and explore different scenarios,
but in the end, she decided to ride a horse. She knew that she
wouldn’t be able to act like herself if she rode with Clay Judah,
and she was terrified of exposing her feelings to him and Duan.
When Agnis told Duan that she did want a horse, he helped her
choose one that was relaxed.

She eventually chose a female horse that was snow white,
as K'nock was, and named her Jocca. Yes, it was the same name
as that of the beloved horse the heroine Lulu Chatelaine owned
in the book Star of the White Horse.

Once they both had horses, Duan and Agnis frantically
began learning how to ride. Agnis was fed up with riding
after one failed attempt, but the second time went better than
expected. Jocca was, without question, an excellent horse, but
Agnis didn’t want to be left behind by Clay Judah, and that
accelerated her progress.

Duan desperately tried to master riding alongside his
driven counterpart—but unlike the intelligent Jocca, Judith
was moody, even though she seemed so docile when Duan had
chosen her. There were times when she listened to him—but
more often, it seemed as though she completely forgot that she
had Duan on her back.

“Why don’t you choose a different horse?” asked Agnis
when she saw Duan having problems getting Judith to obey him.

Duan shook his head. “I've chosen her already—TI can’t
change now. I'm sure in time she’ll accept me.”

Hearing his response, Agnis thought how quintessentially
Duan it was.
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Olba laughed confidently. His hands were like large
gloves—hands that had saved Duan so many times. They’d
rescued Duan from falling to his death from the cliffs in the
dungeons of the Red Dragon. They’d grabbed him and pulled
him back to safety.

Duan’s eyes went misty. Olba peered into Duan’s face
curiously.

“Hey, what are you crying for?”

“Friggin’ heck, don’t you know you’re not supposed
to make girls cry?” teased Land. Olba looked at him with an
unappreciative glare.

Duan closed his eyes and tried with all his might to stop
his tears. And then, after vigorously rubbing his eyes, he looked
at Olba. “I-I . . . don’t know what to say . ..”

Just as he had gotten that far, they heard Loren cry,
“Prince Charles!” When they whipped around, they saw
Charles running toward them, nearly out of breath.

“Duan! Agnis!” Upon arriving in front of everybody,
Charles was panting heavily, his shoulders noticeably rising and
falling.

“Your Highness!” Duan ran to him and Charles placed
his hand on Duan’s arm.

“Duan, we’ll meet again, right?” Desperation filled
Charles’ eyes.

He wore a spotless stark white shirt and an elegant blue-
gray jacket on his slim body. The wounds from the other night
were still there on his hands.

Duan took his hands and smiled. “Of course, especially
now that Orland is my second home country!”

Charles’ eyes lit up like fire. “Oh, right! Of course, that
land belongs to you now. If you don’t come back from time to
time, the mansion will be in poor repair.”
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“Yes, exactly.”

“Agnis, you look after yourself, too. Don’t push yourself
too hard.”

Agnis was wearing slender pants for horse riding, and on
top she wore a wine-colored jumper skirt. Underneath, she
wore a dark pink blouse, and over all of it she wore a gray cloak
with a smoky-pink underside.

“You too, Charles.”

Clay Judah summoned Agnis and Duan, who were
reluctant to leave, “Okay, let’s get going. Goodbye!”

After exchanging farewells with Charles and the others,
the time to depart finally had arrived for Duan, Agnis, and Clay
Judah, as well as the two animals in their company, K’nock and
Check.
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previously mastered such a task. She even galloped and stopped
with ease.

Charles regarded Duan, who had suddenly returned,
and asked him, curiously, “What happened? Did you forget
something?”

“No ... well, yes.”

Duan dismounted his horse, and with a click of his leather
boots, walked toward Olba.

“Hmm? What’s up?” asked Olba, who had a rolled
cigarette, which was now dangling from the side of his
mouth~unlit because he was trying to kick the habit.

Duan stood in front of him and thrust down his head.
“Thank you very much!”

Olba scratched the tip of his nose and laughed.

Duan continued passionately, “If I hadn’t met you, and
if you hadn’t taken care of me, I would have died. Even if 1
had made it alive somehow, [ wouldn’t have progressed, raised
my levels, or gone on any adventures. I would have been a
vagabond, at best. I might have even given up adventuring. I
didn’t tell you until now because I simply didn’t know the right
way to say it.”

“That’s not true,” replied Olba.

“What?” Duan raised his head.

Olba sighed and studied Duan. *“You would have made
it by yourself.”

Sven attempted to clarify Olba’s point for Duan, who
looked confounded. “Duan, this guy was bragging about you
when we were fighting that never-ending battle with the Red
Knights. He insisted that his partner would strategize and
prevail-—that you weren’t merely a weak kid. That’s really
something coming from Olba, so I thought you must be pretty
reliable.”
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The other customers started to make a pass at Agnis, who
clearly didn’t belong there.

“Hey, hey, girlie. What are you doing in the middle of
nowhere?” They exhaled their smelly alcohol breaths at her
and brushed against her shoulders and arms, both accidentally
and on purpose.

“Yeah, why not join us for a drink to commemorate our
meeting? You'll drink with us, won't you?”

Their eyes were red and tired, but their fat, tattooed arms were
many times bigger than Duan’s, and they were more muscular. And
the reliable K’nock had been refused entry, as the barman asked the
group not to let such a dangerous animal into the place. (He finished
his dinner first and was waiting in their room.)

“Please stop! Can’t you see she doesn’t like it?” cried Duan,
using every drop of courage, as per usual, as he stood in between
Agnis and the drunkards. Although, in all honesty, he knew that
he could depend on Clay Judah if it all went wrong.

“Shut yer mouth. You look like a girl. Don’t you think
you’d suit a skirt more than armor?” yelled one of the unruly
customers.

“Ha ha! You’re a lot prettier than the girls around here.
Why don’t you come and keep us company?”

They teased him unmercifully. Duan went red to the tips
of his ears and was so angry he couldn’t say a word. And just
when he clenched both his fists and decided to finally retaliate,
Agnis stood up and said to him, “Hey, what you talking about?
I'm not bothered! Hurry up and get them some drinks!”

She gave a backward glance at Duan and shouted toward
the rowdy men, “Let’s party tonight!”

The men, who were overjoyed by this, shrieked with joy
and started some music, and the party lasted late into the night
in the small inn in the middle of the mountain.
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Check, still unclear about what was happening, flapped
his pale wings and flew over to Clay Judah’s shoulder. When
Check was a short distance away, Clay Judah said to him,
“Now, I need you to make a big hullabaloo. The snow geniroes
have bad eyesight, but they respond to noise.”

“Okay, giis!”

Clay Judah replied, but Check was still unsure of what
was happening. He knew that all he had to concentrate on was
shouting, though, so he started to shriek, “Danger! Danger!
Danger! Danger!” with all his might in a high-pitched voice.

“Well done, that’s it,” Clay Judah praised.

And then, to their surprise, all the snow geniroes that had
been circling Agnis and Duan changed direction quickly and
started to make their way toward Clay Judah and Check.

“I see. That's what his plan is . . .” Duan mused—then,
one of the geniroes turned to look at him for a2 moment.

“If you know what I mean, then don’t make a sound!”
ordered Clay Judah in a sharp voice.

Duan nodded. The geniroe that had turned back was now
heading toward Clay Judah again.

“Duan, when you can move again, run with Agnis toward
the top of the mountain,” Clay Judah yelled. “K’nock, please
guard them!”

This time, he spoke with a softness and warmth. K’nock,
instead of nodding, aggressively raised his nose into the air and
situated himself right next to Agnis.

Without a sound, Agnis mouthed, “Duan, are you all
right?”

Duan checked his fingers. Although they were still
tingling, the sensation had returned. Duan nodded, his face
still reflecting his pain. He and Agnis looked toward Clay Judah
simultaneously. After Clay Judah had drawn them farther down
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“No reason,” sulked Duan. Check landed and gripped
onto his shoulder. Duan thought that maybe he’d start to
bug him, but instead Check said nothing and clambered into
Duan’s backpack.

“Check, what’s the matter?” asked Duan, but there was
no reply. After a while, he heard a light snoring sound.

I bet he’s tired. I'm sure he screamed a lot when Clay Judah told
him to earlier.

And with this thought, Duan felt blue again.

Even Check is being useful. What the heck am I doing? Baron
Duan Surk?

His face immediately went bright red.

If I ever return to the Silver-Gray Castle, I'm going to return that
title as soon as possible. I have no right to it!
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Only K’nock, who was, of course, a snow leopard,
appeared to take the trek with ease. From time to time, he was
at the front, then switching to the back to watch out for them.

They finally arrived to a slightly open place. It received
the light of the sun, and the white snow on the trees sparkled. It
was so brilliant that Duan and the others couldn’t bear keeping
their eyes open. Clay Judah jumped down from Air’s back and,
plowing through the deep snow, made his way toward a tree.

Duan and Agnis frantically followed after him.

Where is this Master of Magic? Where is his house? Duan
pondered. What is he like? If they call him a Master of Magic, he’ll
probably be old. Actually, I don’t even know whether it’s a he or a she.

Duan and Agnis watched Clay Judah, curiously, as he
stopped in front of a giant frost-covered tree that was almost
like an ice sculpture.

1 get it. The tree is the house? thought Duan.,

Clay Judah directed his gaze toward the tree and called in
a loud voice, “It’s been a long time!”

What?

Duan and Agnis exchanged puzzled glances.

What, what is this guy saying? It’s a tree, right? It isn’t one of those
trees that speaks, right? The ones in fairytales—the spirit of the trees?

Various thoughts ran through Duan’s mind as he looked
up at the giant tree. Then, suddenly, he heard the sound of the
tree’s branches cracking,.

“Whoa!”

“Aah!”

They retreated without thinking, because all the snow
that had fallen on the tree was swiftly coming down in a mini-
avalanche. Everything around them had turned white, and
Duan couldn’t see in front of him because of the snow. After a
while, the sound died down.
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With a little squinting, Duan could make out something
that looked like legs—although it was all white and covered in
frost. He looked up slowly and saw something that appeared
to be large hands; they were limply hanging down both sides.
He then became frightened after secing something that looked
vaguely like a human face.

It was a completely white, large face, with long, bumpy
clumps of hair weighing it down.

Icicles and frost were crammed into what looked to be the
eyebrow area. The creature strained to lift its eyebrows. Directly
beneath its eyes opened up, followed by sounds of cracking ice
and falling snow. It had seemingly iridescent eyes—they were a
very peculiar color. Depending on the light, they looked white
or purple, blue or red.

He—because it did not look like a she—was definitely
not part of a tree, but the tree was certainly part of him. That
was how large and how much his presence consumed all that
was around him.

“What is he?” Agnis asked timidly.

Clay Judah nodded. “He is the one known as the Opal of
Ice and Snow.”

The Opal narrowed his eyes and peered down at all
of them. With lively laughter, he said in a low voice that
resounded through the earth, “Claaay Juuudaaah, youuu’ve
brooought sooome fuuunny-lookiiing onnnes wiiith youuu.”

When the Opal laughed, his belly shook to the point that
snow powder fell around them again. Duan and Agnis, turning
whiter and whiter, were completely speechless.
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“The reason why I'm here today is because I have three
requests.”

The Opal raised his snow-crusted eyebrows before
opening his strangely colored iridescent eyes wider.
“Threeeee, you say? Welllll, that’s awwwfully greedy. Ho ho
ho!” And he started to laugh again, causing snow to scatter
all around.

Once the Opal had settled again, Clay Judah continued.
“Well, three wishes—or rather, one wish each from three
people. I have something I'd like to ask you, but let me first
introduce these two. Actually, why don’t you introduce
yourselves? And then, you can state your wish.”

The Opal narrowed his eyes satisfactorily.

“Agnis, why don’t you start?”

Coaxed by Clay Judah, Agnis stood up, dusting the snow
off her whole body as she fearfully approached the Opal. As
she walked toward him, she was once again astounded by his
great size.

The Opal was sitting down on something that looked
like a large chair made of stone. Both his hands fell limply to
his sides. He was wearing what looked like a long robe—but
because his whole body was covered in ice and snow, it wasn’t
exactly clear. On top of that, branches and trunks of trees
crowded all around him, entwining in such a way that they
looked like they were a part of him.

Agnis somehow managed to walk through the deep snow.
When she got close to him, he loomed so large that she couldn’t
see his face, only his large chin. Agnis took a deep breath and
bravely started to speak. “How do you do? Please forgive us for
this sudden intrusion. I'm Agnis R. Link, and I'm a princess
from a small kingdom called Fiana. But I am adventuring as a
sorcerer at the moment.”
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Duan admired Agnis as she started to introduce herself to
the great Opal with a determined attitude. She’s a princess of a
whole country, after all. You can see the difference at a time like this!

The Opal appeared to be listening, too, without
laughing.

Agnis began explaining her request. “The other day, I
received a letter from my friend, Prince Charles of Orland,
which requested that I visit him. It was because he had found
a strange book, and what he was worried about came true . . .
But this story is so complicated that I can’t possibly condense
it. What should I do?” Agnis turned toward Clay Judah with a
troubled face.

“You should talk about that later then,” he replied. “Why
don’t you summarize your wish now?”

Agnis nodded earnestly and focused on the Opal again.

“A battle broke out at the Silver-Gray Castle, where
Charles lives. During the fight, I chanted words to unleash
my Fire Spell at the enemy. Oh, I use offensive Fire Magic.
However, not only did the fire not come out, but I felt no
sense of my magical power whatsoever. Usually, the hand with
which I hold my rod becomes numb from the vibrations, but
that didn’t happen. 1 have no idea what happened, or what [
need to do to restore my magic. That’s why I’ve come for your
help today.”

The Opal tilted his head slightly. The sounds of breaking
icicles echoed, and the snow and ice fell to the ground. But he
didn’t say anything.

Agnis’ eyes pleaded with Clay Judah, as though she were
silently asking for help. He nodded as if to say, “That’s enough.”

Agnis retreated, and Clay Judah urged Duan to introduce
himself. Duan hurriedly brushed the snow off himself and
stood in front of the Opal.
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“M-my name is Duan Surk. I'm a fighter, but P'm still a
novice, with very low levels. Having recently met Mr. Anderson,
I was impressed with his magic. Tobe honest, I .. . well, no—when
I took the examinations for adventuring, the instructors were
pushing me to be a sorcerer. I think it was because T have a littde
magic power. But I wanted to be a fighter no matter what, so |
chose to be a fighter as my path. I'm not particularly confident
about raising my skills as a fighter, but . . .”

As Duan talked frantically, the Opal stared at him, his
strangely colored eyes glistening. Only Clay Judah noticed the
change.

The Opal is surprised, he thought. Is this delicate young boy
surprising the Opal of Ice and Snow . . . ?

That, in and of itself, shocked Clay Judah. He, himself,
had acknowledged Duan’s presence and charm. That was why
he’d brought Duan here. He decided that it would be a good
experience for Duan to be introduced to the Opal—but he
never would have thought the Opal would be this taken aback.
Clay Judah recalled a certain emotion.
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level, his companions collapsed one after the other; and even
though he had used his healing magic, they reached their
breaking point. He thought countless times that they should
turn back.

If I push any farther, I'll really lose my companions.

But Shirarito couldn’t help feeling that the treasure was
just a short way away, and he couldn’t convince himself to turn
back. Even though it was called a treasure, it wasn’t gold or
gemstones—it was a special item that was said to restore magic
power. He needed to get that item.

Shirarito desperately needed the treasure because his
respected master, the Opal, wasn’t in good health. Nobody
knew how many hundreds of years the Opal had lived. Shirarito
thought he looked nearly dead already. He was buried under
snow and ice, and Shirarito felt strongly that the Opal could
transform into the trees and become a part of the mountain at
any moment.

A few years prior, Shirarito had committed what amounted
to an unforgivable crime in the ryuto race. He’d fallen in love
with a human girl from the village, and at her request, they’d
entered the Hamlet of [llusions, where only the ryuto were
allowed.

The girl went mad from the illusions and the scent of
the flowers, and she started to destroy all the flowers and trees
that bloomed abundantly throughout the Hamlet. After three
days and three nights of dancing around crazily, the girl finally
collapsed.

Although the scent only increased vitality in the ryuto
race, it turned out to be a powerful stimulant for humans.
Shirarito was terrified, and after he delivered the girl
back to her village, he returned to the forest. Of course,
the members of the girl’s houschold were in a terrible
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The Opal nodded. “Yesss. The wooorld is wiiide. You
ooonly knooow ryuuutos. Youuu should know maaany ooother
kiiinds of peeeople, toooo. Go and taaake a journey, and fiiind
some cooompanions.”

Shirarito decided to do as the Opal said and left on
a journey. He traveled to a faraway continent, where he
obtained qualification as an adventurer and started to look for
companions.

Just as the Opal had said, the world was expansive, and
there were many species of beings—giants, corbolts, goblins,
elves, and lizardmen. Even Shirarito, as a ryuto, could blend in
without resistance.

After a number of years, he met a number of trustworthy
teammates and challenged a number of quests. There were
times of success and of disappointments, but either way, he
learned the joy that could be shared with his friends.

This was Shirarito’s greatest treasure. When he realized
this happiness, he went back to the Forest of Ice and Snow to
thank the Opal for showing him that the world was large and
for teaching him how to use magic. But what he saw was his
master so weakened that he was almost turning into part of the
frosty forest around him.
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moment before. He heard some people speaking, monsters
groaning, something breaking, and also something banging
into something.

Carrying a torchlight, Clay Judah ran through the
complex, narrow pathways in the dungeon toward the noise,
until he happened upon a spacious clearing with a high ceiling
and a small river running at the back. Some light poked
through from the top, and although it was dark, you could see
across the room.

Clay Judah could tell at once that the four people in view
were adventurers. They were in two groups on either side of
the river—two in front of the river and two on the other bank.
However, only one of them was standing. The other three
were injured and were slumped down. There were monsters
collapsed here and there, too; the undersides of their bodies
were covered in peculiar blue scales, and they had horns on
their shoulders and at the end of their tails that looked like the
tips of knives. One thing that especially drew his attention was
their long noses and yellow eyes. Clay Judah had never seen
these monsters before.

Noticing that the man who was still standing on the other
side of the river was totally confused, he asked from afar, “Hey,
are you okay?” The man, who wasn’t expecting someone to
call out to him, looked back in surprise, his body trembling.

The man had a green face and many golden braids.
Clay Judah could instantly tell he was a different race. He
was equipped with beige leather armor and a deep green
short cape, and he held a bow in his hands. It was the ryuto,
Shirarito.

The adventurers had been surrounded by monsters just
one step away from the treasure. They fought desperately, and
had just about managed to kill them all, but they’d suftered
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great injuries themselves. Even if they chose to give up on the
quest, they were now in a position where they didn’t have
enough strength to go back.

Clay Judah ran toward Shirarito, clicking his heels.

“What happened? Are your companions dead?”

But Shirarito could only stare back at Clay Judah in
disbelief, shaking his head from side to side.

Clay Judah went to check on the other adventurers. They
were definitely still alive—they were breathing and each had a
pulse. However, the rates of their pulses were weakening.

“We need to treat them,” insisted Clay Judah.

That’s when Shirarito’s eyes suddenly welled up with
tears. “I-it’s my fault. It’s because I forced them to come here.
They objected because all our levels were so different.”

“It’s best to retreat, but carrying them would be difficult
in their condition,” continued Clay Judah.

Shirarito, rubbing his trembling hands together, said, “If
only . .. if only I could restore some of my magic power. Then,
I would be able to heal them.”

Clay Judah examined Shirarito. “You can cast Heal
Magic?”

“Y-yes, I can. But because I've used it so many times, it’s
the end of the show. There’s nothing we can do. It’s the end.”

Shirarito held his head in his hands.

Clay Judah looked alternately at Shirarito and his collapsed
companions. “You know about the treasure that is hidden deep
in this dungeon, don’t you?”

Shirarito nodded, his face downcast.

“It’s a magic ring, and it’s rumored to be a powerful one.
Apparently, if you wear it, your magic power regenerates. Wait
here. I'll go get it now. If your magic power is restored, you’ll
be able to help your friends, right?”
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“What’s wrong?” asked Clay Judah.

Shirarito shook his head. “I-if I put this ring on, will it
not lose its potency? That would be troubling. What would be
the point of coming all the way here, when I came to save my
mentor?” He stared at Clay Judah quizzically.

“I'm sorry, but can I ask something of you? I'll give you
everything 1 own. Please, give me this ring, and afterward,
would you take it to my mentor? 1 feel bad about my
companions . . . but it’s the only way. I'm not exaggerating.
Please, grant me this wish of a lifetime.”

Clay Judah smiled. “Don’t worry—this ring isn’t so
weak that it’ll break after one use. You’ll be able to use it many
times.”

Shirarito was suddenly overcome with joy.
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a more reliable partner with whom to journey. Shirarito’s
own companions had recovered enough to walk, but they still
required time to convalesce.

Clay Judah soon met the Opal, who had become
emaciated. The Opal partly looked like he was sleeping and
partly as though he had already turned into a statue. When
Shirarito ran to his side weeping, calling out his name, the
Opal opened his iridescent eyes slowly. He scanned Shirarito,
simultaneously noticing Clay Judah’s presence.

“Shirarito, I aaam in nooo moood to eeenteeertaaain,”
he said. It wasn’t his usual thick, resonant voice but a weak,
hoarse one.

Shirarito replied hastily, “Oh no! My dearest Opal, 1 have
brought a magic ring for you, to restore your magic power. This
is Clay Judah—he helped me.”

The Opal moved his eyes dramatically and narrowed them
at Shirarito, who thrust forth the magic ring and presented it
to him.

“Liiimdaaa’s haaandmaaade maaagic riiing,” said the Opal
as he opened his extremely large hand.

Limda was the name of the one who’d made the
dungeon. Shirarito was surprised that the Opal knew him,
but he quickly thought of something else and drew his
breath. How was this delicate ring going to fit on the Opal’s
thick finger? He was about to mention it, but before he
could, the crystal box that contained the ring started to float
in the air.

The lid opened without making a sound, after which the
ring floated up and stopped mid-air. It sparkled in the sunlight
that was reflected off the white snow. Shirarito and Clay Judah
didn’t move or say a word; they simply watched what was
happening in amazement.
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Duan opened his cape wide and held her inside. Together,
they hobbled to the hut—but when they opened the hut’s
door, they both gulped.

“Hey, well done.” Clay Judah, who was at the back of the
hut, smiled; and K’nock, who was beside him, sat up lazily.

When they retreated inside, the warm and cozy air
enveloped them. Who knows when Clay Judah had collected
it, but there was a neat pile of firewood in the corner of the hut;
the stove and fireplace were ablaze with red fire. There also was
an iron pot on top of the stove, and something bubbling away
inside that smelled very good. The area around the hut had
been cleared of snow.

Both Agnis and Duan collapsed on the spot, feeling
utterly embarrassed about their momentary bitterness toward
Clay Judah.
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Chomp, chomp. “This is d-delicious . . .” Duan thoroughly
chewed bite after bite.

“Very—I feel totally revived,” Agnis said sincerely as she
drank her soup.

Check found himself grappling with a fish that was larger
than he was.

“By the way, what kind of person is the Opal? 1 mean,
what is he? He’s not human, is he?” inquired Duan.

Clay Judah gave Duan a summarized answer. Upon
hearing his explanation, Duan reflected upon and appreciated
the magnificent story behind the land, causing his heart to beat
intensely.

Agnis’ heart also beat faster, but for a different reason.
It was because she felt as though she had taken a glimpse of
Clay Judah as a teen—only three years’ difference from her
age now.

Of course, he still was young. Although he had noble
features, his countenance radiated a strangely sweet and likable
charm.

As Agnis gazed longingly at Clay Judah’s profile, he took
notice and gaped at her with uncertainty in his eyes. Agnis’
cheeks immediately burned up. Clay Judah continued to stare
at Agnis, but eventually stood and said, “I'm sure you're tired,
but it’s probably best to take care of your own horses.” And
with that he left the hut.

Agnis let go of all her nervousness at once and sighed
deeply. Duan shrugged as he watched her hang her head and
press her hand onto her heaving chest.

She thinks I don’t know how she feels. That's why I’m pretending
not to notice. But I can see it. It’s clear as day. It’s so obvious, really.

Duan felt conflicted watching Agnis act this way—at times
suffering, and at other times, happily gawking at Clay Judah. As
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her friend, he wanted Agnis to be happy. But knowing who the
object of her affection was, Duan could predict that Agnis had
no real chance.

That’s why, however much he could understand and
empathize with her, Duan envisioned a brokenhearted scene
would ultimately result. It was also something else—something
far more complicated. Duan felt another emotion he couldn’t
really understand. It was probably because he never had this
much contact with a girl his age; he felt there was something not
at all fun about it. That was Duan’s way of breaking it down.

“I’'m going to go check on Jocca.” Agnis quickly readied
herself and stood up.

“Oh, me too . . .” began Duan, but Agnis already had run
out after Clay Judah.

“Man, you could at least help with the cleaning up first,”
complained Duan, although he ended up clearing Agnis’ plates

anyway.
=

The horses were tied under a large tree next to the hut. Clay
Judah was standing next to Air, brushing his sparkling black
hair. Beside him, Agnis looked after Jocca. When Judith saw
Duan, she grunted, her face seeming to say, “Hurry up! I've
been waiting.”

“You should have eaten your meals more leisurely,” said
Clay Judah, offering to share the berries in his hands with
Duan. “Feed these to your horses. They’re nutritious, and
they’re also their favorites. Here Agnis, you tco.”

“Oh, thank you.”

“Thank you.”

Agnis and Duan fed their respective horses. Agnis’ horse,
Jocca, ate contentedly and nuzzled her snout into Agnis. But
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saw the pair, they stopped talking. It was clear that they were
talking about something important, but due to the tension in
the air, Duan and Agnis were reluctant to ask what it was about.
Duan remembered that Clay Judah had said that he wanted to
ask his master something.

“What’s happened? Why are you standing here so
pensively? It’s a bit late, but let’s have breakfast,” said Clay
Judah.

With that, Agnis and Duan returned to their senses.
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“No, I didn’t understand, and still don’t,” he answered.

Check, with a self-important air, replied, “I didn’t think
so. If I didn’t understand it, how could you, Duan? Giis!”

“Hey! Cheeky!”

Duan pretended to hit Check, but Duan was so caught
off guard that he thought his heart was going to jump out of
his chest. Check, who until a moment ago was his usual green
color, was now white as snow. His fur and tail were still golden,
and his eyes were still black, but he looked as though he were a
completely different person—or rather, a completely different
grinia.

“Ch-Check . . . What happened to your body?”

Check screwed up his face at Duan’s reaction.

“Look at your body,” instructed Duan.

Check turned around and looked at his stomach and
back, and then he started to open and shut his mouth. All of
a sudden, he fainted—and because he was in mid-flight, he
plummeted toward the ground. Duan quickly caught him with
both hands before Check landed.

“When you're this white, I can hardly tell you apart
from the snow,” Duan whispered. Then, he suddenly realized
something. Maybe it’s winter camouflage! In the winter, some
birds and animals that live in the snow change the color of their fur or
feathers. He’s been in this winter wonderland for a week. And this is
his first time.

Duan was strangely impressed when he realized that
grinids had this ability. At the same time, he thought that
maybe he also had some hidden talent and courage that was
beginning to bubble up inside of him.

As a child, Duan was sickly with no parents, so his brother,
Gaeley, used to look after him. He had grown up admiring his
brother’s strength; although thinking about it now, his brother
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“Yeah. I don’t think there’s a reason for it—because the
Opal was asked to or because he wanted to. Instead, I think he has
an ability to decide what needs to be said to that particular person.
That’s how it’s necessary. If that wasn’t the case, regardless of how
much you asked, the Opal wouldn’t answer you.”

“What did you ask him?” she inquired, but Clay Judah
remained silent.

Flustered, Agnis continued, “Oh, I'm sorry. Never mind.
How impolite and nosy of me. Please, really, don’t answer!”

But Clay Judah shook his head in disagreement. “I don’t
think you’re being nosy. It’s just that it’s a complicated story, so
I was thinking about how to tell you. And I don’t have a great
understanding of it yet, either. To put it simply, it’s about this
sword I carry.”

Clay Judah patted the thin longsword’s sheath. He was
never without his sword. Agnis knew that he always kept it
near him.

“This sword is called the Sword of Shido, but apparently,
the Opal knew the person who made it. I recently found out
that Shido was the maker’s name.”

Agnis was so nervous that her knees turned jellylike,
simply because she was standing next to Clay Judah. She
mustered all her will to stop her body from trembling while she
listened to his story.

Clay Judah misunderstood her body’s tremors and asked,
“Are you cold? Of course you are. You really get the wind here.
It would be silly to continue standing here to chat. And Duan
should be returning soon. Shall we go back?” He put his hand
on her shoulder.

Clay Judah’s slightest touch made Agnis feel as though
she could fly, but at the same time, it made her feel like crying.
What’s with these intense highs and lows?
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Surprisingly, the words the Opal delivered to Agnis were
few—just one sentence: “Aaagnis, you knooow beeest whooo
to aaask fooor the aaansweeer youuu seeek.”

That was it. Afterward, he thanked Agnis for making
his body clean in the same manner he did when speaking to
Duan.

What a letdown, thought Agnis. We worked so hard to make
the Opal’s body clean. And that was it?

She was disappointed, but felt as though she could have
predicted his answer.

Perhaps the Opal knew why she really came all the way here.

“Who to ask for the answer you seek”? Tt was most likely
Agnis’ mother, Rubis. What was the point of coming here before 1
went to see her? Well, Clay Judah once said that the Opal only says
things that the recipient needs to hear. So, maybe he decided that there
would be no point in giving more advice than that.

Agnis paused on her way back to the hut to take several
deep breaths. I can’t carry on like this. It isn’t like me. Anyway,
it’s pathetic of me to think about Clay Judah nonstop, a hundred more
times—no, a thousand more times than I think about why I’m not able
to use my magic, when that is so much more important. Right, I've
decided!

She pursed her lips and stared off into the direction of the
hut. Then, she hoisted her skirt and marched through the path
of dense snow. K’'nock followed nimbly after Agnis, who had,
in fact, made up her mind to confess her love for Clay Judah.
But K’'nock was barely visible in the white snow.
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He brushed past Agnis and left the hut. Once outside, he
breathed deeply. The cold air felt nice against his throat and
flushed cheeks.

Why am 1 the one who’s getting excited? Duan wondered. My
face is ved and my heart is racing.

Duan took another deep breath and then, scratching his
head, trudged along toward the horses.

Inside the hut, Agnis remained standing, gazing into Clay
Judah’s eyes. She stared so intensely that she could almost feel it
burn. She felt as though if she looked away, all the courage she
used to get here would vanish out the window. Clay Judah, on
the other hand, seemed perplexed and eventually motioned as
if to ask her what was the matter.

Agnis finally breathed, which she realized she hadn’t done
since she entered the hut. She thought maybe her heart had
stopped beating all together. She swallowed her spit once and
opened her mouth.

“I...1...1..”

But that was all she managed to get out. She could say nothing
else. She could open and close her mouth and breathe, but that was
all. It was as though something large was lodged in her throat.

Agnis grabbed her throat in pain.

“Agnis?” That was the first time Clay Judah had called
her by her name.

He stood up and moved closer, but Agnis leapt back. She
actually tried to take a step back, but she tripped over a bucket
near her foot and fell dramatically. Clay Judah rushed to her and
grabbed her arm in an attempt to help her. At that moment,
Agnis abandoned all her plans.

She tried and tried, but she couldn’t remember anything—
she was drawing a complete blank. She could only assume that
she had lost her mind.
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Agnis lost herself in Clay Judah’s arms, quivering as she
clung to him. After time passed, she couldn’t remember how
long she was like that. It could have been an endless amount of
time, or it could have been the time it takes a small bird to land
on a branch and shake its head two or three times. All she knew
for certain was that Clay Judah didn’t push her away. Instead,
he held her in silence.

As the time seemed to stand still, only K'nock was there
to watch over his master.

When time once again resumed its normal pace, Agnis
expressed her delight in Clay Judah’s warm arms by peacefully
closing her eyes. True happiness bubbled up deep inside her.

A long time ago, when she was a child, her father had held
her like that. It was a warm, secure feeling—and it was the same
now. But when Agnis really relaxed and let Clay Judah bear her
whole weight, she suddenly was brought back to harsh reality.
Clay Judah had taken her arm to make her stand up. Agnis
opened her purple gemlike eyes and noticed a silent protest in
his face.

Slightly troubled, but with great affection, Clay Judah
uttered, “Agnis, [—"

But Agnis stopped Clay Judah by swiftly placing her hand
on his mouth. Looking up at him with tear-filled eyes, she bit
her lip. She didn’t want to hear anymore.

She knew what the answer was—she knew Clay Judah’s
eyes didn’t view her as a woman. In fact, they were analogous
to the eyes of a parent worrying about how to comfort a child.
The answer was undeniable.

As Agnis left Clay Judah’s side, she tried to laugh it off.
“I-it’s nothing! [ was a little homesick,” she said as the tears
again welled up in her eyes. She purposely followed her sniffle
with a hearty laugh. “Ha ha! It’s pathetic, 1sn’t it? T just feel a
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But there was nothing to be seen. The surface of the
snow had settled and it seemed like there had been no change.
After a while, K’'nock stopped growling. The horses returned
to normal, too.

“What was that?” asked Duan.

“Keep on your toes. There was definitely something
there,” concluded Clay Judah.

Suddenly, they heard a slithering noise that sounded like
steam escaping from a narrow hole.

At the same time, snowballs came flying at them. To
make matters worse, it was a large quantity of snowballs coming
from all directions.

“Aah!”

“Argh!”

The horses started to run wild, and both Duan and Agnis
were flung onto the snowy ground below.

“A-are you okay?” Duan reached his hand out to Agnis;
and Agnis, getting covered in snow, grabbed on to it.

“What was that?” she cried.

“Dunno,” he replied as the snowballs continued to fly.

Clay Judah came over astride Air. Air was, indeed,
a warhorse. Small matters didn’t perturb a trained horse.
Unlike the panic-stricken Judith and Jocca, Air was so calm
and collected that you wouldn’t think they were the same
species.

“Are you hurt?”

More and more snowballs hurled toward them, some
pounding Air’s muscular body and neck. Meanwhile, Judith
and Jocca had left their masters and run off somewhere.

Seemingly out of nowhere, K'nock returned, holding
something in his mouth, dragging it along. It was as long
and as thick as an arm and white in color. It looked torn, and
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“If I could use my magic, then this would be easy. How
irritating!”

Agnis stood back to back with Duan and frowned.

That’s true. If she could use her powerful Fire Magic—so
powerful that it could burn up a hydra—these snow monsters would be
easy, thought Duan.

But there wasn’t any point in dwelling on that now. And
as Clay Judah had said earlier, at first, the tube marrows attack
with snowballs, but later, they’ll attack using the terrifying
blizzard.

I want to finish this before that starts. What have I learned from
my few battle experiences? To calm down and look at my opponent’s
pattern of movement. And to read its mental state.

But in this case, there was no way to read the mental state
of the tube marrow, and there was no real need.

All the tube marrow thought was, “I’m gonna kill
you!”

What is its movement pattern? wondered Duan.

The tube marrows coiled their long tentacles around their
body and released snowballs as they unwound them. Then,
they repeated the process.

Duan observed the tube marrows while he was getting
pelted with snowballs. When he examined the monsters
closely, he noticed that after they coiled up their tentacles, they
paused for a matter of seconds.

If I'm going to attack them, that’s when I have to do it, And 1
should attack the main body, not the tentacles.

“Duan, what happened? Duan, if you don’t hurry up,
they’ll use the blizzard!”

“I know. Calm down, Agnis.” He soothed Agnis while
he counted the time it took for the tube marrow to recoil its
tentacles after extending them fully.
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“Wow, Duan, that was amazing!” Agnis cheered happily,
patting his back. Duan whipped around joyfully, and they gave
each other a high five.

Agnis pointed to a second tube marrow. “Oh no, look,
here comes another!”

Duan rolled up his sleeves and said, “Come on—I can
take you all! Come on!”
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ten, his adventurer card flashed brightly and made a jangly
pinging noise.

A level up? he thought. At that instant, the tube marrow he
was chasing reverted back, readying itself for a counterattack. It
collected all its tentacles into a bunch and protruded them once
again, aiming for Duan.

“Duan, the blizzard is coming!” warned Clay Judah.

“What?”

The tube marrow spurted out a savage blizzard, along
with a thunderous roar, from all its tentacles. It was aimed
straight for Duan, but the tube marrow missed him by a hair
because, only a moment earlier, Duan went flying. Of course,
Duan doesn’t have wings, so it wasn’t like he was really flying.
Rather, he jumped.

Immediately afterward, he slashed at the tube marrow’s
base. The tube marrow thrashed around as it released its
blizzard. The tentacles that were earlier bunched together were
now moving separately, twirling around, but they soon lost
their strength.

Duan couldn’t remember what had occurred during that
split second. He didn’t know why he thought to jump, or how
he was able to slash at the monster so quickly. But as he turned
around slowly, breathing heavily, he saw that Agnis and Clay
Judah appeared impressed.

“Wow, wow! Duan, what was that? You were like a
different person!” cried Agnis as she clapped her hands.

Duan took out his adventurer card and said, “I think I
leveled up. Agnis, I'm finally at the same level as you.”

“You'll soon be overtaking me at this rate!” she proclaimed.

“R-really?” He laughed with embarrassment and
scratched his head. Duan felt that it could be true. Something
had changed inside of him.
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That resistance. That feeling as the sword came down—it felt
good. It felt almost as though the sword was an extension of my arm,
like it was a part of my body.

He picked up some snow and started to scrub his short
sword, which was covered in blue blood. He took out an old
cloth from his backpack and wiped his short sword a bit more
before returning it to its sheath.

“Duan, look at your face!” said Agnis. Using her own
silk handkerchief, she wiped away the blood from Duan’s face.
As Duan felt the smoothness of the handkerchief against his
cheeks, he became overwhelmed with satisfaction.

“It’s just that it was different this time. The way I swung
the sword—the way I killed the enemy. Until now, I was doing
things blindly. I didn’t know what I was doing with all that
blood rushing to my head. But this time, something awoke
inside of me—inside my brain. That’s it, isn’t it?” he asked
Clay Judah excitedly.

Clay Judah smiled and replied, “Let’s rest first and get
going in a bit. It seems as though the horses are back, t0o0.”

As soon as Clay Judah mentioned it, Duan noticed that
Jocca and Judith had returned from down the mountain.

“No, I don’t need to rest. And I don’t want to stay here
around all these corpses. Let’s get to the inns in one go!” Duan
said energetically.

As he jumped onto Judith’s back, he didn’t feel tired. In
fact, he felt confident that he could take on another group of
monsters. Duan patted Judith’s neck and said, smiling, “Hey, if
something happens next time, please don’t run away.”

“My Duan, aren’t you happy!” chuckled Agnis as she
climbed onto Jocca.

Jocca seemed a little disheartened having left her master
behind, but Judith, on the other hand, seemed fine.
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“Well, if you’ve been taught by Olba, I'm sure that’s enough.
He’s a skilled swordsman. I probably couldn’t beat him.”

“Really? N-no, I don’t mean that Olba is weak or
anything. He really is amazing. But you're . . . how do you say
this . . . a bit different. Olba seems as though he’s all strength.
He wins his fights with brute force. But you’re different, aren’t
you? No matter what I do, I'll always be this type of body,
and I don’t have the strength—or even the potential for sheer
strength—of Olba’s little finger.”

“Olba’s strength isn’t due to his physicality alone. But
it’s true, 'm not that strong, either. That's why I'm always
equipped with lightweight armor,” Clay Judah explained.

Clay Judah wasn’t wearing any armor at present. Instead,
he wore a soft silk blue shirt and black pants that Agnis’ mother
had gotten ready. Duan also had changed and was wearing a pale
blue shirt and deep blue pants. On top, he wore a velvet jacket
in the same color as his pants. Although they were simpler than
the heavily decorated clothes that had been prepared for him at
the Silver-Gray Castle, they were luxurious nonetheless. But
he didn’t feel that strange in them now. Maybe it was because
he was used to them.

“Anyway,” continued Clay Judah, “I plan on leaving
tomorrow. How about you? I've promised Land, so I'm
returning to the Silver-Gray Castle at once.”

Duan thought that he might, assuming Clay Judah would
leave tomorrow or the day after tomorrow. But before he
answered, Duan briefly thought about Agnis. What will she do?
If Clay Judah is going, she’ll probably say she’s coming, too.

Duan smiled and answered, “Of course I'll go with

”»

you.
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“I don’t feel anything at all. It’s never happened to me
before. I've tried loads since then . . . but nothing.”

Once she had heard the whole story, Rubis gestured as
though she understood.

“Agnis, that’s because you thought your enemies were
human. You've only ever used your offensive magic on
monsters for which you had unquestionable hostility. Even
if you did have hostility for them, and however much it was
rightfully used in self-defense, you’re unable to burn and slay
human beings—period.”

Agnis was a little disappointed that her mother’s answer
was so simple.

Is that really it?

“O-oh, b-but why have I not been able to use my power
since then? Just recently, on our way here, all sorts of monsters
attacked us. It was on a wintry mountain pathway, which is
always dangerous.”

Rubis frowned as she listened to her daughter’s stories
about getting attacked by monsters. It was now unavoidable
that she was an adventurer. But she didn’t listen calmly for
long, and she couldn’t help but ask, “What sort of monsters?”

“Well, at the beginning, there were tube marrows—
monsters with five tentacles that suddenly appeared from the
snow. At first, they only shoot snowballs at you, but later,
they attack you with a blizzard. And it was amazing. Duan
killed about ten of them all on his own. And that was how he
leveled up.”

“Oh really. And after that?” Rubis asked.

“Oh, after that?”

Glancing up at the ceiling, Agnis recalled what had
happened and recounted it to her mother. Yes, after the tube
marrows, they’d encountered all sorts of monsters.
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Agnis’ cheeks were hot, as though they were on fire.

Rubis continued, “I thought that might be so. The first time
you couldn’t use magic was because you were convinced that your
opponent was human. At that moment, you put on your brakes.
And the brakes haven’t come off since. The Fire Spirits haven’t
been able to do it. You have to do it yourself, but you have to
be free from thought. Right now, you're unable to be free from
thought. When I saw you come in with that gentleman, I felt it
immediately. You're in love with Clay Judah, yes?”

Agnis opened her eyes wide and stared at Rubis. “B-but it
was useless,” she cried. “Mother, I used my courage and I tried
to confess my love for him, but . ..”

That was all she could say. Tears started to fill her eyes
and eventually poured down her face. After that, she buried her
face in her mother’s lap and wept like a child. K’nock, who was
sprawled out on the floor, looked up, concerned, but Rubis
smiled to indicate that everything was okay.

Rubis’ room was unusually quiet. All that could be heard
was Agnis’ weeping. The tears wouldn’t stop and her emotions
had escalated so much that they were almost too much to bear.
As Agnis continued to sob, she realized that she really was upset
and traumatized by it all.

She had thought that, although it had ended in failure,
she had confessed her love and was done with it. She was able
to continue talking with Clay Judah as she did before, and she
was certain that Duan hadn’t noticed. But everything that she
had bottled up until now came gushing out.

As she cried, she realized that her mind and body were
exhausted. Rubis stroked her daughter’s slender back. The
warmth from her hand was indescribably comforting and made
Agnis eventually stop crying, allowing her to drift into a deep
sleep.
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Recently, Duan had been feeling very confident. With
Agnis’ comment, he felt even more so.

He could barely wait to report back to Olba on what had
happened. And he longed to start training. In fact, he would
rather be chocking up real battles.

An Agnis able to control her magic and a stronger me—and also
the veteran fighter, Olba. What amazing members!

Duan couldn’t suppress his giggles or the smile spreading
across his face. He’d had the same problem when they’d left
Rubis” mansion, heading toward the Silver-Gray Castle.

“Stop it, you weirdo. What are you smiling to yourself for?”

Agnis found it a little weird, and even Clay Judah looked
at him suspiciously.

The three of them journeyed together joyfully. The
hooves of their horses reverberated through the tranquil forest.
They would soon be seeing the beautiful sight of the Silver-
Gray Castle.

Will Olba and Land be waiting for us? contemplated Duan.
Maybe Olba left already.

But Duan needn’t have worried. Olba was there, right
next to Land. But Duan never would have imagined what kind
of situation the two of them faced at that moment. . . .
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Olba remained silent as he pondered what Land was
trying to say.

Land continued, “Well, could I come to your room? I get
bored when I don’t have someone to talk to.”

Olba was about to say something, but he stopped and
nodded to signal that he didn’t mind.

Land’s pale face reddened a little. “Thanks! I'll be around
in a while with my luggage.”

“Okay.”

Olba understood it, Land’s anxiety. What if his request
to leave had reached the Assassin Guild? In the worst case
scenario, the guild could already be preparing to send a deadly
assassin message in return.
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with him. If he were left alone . . . Although they were inside
a castle, he definitely couldn’t—or shouldn’t—relax. He
knew this better than anyone else, because he himself was an
assassin.

But if I weren’t waiting here, it would be difficult for me to reunite
with Clay Judah.

Land thought of something: Maybe . . . Is the reason I've become
so attached to Clay Judah self-protection? There isn’t anyone else more
reliable, that much is true. I haven’t been keeping his company for long,
but I can still say that for sure. He would never betray me. No, but . . .
It can’t be for self-protection!

Land continued sorting through his thoughts. He truly
felt destiny had a hand in his having met Clay judah.

“So, hey,” Land spoke up, changing the topic to avoid his
own doubts and anxiety, “you’re getting on well with that girl,
Hyness.”

Olba raised his eyebrows, then closing his eyes and
exhaling slowly said, “Speaking of which, you’re not doing so
bad yourself. What’s her name again—that blonde chick?”

“Oh, you mean Liruge?”

“Yeah, yeah. Liruge, Ziruge—whatever it is. What
happened yesterday? You were back late. She didn’t wanna let
you go?”

Land laughed in response.

“Stop that ambiguous laughter,” Olba teased, and Land
laughed even more.

The previous night had been a fun night indecd. Liruge was
a court maid—having only just turned twenty. Her blonde, wavy
hair was beautiful, and she was a sunny, bright girl—the perfect
match for Land, who’d always had a pessimistic disposition.

Yet when Liruge had covered Land’s eyes with her hands
and asked him “guess who,” he’d been so surprised that he
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jumped. Her cold, thin fingers had felt so much like those of
Misty—the girl he’d met in the Assassin Guild, whom he’d
loved so much that it had caused him to sell his soul.

At the time, Land has been suddenly overcome by
emotion, and he’d hugged Liruge tightly. She’d been pleased
by his enthusiastic response, thinking that he truly liked her.
Land had let her misunderstand.

Man, I'm a dishonest guy.

Apart from her slender fingers Liruge was exactly the
opposite of Misty. Although Land had continued to hug her,
all his thoughts were on Misty.

I wonder what she’s doing now.

She had been sold to the guild, the same as Land. But
hers was an awful story: Her own sister had sold her off. She’d
lost her parents, and without a place to go, she could turn only
to her sister, who was married and lived in the city. But when
Misty had, her sister had sold her to the guild at a high price.
Even so, Misty didn’t blame her sister.

“I’'m sure my sis was just in trouble. She had five children
to look after, and her husband didn’t earn much. She couldn’t
afford to feed me, too,” Misty had said with her obsidian-like
eyes sparking blue.

“And anyway, she didn’t know she’d sold me to the
Assassin Guild. She thought she was selling me as a maid to a
merchant.”

That much may have been true, considering how
detached the Assassin Guild was from the general public—
although, the man she was drinking with now also was
an assassin (unbeknownst to her, there was another guild
nearby, too).

Her real name was Cathy Bready. She was seventeen, and
it was winter when she’d been sold to the guild.
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desperately, but he wouldn’t budge. On top of that, when the
poison finally began affecting him, he fell asleep with Misty
still in his grip.

Misty used all her might to escape from those thick arms,
but no matter what she did, the strength in those arms would
not weaken. After a while, her own head started to feel a little
fuzzy—the poison was getting to her.

When she finally thought she’d had it and was starting
to lose consciousness, the warrior’s body suddenly went
limp. Misty could move her legs and arms freely. She quickly
retrieved the antidote from her dress pocket and poured it into
her mouth. When she looked up expecting relief, however, she
got quite a fright—the poison had taken effect. Thankfully, the
guild boss was standing there, glaring down at her grimly.

“The boss is fond of you,” Garcina, one of the servants,
had said to her later, while she was recovering. Yes, after this
event, Misty had been bedridden, thanks to the poison that had
moved all through her body. It had taken a whole week for it
to clear.

The boss had given details of the job to Misty, but he’d
heard rumors about the strong warrior that was her target and
became worried, so he’d followed her. Lucky for Misty, he’d
saved her—without a moment to spare.

Misty had felt a strange emotion fill her soul. The boss,
who’d always looked so sour, began to feel like a parental figure.
She found her peace when she started to convince herself that
the boss was like a father to her. After that, Misty had obeyed
the boss with vigilance.

And then, one day, a slender redheaded man was brought
to the guild, still unconscious. That man was Land.
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until she returned, as she’d have to pass Land’s room to enter
her own room, which was on the second floor.

It was getting late when she came back alone, wearing
a deathly black cape that blended in with the darkness, and a
dress underneath that hugged her figure tightly.

“Where on Earth have you been?”

Misty opened her eyes wide at Land’s voice, which had
come out suddenly from the darkness. The lantern that shone
against her white face showed that her face was twitching, and her
cheeks were also unusually blushed. Land was filled with dread at
this unusual sight. Misty didn’t reply to him; instead, she started
to return to her own room. Land tried to stand up and follow
her, having forgotten that his body wouldn’t move exactly as he
wanted. His wound hurt, and he curled up on the spot in agony.

“Argh!”

Misty thought about leaving him as he was, but she
decided to come back. She put her hand on Land’s shoulder as
he lay there curled up in pain. “You shouldn’t be getting up.”

Land grabbed hold of her slender wrists and looked into
her eyes. “Answer my question. You're trembling. What were
you doing, and where?”

She bit her red lips and looked back at Land.

Land understood immediately when he looked into those
eyes, but he just couldn’t believe it. “N-no . . . not you, too!”

Misty narrowed her eyes and spat out the words, “Yes,
exactly what you’re thinking. I’'m one of them. 1 just went to
complete a job.”

“You're j~joking! You're tiny—how?”

“Today’s target was a merchant. He was apparently quite
a vicious tradesman and was loathed by many—not that it
means anything to us. If he were offered some wine by a young
woman, he’d happily drink it.”
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As Land begged with his head to the ground, the boss
threw the old man’s address and the rope Land was to use to
kill him down, saying, “You can talk like that after you've
finished your job. You don’t have time now. You have to do
this tonight.”

Land’s hands were still on the ground, and his head hung
low. One of the other middle-aged assassins, Tony, started to
speak to him.

“Use that rope. Do it quickly. It won’t take you five
minutes. But make sure you get it done—otherwise, it’s bad.
Put your strength into it, and check—check that the old man’s
done.”

Something broke inside Land. He stood up and started to
yell at the boss’s back. “I don’t do anything that I don’t want to
do, no matter what anyone says to me!”

The boss turned around slowly and replied, “You just
don’t get it, do you? Either you do the job or you die. You
decide.”

Land found out later, to his severe detriment, that the boss
had not been exaggerating. He didn’t do the job, instead trying
to run away to another part of the town—but he must have
been followed, and he was taken back in no time. Then, he was
hung upside down for three days and three nights. Every three
hours, salt was rubbed into his recovering wounds. Of course,
he was given no food—only water was thrown at him. In the
end, he fainted.

When he woke up, he saw Misty’s worried face. It was as
though he woke up back in time, back to when he was sold to
the Assassin Guild after being rescued by the old woman, after
having been beaten by the Salamander. It was exactly the same
situation all over again. Land thought time had been rewound.
But he knew it wasn’t so when he heard Misty speak.
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She spoke to him as she looked at him in a heartbreaking
way. “Land, I told you: We don’t have the right to decide.
Either you kill or get killed. You have to choose.”

And just like Misty had warned, Land had to accept the
job. His first job was the one the boss had given him initially.
When it was finished, he truly felt what a cruel job being an
assassin was. Even though it was a death that the old man had
wished for, Land’s tears would not stop when he watched the
old man lose his strength in his arms. And yet, Land couldn’t
choose to die himself.

Can I really go on like this? he wondered to himself, day in
and day out.

But he couldn’t exactly worry to himself at leisure. The
boss gave him job after job at a very quick pace. Land knew that
his senses were being numbed. And then, after he’d finished a
few targets, he felt something inside him die; he had the vague
awareness that this was something precious, which could never
be regained.
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Rather than lovers, it was almost as though the two paired
up like a couple of abandoned dogs—cuddling close to each
other to keep the cold away.

The boss didn’t say anything to them, but he judged that
it was a good time for Land, so he started giving him relatively
easy jobs periodically. The only requirement the boss had was
that Land was not drink the day before a job.

Apart from the emotional discord, Land didn’t find the
jobs particularly hard for him. After all, he was an agile and
skilled adventurer. So, in time, he was given better jobs, and the
boss began to recognize him as a skilled assassin.

Land’s weapon and fighting style had changed from when
he was a thief, and he was really becoming a proper assassin.
He used a blackjack (a baglike weapon that was filled with iron
balls) to knock out his targets, and then he strangled them with
his rope. Sometimes, he used poison like Misty.

When Land had gotten used to numbing himself to his
emotions, his life as an assassin wasn’t bad. His commission
was good, he had a happy life, and Land had one single wish—
maybe he had made it this far because he was able to cling to
that wish.

After two years had passed, Land took Misty outside one
day and confessed his secret to her.

“I’m going to Corbenia for my next job.”

“That’s amazing! The boss really must trust you. It’s been
only two years, and he’s already giving you work so far away. I
hear Corbenia’s a big port city.”

“Yeah, apparently . . . I was thinking, maybe I could sneak
onto some ship and get smuggled away. Surely even the guild
wouldn’t be able to get to me then?”

Misty opened her eyes wide. In a quiet whisper, she said,
“I can’t believe you. You still haven’t given up?”
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He was being asked to assassinate two messengers who
were heading to Orland before they reached their destination.
One was delivering a secret message to the King of Orland, the
other was delivering a message to a minister called Schneider.
“Ensure that you retrieve these secret documents from them and
deliver those,” he was told, “along with one ear from each.”

Land knew immediately what it was about. I bet the King
of Ganau is planning to stir up the already-troubled relationship between
the King of Orland and that minister with those secret messages; then, he
plans to charge in when the nation is in turmoil. So, this assassination
is meant to stop that before it happens. That means this client must be
someone who works for the political fixer of Orland—and the political
fixer of Orland is that famous dude, the ex-King Liesbeck. I get it.

He calculated all this himself as he assessed his own
situation. Dang, he’s scheming quite a kickback.

Land clicked his tongue inside his head. Because it
related to something on a national scale, the commission on
this would probably be generous. But the price the boss had
quoted Land was not on a par with that—in fact, it was lower
than his ordinary rate. Land, however, had debts from drinking
and gambling that were quickly adding up, and he wasn’t in a
position to refuse the job.

That scheming son of a . . .

He clicked his tongue again. Then, without even looking
at the client, he started to hatch his plan. Ideally, I'd like to do one
of them in before they even leave Ganau. In that case, 1'd have to go for
the lower-level guy, Samuel. I'll do him first. And then, I'll take care of
that monster at level 16—but how?

For one moment, he thought about asking someone to
help out—but then, he quickly brushed that idea aside. I can’t
do anything as pathetic as that. Besides, the boss assigned this job to me
alone. Fine! I can do this!
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He even explained that the secret document the other
messenger held was addressed to the minister Schneider, and it
alluded to the king’s plot to overthrow Schneider. Of course,
this one also instructed the recipient to kill the messenger.

It doesn’t matter what happens now, Land thought half-
heartedly. He had been after Clay Judah’s life, and yet this man
was nursing him back to health. He wanted to be of use to this
man who was so softhearted, and that’s why he told him that
he’d be killed if he were to-deliver the message as intended.

But the man didn’t heed his warning. He didn’t even
peek at the message.

“I've taken your warning to heart, and I'm grateful. But |
was requested to take this to the King of Orland, and I was told
not to look inside. I intend to keep my promise.”

The man had clear, defenseless eyes. Land decided he
was a stupid idiot; he’d thought at first that he was an honest,
good guy, but now he’d decided Clay Judah was actually just
stupid. At the same time, Land felt drawn to him. And then,
the desire to escape his wretched miserable life started to rise
up again.

It didn’t matter if the Assassin Guild chased him around
or even if he became a target himself—maybe Clay Judah could
save him. He didn’t know why, but he chose to believe in him.
Land had seen hell at close-hand for two years; he never wanted
to return to that hell, even if it meant that death would be
waiting for him on the outside.

When Land awoke from his long reminiscence, he
noticed that he was clenching his fists so tightly that they’d
turned white. He uncurled them slowly and took a long
hard look at them. Even though he was forced into it, it was
still undeniable that he had murdered so many with those
hands.
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For one moment, the inside of Land’s head went
completely blank. When you wish for something so much and
it actually happens, you can’t always grasp it as reality.

Olba and Sven laughed at Land, who was awestruck.

That night, there was a grand party, attended by Olba,
Sven, Land, and the youngest of the Black Knights, along with
the women of the castle. The location was a spacious room
near the barracks, a little removed from where the royalty were
located. The Black Knights wore a rough outfit of white shirts
and brown suits, and the women stood close to them, chatting
happily.

One of them coaxed Olba to show her the scenario he’d
selected. “Wow. So, this is an adventure scenario?”

“Yeah. Why, haven’t you seen one before?”

“Of course not. I'm not an adventurer.” The woman
with blonde curly hair laughed. “It’ll be lonely once you leave.
Come and visit again soon?”

“Yeah, I'll come and visit when [ pass through here.”

“Fantastic! Don’t forget.”

The woman was clinging to Olba’s neck firmly when
Land came interfering.

“Hey, are you really leaving tomorrow? Can you come
back as soon as you finish? How long will it take you?”

“God, you’re a bad drunk. You’re on a par with Check.”

“Huh? Check? The pet that kid Duan keeps?”

“Hey, he’s not just a pet. He can cast Heal Magic.”

“Hmph. So, he’s Duan’s partner. They suit each other.”

“Ha ha! I suppose you’re right.” Olba started to laugh
because he had pictured Duan exploring a dungeon with a life-
sized Check.

“What? What’s so funny?” Land was trying to pick a fight
again.
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Apparently, Land’s and Misty’s boss had just received a
letter from that other boss, saying, “There’s something shady
coming our way. Instead of getting done in ourselves, why
don’t we join forces and get rid of him?”

So, the deal that the boss had proposed to Land. . . .

“Kill Bloody Law—if you can get rid of him once and
for all, then I'll make it your last job at the guild?” Land asked,
“Was it something like that?”

Tony laughed bitterly. “You know him well. That’s it
then—get in touch when you’ve decided. We’ve assembled
some information on our end, too. I'll return home first with
Misty. Don’t think you’ll be able to run away. If you run, Misty
will lose her life. That’s how tough our boss is.”

Land gazed back at Tony with vacant eyes. And then, he
turned to Misty. She looked back at Land with a grim expression.

“Fine. I'll do it. I know exactly how painful the boss’
vengefulness can be. Tell him I'll do it. T'll head back once 1
get some things done here,” said Land, to which Tony replied
with a satisfied nod.

“In the end, the boss is really just buying you off. If he
wasn’t, he would never do a deal like this. You would have been
dead meat a long time ago.”

*“Yeah, that might be true,” answered Land.

Then, taking Misty with him, Tony left the room with a
quick goodbye.

Land called out to Misty’s back. “Misty, don’t ever be
alone. If you’re still going out with that guy Anthony, never
leave his side. Just never be alone.”

Misty paused for a moment, but she left the room without
even looking back at him.

Sven, who was watching them, suddenly thought about
how they were able to come and go as they pleased in the castle.
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Even though it had been many days since then, it seemed
that nobody had cleared the path yet. The large trees that had
been struck down by lightning were still on the ground, and
the branches that had been swirled up by the rain and wind
were still piled high.

Land and Olba had both traveled by horse before. So,
unlike Duan and Agnis, they needed no training, and they
controlled their horses freely, as though they had ridden them
for ages. The horses were excellent, too, and they listened well
to what they were told. Even so, with this road and also this
weather to contend with, Land was becoming more and more
stressed, and they couldn’t push forward as they wished.

Thanks to the arrangement of the King of Orland, the
duo was well equipped. But saying that, Olba’s equipment
hadn’t changed much—he wore part armor on top of a black
chain mail and boots with knee guards, along with a black cape
he had bought while with Duan, and a well used longsword
and a sharp dagger.

Nothing had changed on his exterior, but everything he
was wearing underneath—his clothes and his undergarments—
was new.

On the other hand, things were different for Land. He’d
only brought clothes for his original journey, so he’d chosen
the lightest armor there was and some boots that would be
good for sneaking around. He also selected the cape he had on.
He couldn’t use the rope from his assassin days, so he picked
a small short sword and a slingshot instead. Those were his
weapons of choice from his adventuring days.

Finally, they came to a point where they could advance no
farther: A large tree was obstructing the way.

When he saw the large tree, Land hung his head,
remembering that he had attacked Clay Judah from behind
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“W-what?” stuttered Land, but Olba was already off, and
the dark brown body of his horse passed in front of him mid-
air, landing nimbly on the ground.

Olba looked at Land with a proud face.

Land replied very cynically, “Phew. That horse is certainly
fit for a gift from a king.”

“Hmph. Let’s get a move on. Weren't you getting
worried?” asked Olba, and Land’s face hardened. When he was
with Olba, he felt his tension melt away somehow, but it was a
race against time now. There was indeed no time for chatter.

If T were here alone . . . Man, that would have been scary. With
my nerves and this blinding fear, I would’ve been totally immobile. I
would have been so nervous that I might not have been able to make it
over that large tree, resulting in a clumsy fall.
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something we’re not, and then show our fangs when the time is righ.
I'm sure he’ll look different than the rest of us. I haven’t heard any
stovies about him using magic—that means he’s a fighter.

This time, Land imagined a buff hero of justice. Maybe
someone who was close to him was killed and that was what triggered
his righteous indignation. Is there a imposing longsword gripped in
his hand?

Assassins are skilled at killing people in their sleep, in their
moments of weakness, but they’re weak when it comes to face-to-face
combat. If he’s a skilled swordsman or a master of martial arts, then I
really won’t stand a chance.

He imagined quite easily the many assassins who had
been brutally slaughtered. According to Tony, everyone had been
preparing diligently, so they must have been ready to cope with him
somewhat. It isn’t as if they were caught off guard. Yet they all were
exterminated swiftly, as easily as harming a defenseless baby. Why?
He’s only one man.

As he thought about this and that and let his imagination
wander, he tried to come up with a criminal profile. But his
mind wouldn’t calm down, and his ability to fall asleep had
decreased.

Land tossed and turned, and when he finally did sleep, he
would groan as though he were having terrifying nightmares.
The night that Misty had come to the Silver-Gray castle and
the night after that, Land hadn’t slecp well. On top of that, his
healing wound was aching. To be honest, Land would have
wanted to depart immediately, but it would have been pointless
to race off without any preparations. So, they left for the assassin
guild the third morning after Misty had appeared.

Having shared a room with Land, Olba knew that he
wasn’t doing well. Judging from his state, it’s best not to go directly to
the guild tonight. We should stay one night at an inn and rest. Although
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Land tilted his head. “The room he slept in was on the
second floor, like ours—but I reckon he had a different room
somewhere, because I’ve been in the second floor room, and
there’s nothing in there. As a boss of an Assassin Guild, he must
have had loads of lists of names and other paperwork, right?”

“I see. But he wouldn’t keep those in plain sight. I think
the basement room is a little suspect.”

“Yeah, I think so, too. I've only ever seen the basement
when I was chucked into the jail or when I was tortured, so I
don’t know the whole layout. You think he’s a target?” Land’s
eyes twinkled. '

Olba nodded. “Of course.”

“In that case . . . Misty, who'll be close by, will be in
danger, too. No—maybe he would have kept her away. He’s
always treated her with special attention.”

“Well, she is a beauty,” Olba said.

But Land shook his head fervently. “No, no, it isn’t like
that—not that kind of special attention. It’s almost as though
she was his daughter or something.”

Olba made a tut-tutting noise at Land’s comment.
“That’s ridiculous. What father would want his child to be a
murderer?”

Land’s eyes suddenly darkened. “Th-that’s true . . .”

“Well, I know the general layout now—and the reason
why he let the Fear Rats loose in the storage room.”

“Yeah, it has the most impact all around. All the rooms on
the first floor lead to that one.”

“But the second floor and the basement are different.
You can tell from the design that it’s a guild. They’ve thought
it through well.”

“So, what should we do? I guess we search from the
second floor?”
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“What’s up?” Olba whispered as he returned from
looking at the other rooms. When he spotted the same thing
Land had, he stopped.

The knife was covered in blood. The man was an assassin
named Dave Warren. His specialty was secretly hiding a knife
in his jacket, and then killing his opponent in a flash.

His expression was contorted in agony—or rather, it was
set in terror and shock.

“Hey, over here,” Olba whispered, tapping Land on the
shoulder to draw his attention ahead, where there was another
person on the floor. This one was a middle-aged man in a
fashionable pale green coat. Although he looked sharp and, at
first glance, he looked like a rich man, he was also a respectable
assassin. His name was Jones Spick.

A long wound on his fat neck could be easily seen. It
must have missed his carotid, as there wasn’t that much blood
from the wound. The fatal wound was most likely the one in
his plump stomach, which had a puddie of blood beside it. His
expression also had settled into one of shock.

Land made a heavy sigh and gulped, his Adam’s apple
bobbing up and down.

Creak . . . creak . . .

They could hear footsteps coming from somewhere.
There was definitely someone on the second floor. The
sound seemed to come from the room on the other side of the
corridor.

“Nope, no torchlight here either,” Olba whispered. There
was nothing there on the metal fittings, where the torchlights
were usually placed.

“You should turn off that lantern. We have to get our
eyes used to it. See, look—we can manage with the starlight
from the window,” Olba said, lifting the black curtains on the
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the woman’s body was being kept there inside an old woodep
coffin.

A girl was sitting to the side of the coffin, swinging her
legs in the air. Her black eyes stared intently at the ground.

“Poor thing.”

“They got on so well.”

“What’s going to happen now?”

“Well, I'm not sure whether the mistress will look after her.”

As they wept, the callers stroked the girl’s head, patting
her shoulder as they caressed and squeezed her hand.

The girl kept staring at the ground expressionless. After
a while, though, she suddenly looked up, and her braided hair
shook. “Mister!”

The man came with a frown on his face.

“Mister, mister—when is my mum going to wake up?”

Everyone choked up and was at a loss for words in
response to the girl’s question. Breaking the unbearable silence,
one beggar whispered, “Terrible—they said it was a mistake.”

In a tlash, the man grabbed the beggar by his collar.

“Hey, where did you hear that?”

The man was so forceful that the beggar was terrified.
“I’'m sorry, 'm sorry. I don’t know anything.”

The man spoke in an irritated manner, “Idiot! I'm not
angry with you. I'm asking you where you heard that!”

One of the beggar’s friends butted in. “Pay him no
attention, mister. He doesn’t mean to—why are you talking
nonsense?”

But the beggar shook his head vigorously. “No, no, 'm
not talking rubbish. I heard it! I definitely heard ic!”

“Yes, of course you did. Now, where did you hear it?
Think carefully and tell me about it,” the man said in a very
different, kind voice.
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Woosh! Bloody Law thrust his claws up into the air,
interlinking them and then grinding them together.

At this point, Tony went running up to him with hig
hands grasped together. “Mister, I've shown you the hidden
door as promised. Ha ha. I'm sure the boss is in there. So, I'll
be leaving now!”

Bloody Law eyed Tony sharply. At the same time, his long
claws moved quickly.

Thud. Tony fell forward. Both his front and his back had
been pierced at the same time, and he was coughing up blood.

“Y-you . .. promised . . .” he said, coughing as the blood
hemorrhaging from his insides began choking his throat. Those
were his last words.

Clang! Bloody Law glanced Tony’s way while
simultaneously charging an attack on Olba, who was right in
front.

“Urgh!” Olba had been 2 moment too late to evade the
strike, and there was a hole in his plate armor as a result. The
rats running around at his feet had distracted him. The Iron
Claw hadn’t reached his body, but the strike he’d felt above his
armor was strong, and it felt like an electric shock.

“Olba!” shrieked Land.

Olba screamed back, “I'll keep him here. You go!
Quickly! There isn’t much time!”

“O-Olba!”

Land still stood frozen to the spot, so Olba yelled out
again. “I said there isn’t time, right? This guy will be difficult
even for me. And with a side serving of rats! Damn. Go away,
go away!” He struck at the rats by his feet, which were trying
to jump up on him.

Watching this, Land bit his lip firmly and turned to run
down the passageway beyond the hidden door.
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It’s no mistake. It’s there! It was just like he had suspected,
He discovered the secret door quickly when he looked at the
growth of the moss on the walls. The state of emergency he felt
was momentarily gone as he did this.

“Gotchal”

He was so excited that he could have whistled, and
his chest felt hot with excitement. It was the excitement of
adventure that he had long since forgotten.

There was a sound like “dunk,” and a part of the wall
moved back. It was made in the same way as the previous
hidden door, and it could be slid to the right. Inside, it was only
big enough for one person to enter.

He looked up, thinking that this couldn’t be it. He
checked all around. But there was nothing there.

“What? No way—is this a fake?”

Hey, hey. This isn’t being careful. This is being a freak.

He thought hard as he crouched down and twisted his
head to investigate.

“Hmph?”

He noticed immediately that there was an unnatural
bump.

It might be a trap.

He retreated back into the passageway, and then he aimed
at the bump with his slingshot. It clicked as he hit it. Suddenly,
a rope ladder came down from above.

“Oh, wow!”

It was quite a robust ladder, because it had been made
with iron rungs.

Land snorted. “It’s well made.” And feeling impressed,
he climbed up.

It was then that he heard a big tremor.

“Whoa!”
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The wind was as strong as ever, and it spread the flames.

At this rate, it won’t take long for the fire to spread through the
whole house.

The clouds had disappeared before long, and it was a
freezing night sky. The blue-white moon shone down on Olba
and Land as they stood motionless.
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And they also were able to jump higher than double their own
height.

The man, to draw out these skills, went to spend some
time with his father’s honored teacher, who was also his
master. He had lost his parents early, and he was all alone in
the world. The master was the only one he could rely on. The
training was cruel, but he couldn’t run away, as he didn’t have
anywhere to go.

When he turned twenty-five, he came down the mountain.
And the mother who had exactly the same dark eyes as the little
girl was the first person he had ever loved.
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Bloody Law flung up his Iron Claw to give Land a
finishing blow.

“Argh!” There was a great scream. But the owner of that
scream was not Land—Misty had covered Land’s body with
her own.

“Misty!” shrieked Land.

He raised himself and held up Misty’s upper body.
Her back had been pierced, and fresh blood spread out as he
watched. The wound was on her back, a little lower than her
heart. Land screamed over and over again, his own body dyed
in her blood.

“Misty! Please, Misty, don’t die!”
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Land understood this and started to carry her up.

But she whimpered in a weak voice, “The boss . . .”

“Silly, you can’t worry about other people now!
Anyway, the boss is already—" Land was about to say the
boss was already dead, but he wasn’t sure, so he checked the
boss’ carotid artery while still carrying Misty. It was weak,
but there was still a pulse. There was no way that Land could
carry both of them in their condition and still run away,
though.

“Right, okay. I'll take you first, but I'll come for the boss
later. Okay?”

Misty half-opened her eyes and asked, “Promise . . . me?”

“Okay, | promise,” answered Land, and Misty smiled
with relief. But then, she looked up at Land and extended her
hand in worry.

“Hmph? W-what?” asked Land. She extended her hands
toward his ear.

“What . . . happened? Does your . . . ear hurt?”

“Like I said, don’t worry about other people now!”

Land was overcome by emotion, but he pulled himself
together. And then, he lifted Misty up and ran down the
stairs.

“You can do it, Misty! I'm definitely going to save you.
You are meant to be with me. Remember the country called
Ronza? Let’s go there. We'll make our own thief gang, and
you’ll be our mistress. Come on, please? I can’t do it alone!”
Land spoke to her from time to time as he ran.

The fire had begun to spread all around the house, and
sparks were even flying down from the ceiling.

When Land finally got outside, he called out in a sharp
voice to Anthony, who was still sitting down, trembling
violently, “Hey, Anthony!”
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Anthony looked up in surprise, and Land brought Misty
over to him.

“Listen. The boss is still inside, so I'm going back. Look
after Misty until [ return.” Land shook Anthony, grabbing
both his shoulders, and Anthony nodded many times at Land’s
sincere words.

“O-0-okay. 1 won’t ever run away again. I swear I'll
protect her!”

Land had half a thought to reply sarcastically to the
cowardly way Anthony spoke, but he decided it was stupid. If
he had a moment to spare, he wanted to spend it with Misty—
but he couldn’t go back on his promise he’d made earlier. He
let out a small sigh as if to break away from his feelings, and
then he ran back into the house on fire.

Misty, wait until I come back!
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moment, the crumbly wall came tumbling down, and Bloody
Law was trapped underneath.

Bloody Law’s upper body was buried underneath the
rubble, and only a part of his legs could be seen—but they
didn’t even stir.

Somebody called out to Olba, who was standing
there dumbfounded. He turned around slowly. There, he
found Land, with the raging flames behind him, running
toward him.

Land was about to ask what had happened, but he figured
it out when he followed the direction of Olba’s gaze and saw
Bloody Law’s altered appearance.

“Let’s get out of here quickly. It wouldn’t be surprising if
the floor fell through any minute now,” Land said as he dashed
over toward the boss.

“How 1is he?” Land telegraphed to Olba with a look.

Olba answered, “He was conscious a minute ago, but . . .”

Land decided that it was his first priority to get the boss
outside, so he tried to carry him—but the boss stopped his
hand.

“Stop!”

It was a painful sounding voice, as if he’d squeezed it out
from the bottom of his stomach.

“Boss!”

“I'm not gonna make it. I know that much . . . 'm in this
business—I knew [ wouldn’t die an easy death. Anyway . . .
what about . . . Misty?”

“Y-yeah, I think—no, I'm sure she’ll make it. She’s fine!”
Land said, and the boss nodded with relief.

“Can you ... tell her . .. that I was apologizing ... ? I
know . . . it makes no difference now . . . but I'wish I'd . . .
never made her . . . murder people.”
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she? I asked a man called Anthony to look after her, but . . . wag
he looking after her?”

Duan and the others looked back at Land with clouded,
questioning faces.

“What happened? There was a woman, right?”

“Y-yeah but . . . when we heard that you were still inside,
we came in a hurry so . . .” Duan explained. “Y-yes, and
anyway, we should get out of here quickly.”

Land felt like he was almost crushed with a bad feeling,
but he nodded weakly.

“Yeah. Of course. N-never mind. C’mon then, let’s go!”
he said.

But just as they started to go, there was a loud rumble
from behind him.

They all turned to look—and in the dust and sparks of
fire, they could see a black shadow with long hanging arms
trying to get up. In the direction of their collective gaze, they
could see Bloody Law’s face in the gaps of the dust. Even Olba
and Land, who should have been used to him by now, gulped
at the sight. Agnis desperately held in a scream.

The metal panel that covered half his face had fallen off
to reveal a caved-in forehead and a bare right cheek. It was a
horrible wound—the skin was so thin that you could see the
bones underneath, making his face look like a skull with a
round yellow eye stuck on top.

“Land!” Olba drew Land, who had been standing
dumbstruck, near him, readying his longsword.

*“This guy—nhe’s stll alive?”

Fighting Bloody Law, you couldn’t show one moment of
hesitation. It’d be the death of you. Olba was the one who’d
had the harshest experience with this and knew it better than
anyone else. Knowing attack was the best form of defense, he
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Agnis joined in on this conversation. Duan felt that she
had changed once again since she had returned home—as
though she had gone back to her original self, but not quite.
She was a completely different person now compared to what
she used to be—and she was no longer unusually nervous in
Clay Judah’s presence, nor had she continued her erratic mood
or the stubborn attitude. Now, there was no tension when she

spoke to Clay Judah.

One afternoon, three days after Misty’s funeral, they all were
together drinking afternoon tea when Clay Judah said to Land,
“I’'m thinking of leaving tomorrow. What will you do?”

Land stared at the bottom of his cup for a while, but
then he quickly raised his head. “Y-yeah, of course I'll come
with you.”

And then, his face turned serious as he said, I was really
made aware this time of how deficient I am in strength and
skill. I couldn’t even attack Bloody Law once.”

But Olba chuckled. “Well, I don’t think he was the sort of
guy you could face. Even 1 couldn’t take him on.”

“But it was even a stretch for me to avoid his attacks.”

“Like I said, it was the same for me. Shoot! I've remembered
it all again. I'm a fighter, too, you know? Or I thought I was, at
least. Now, that’s a real worry. The one who should be feeling
shame is me!” Olba said, showing no shame at all.

But Land felt a little better with Olba’s comment. He had
been blaming his own shortcomings ever since that day.

What help did I actually give, having gone all the way there? I
was tricked so easily, and I even showed him to the secret door!

Olba continued, “Anyway, you're a thief, and as a thief,
you performed well, eh?”
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But there was another person there who was about to
spurt out his tea when he heard their conversation—Olba.

“Hey, hey—I think I heard something, but maybe it was
just the wind?”

“No, it wasn’t the wind. I'm employing you as my
bodyguard, to travel to Ronza,” Agnis said, and Olba
snickered.

“Employing me as a bodyguard? You must have wrangled
a lot of pocket money from your mummy.”

“N-no! I did get a little but it i1sn’t like that. I don’t have
a lot! Yes, the payment will be . . .”

Olba stopped the blushing Agnis. “We don’t need any
payment.”

“What?” ,

Agnis was stunned into silence. She looked at Olba in
disbelief, and he remarked moodily, “So, you’re gonna go
improve your magic skills, right? You’re gonna go study lower
level magic spells and other skills to control your magic, right?”

“Y-yes!”

“Then, it’s fine. It’s a basic requirement for any party to
strengthen itself. You don’t have to employ me. And there’ll be
a lot of monsters along the way who can be weakened by Fire
Magic, t00.”

Agnis blushed a deeper red and looked at Olba. Then, she
looked at Duan.

Duan was also regarding Olba in disbelief. “So, you’ll
adventure with me again? Wow! That’s amazing! I was thinking
that this might finally be the end for us.”

“Oh, yeah? Well, that’s fine by me,” started Olba, but
Duan started to whack him on his back.

“Oh, ¢'mon! No, I already decided to come with you,
even if it meant I was hanging onto your leg. And anyway, I'm
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“Wow,” said Sven.

“R-really?” answered Land in surprise.

The sword Clay Judah was talking about was the narrow
sword he held, which possessed a special power.

“Tsk. I don’t really know why, but never mind! I'll join
you ’til the end! So, do you know the way? Or is the sword
gonna show us the way?” asked Land.

Clay Judah laughed. *I have no information about it, but
that’s what we’ll find out.”

“Hmm, what’s this all about?” Duan and the others were
curious, as well, and they started to ask questions, so Clay Judah
answered them.

“To tell the truth, the man who made the Opal is like a
brother to the man who made this sword.”

“W-what?”

“There was a troublesome sorcerer, and he was wreaking
havoc in different lands. This sword was made to destroy this
sorcerer. But the person who made it went missing. In any case,
he’s probably not alive anymore—but apparently, the sorcerer
is still wreaking havoc. It’s like clutching at straws, but [ was
thinking of solving these clues one by one.”

“Wow!”

“That sounds exciting!”

While Duan’s and Agnis’ eyes sparkled, Olba came up
behind them and grabbed their heads, saying, “Hey, hey—let’s
find an adventure more suited to your levels. First of all, Agnis,
you have to learn some level one fire spells.”

Agnis puffed up her cheeks in a flash.

Clay Judah laughed and said, “I'm sorry, but to be honest,
I’'m not that used to traveling in big groups.”

Agnis took it in stride as she puffed out her chest and said,
“No, no. It’s okay. I understand. When I next see you, I will
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Clay Judah placed his hand on Agnis’ cheek. It brought
back the romance and the feelings that she had been trying to
suppress in her heart.

“I'm sure of it. And when it happens, I wonder whether
I'll recognize you. Maybe you will be too grown up for me to
recognize!” He spoke jokingly, but there was unforgettable
warmth in his voice.

Land leapt onto the horse that Duan gave him with ease
and said, “Okay then, we’ll head off first. Bye!”

But he stopped and looked back. “Olba!”

“Yeah?”

“I totally forgot.”

“What?”

“What? You don’t remember?”

“What is it?” asked Olba.

Land chuckled. “Oh well. Never mind then. Take care!”
He kicked the belly of his horse and off they went.

“What was that all about? Freak,” Olba said, when
something suddenly hit him. “Oh shoot! The payment!
Friggin® heck—I forgot. I can’t believe 1 forgot!”

“What happened?” Duan asked to the fuming Olba, but
Olba just shrugged his shoulders.

“Tsk. Never mind. I suppose he never got payment
either—well, shall we get going, too?”

“Yeah, okay. Well then!”

It was the second goodbye. Charles squeezed Duan’s hand
with both of his and asked, ‘““Duan, we’ll meet again, won’t we?”

Duan laughed and squeezed back. “Your Highness, I
promise. Like I said, this place has become my second home!”

“Oh right. Yeah, of course! Come back whenever you
want. 'm sure I will have grown when you next see me. Oh,
and [’ve seriously started to train in sword fighting!”
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